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ABSTRACT
Håål, C. 2016. Black Gold and Political Ideals. Kulturgeografiska institutionen, Arbetsrapportserie,
Uppsala universitet.  

The aim of this thesis is the study of the relations between foreign relations and trade. By employing the methodical
approach of the theoretical school of critical geopolitics, the thesis aims to study the U. S. geopolitical discourse in
order to understand the discursive components that construct an overarching geopolitical discourse, through a discourse
analysis within the practical sphere of the U. S. geopolitical discourse, such as presidential speeches. Furthermore, a
literary review of the trade relation between oil producing Saudi Arabia and Venezuela, and the U. S. is performed, and
with the gathered data attempts to establish the level of economic interdependence. By benchmarking with the Freedom
House (2016) political and civil freedom ranking, the thesis then attempts to study whether there are discursive conflicts
at play, and then attempts to study the relation between that and the level of economic interdependence. The identi fied
regime of truth in the U. S. foreign policy discourse is notably superceded in the case of Saudi Arabia, where numerous
discursive conflicts are present, while at the same time being more economically independent with Saudi Arabia than
with Venezuela. On the other hand, in the case of Venezuela, there appears to be few discursive conflicts, while the
economic interdepence is smaller. Thus, while the results are tentative, this thesis argues that indications of a correlation
between positive political relationship and strong trade relations is present, which even overrules the discursive regime
of truth.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Woodrow Wilson (1918) once noted that trade, under conditions characterised by equality, would

be fundamental in order to achieve peace … among all the nations... (Wilson, 1918). While

economic protectionism gained momentum in the interwar period (Bernanke, 2013), free trade as

policy has reigned in the U. S. during the post-war period. Trade, then, as a guarantor of positive

international relations is not seldom refered to as a truism. 

Natural resources remain a very large category of trade, amounting to 23.1% of the world trade

in 2008 (World Trade Organization, 2012), of which fuels represent the majority. The need for

fossil energy to propel and fuel the economies of the world remains substantial. Indeed, since oil is

fundamental in fuelling a country's production and security, it is considered of strategical

importance (Blanchard & Ripsman, 1996). However, the largest consumers of oil are rarely

themselves net producers (World Trade Organization, 2012), and rely heavily on importing fossil

fuels from foreign states. No other single country imports as much fossil fuels as the United States

of America (OEC, 2016). As such, established relations to ascertain the trade with exporters of

fossil fuels appears fundamental in upholding the necessary flow of trade. Thus, in order to

understand whether there is a relation between trade and foreign relations between states, it is

necessary to study both the nature of the political relationship, as well as the economic relationship.

In order to study the political relationship, approaching the phenomenon with the perspectives

and methods of critical geopolitics is offers a way of studying this with regards to the spatiality of

politics. After geopolitics as a concept fell out of favour following the Second World War, where it

had been closely associated with the policies of Germany, it re-emerged in the 1990's in the form of

critical geopolitics. This school of thought argues that the study of geopolitics is still relevant, and

studies the geographical assumptions in politics, while approaching geographical facts not as

neutral, but as ideological and politicised (Kuus, 2015). In other words, it studies the … politics of

the geographical specification of politics (Dalby, 1991 in Kuus, 2015, p. 1). As such, it strives to

study how geographical assumptions, and in turn, discourse, influence foreign policy. Discourse,

then, being … a particular way of talking about and understanding the world ...(Jorgensen &

Phillips, 2002, p. 7), is a construction of how the world is perceived. One of the components in a

broader geopolitical discourse is practical geopolitical reasoning, which entails the discourse within

foreign policy (Ó Tuathail & Dalby, 1998). Therefore, this thesis studies foreign relations through

studying the discourse within practical geopolitics.

Thus, the scope of this study includes the analysis of U. S. foreign relations with oil exporting

countries Saudi Arabia and Venezuela, by applying the methods of critical geopolitics, while

studying economic relations in order to gain an understanding of how they are related.
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1.1 Purpose and research questions

As such, the assumed hypothesis of this thesis is that stronger trade relations correlates with a

positive political relationship. Furthermore, it aims to study if there is a relation between foreign

policy discourse and trade of strategically important goods, such as oil. To this end, discourse

analysis of official U. S. speeches and statements, such as by the presidents of the United States,

will be applied to study the foreign policy discourse, in order to establish the nature of the political

relationship. Furthermore, it will analyse economic trade data, in order to understand and study the

oil trade relations between the U. S., Venezuela, and Saudi Arabia, respectively, to analyse the level

of  economic interdependence.

Therefore, the thesis will attempt to answer the following questions:

- Is there a prevailing overarching U. S. foreign policy discourse, and if so, by what

components is it constructed?

- What discursive practices are there towards Venezuela and Saudi Arabia? Is there a

difference between the two?

- If there is a difference in discourse towards the two countries, can an economic pattern

explain why they differ?

- Is there a relation between foreign policy discourse and economic interdependence?

1.2 Limitations

This thesis is limited in scope, particularly given the time constraints, but also given the design of

the study. Ideally, in order to be profoundly comparative, a much more in-depth analysis of the case

studies would have been required. Therefore, the two countries chosen are Venezuela and Saudi

Arabia, since the author's preconceptions of the two countries suggested they had differing relations

with the U. S. I considered it interesting to study two countries that at face value appeared different,

geographically and politically.  

In addition, more variables that may influence changes in geopolitical discourse, would ideally

have been included, factors such as national security and related discourses, among other. However,

the time constraint rendered this challenging in practice. Thus, such a limitation of factors was

decided upon. It is possible that more relevant factors could have chosen for the purpose of this

study than those chosen, but once that was realized, there was too little time to change the research.

The time constraints is also palpable in the size of material related to discourse analysis.

Ideally, the material analysed should be more extensive and have a more representative sample.

Because of time constraints, there were issues with finding more speech material to analyse.

Therefore, the U. S. geopolitical discourse as discussed in chapter 5 is chiefly based on President
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Bush's speeches. So is the subsection discussing U.S.-Saudi relations and discourse. On the other

hand, the U.S.-Venezuelan subsection is mostly focused on statements by President Obama.

1.3 Outline

After having listed the used definitions of certain key concepts and used in this thesis, the body of

the text will begin by reviewing and presenting relevant theory. This theoretical section will cover

traditional or classical geopolitics, critical geopolitics and geopolitical discourses, as well as

relevant theories from political geography and economic geography, and previous research in the

relation between foreign relations and trade. Then, method will be reviewed in a separate chapter, in

which material, discourse analysis as method and theory, as well as considerations will be

discussed. 

Findings from the research will be presented in the empirical chapters in which Saudi Arabia and

Venezuela as case studies of this thesis will be discussed. In this chapter, this thesis will present

both short historical backgrounds for both countries, as well as their present relations with the U. S.

In addition, the results from the research will be presented and discussed in the countries' respective

subsections. Finally, concluding remarks and further discussion will be presented in the last

chapters.

1.4 Definitions

Geopolitics: The effects of geography on international policy and relations. Initially being a

deterministic perspective on how land shapes policy (Hagan, 1942), it is among critical geopolitical

scholars often used as a perspective on how to study spatial power relations (Kuus, 2015).

Economic interdependence: A state of two countries being mutually dependent of the goods of their

trading partner. In this thesis, a geopolitical approach to economic interdependence is used, which

adds the aggregation of goods as a criterion of interdependence in the analysis (Blanchard &

Ripsman, 1996).

Discourse: A specific way of talking about and understanding the world (Jorgensen & Phillips,

2007). It is also considered as a way of enforcing a certain ideological perspective on the world, or a

truth regime (Dittmer, 2010). A geopolitical discourse is composed by popular, practical and formal

geopolitical reasoning (Ó Tuathail & Dalby, 1998), and therefore, foreign policy discourse in this

thesis is treated as a part of practical reasoning within a broader geopolitical discourse. In addition,

a geopolitical imagination is in a broader sense the geopolitical representation of self and other

(Ó Tuathail & Dalby, 1998), and is rather used in describing an overarching geopolitical discourse

of a longer period of time (Agnew, 2003). However, it is constructed in a similar fashion as a
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geopolitical discourse, and for the purpose of this thesis, they are used interchangeably.

3. THEORY

In this chapter, the theories used to study the cases will be reviewed. First, the chapter will

introduce the classical geopolitical school of thought, the understanding of which is essential in

order to understand critical geopolitics. Furthermore, certain key concepts of classical geopolitics

are recurring in other theories, such as the economic model of analysis this thesis applies, and thus

are important to be acquainted to.

Then, the critical geopolitical school of thought will be reviewed and presented, along the

definition, or construction, of the term and concept of geopolitics. Furthermore, a brief review of

the theoretical approaches of critical geopolitics will also be introduced in this chapter. 

Following that, the epoch of the ideological geopolitical imagination, as theorised by Agnew

(2003), will be presented to illustrate how geopolitical discourses are constructed and ultimately

shape politics and practice.

Lastly, because this thesis is concerned with studying the relation between trade flows and and

geopolitical discourse, relevant theories from the field of economic geography will be reviewed,

with a focus on the role of the state in the globalised world, and definitions and models of

measuring economic interdependence, which is used to analyse the trade relation. Previous research

on the topic of the relation between foreign relations and trade is overviewed in this section.

3.1 Classical geopolitics

In the Western scholarly context, the term geopolitics was long considered tainted by association

with National Socialist and Fascist policy (Dodds & Atkinson, 2000). Its early proponents,

however, predated both ideologies. However, geopolitics as a school of thought required a world

map to visualise space and view it through a political lens. Without a way of visualising the world

and its geographies, there could be no geopolitics (Agnew, 2003). Therefore it was only when the

entire world was thoroughly mapped that a geopolitical thought could come into existence.

The author of the term, Rudolf Kjellén, argued that geopolitik was concerned with realism rather

than legalism or idealism (Agnew, 2003). Particularly the latter is significant, as geopolitics was

assumed to look beyond the narrow ideals of the then-challenging ideologies, such as Marxism. 

Kjellén furthered the ideas of Friedrich Ratzel, who had argued that the state was rooted in the land

it possessed, and thus grew in accordance with the nature of its location and territory (Hagan, 1942).

Furthermore, Ratzel considered the state a living organism comprised by its people and its territory,
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and thus growth of the state on behalf of other, less powerful , states was considered healthy.

Because the territory of the state was fundamental in understanding the type of state and the state's

needs, and that physical environment shaped human action, Ratzel's theory of geopolitics was

largely deterministic. Ratzel is also attributed to formulating the concept of lebensraum, literally the

living space a state needs in order to sustain itself (Hagan, 1942), which Kjellén would further

theorise as the concept of autarky, or self-sustenance. 

Furthermore, Ratzel incorporated Darwinian biological thought in his process of theorising the

lebensraum. He critiqued Darwinism for disregarding the importance of space, since Ratzel equated

the Darwinian idea of struggle for existence with the struggle for space (Heffernan, 2000). 

As such, the concept connects nation and territory, which are the two major elements of any state as

defined by Weber (Hay, 2001), thus viewing both as a biological union. Space, existence, and

people were inherently linked and by nature operated in a unified process, as a living organism with

needs and demands.

3.2 Critical geopolitics

Following the dissolution of the Soviet Union, geopolitics was reviewed and scrutinised from a

critical perspective, by a group of scholars. This field of study, termed critical geopolitics (Agnew,

2003; Dodds, 2001), emerged … at the interface between Political Geography and International

Relations (Gökmen, 2010, p. 187). What critical geopolitics aims to do is to unpack the

fundamental assumptions of classical geopolitics, and to better understand the biases, cultural

contexts and theoretical confinement of the classical geopolitical scholars. While traditional

geopolitics presented itself as objective truth and science, critical geographers such as Ó Tuathail

argued that classical geopolitics was inherently rooted in a cultural context (Power & Campbell,

2010). Whereas scholars of state-centred classical geopolitics spoke of self-evident geographical

facts and natural realities, scholars of critical geopolitics would argue that these are discoursed used

to advance state policy (Kuus, 2015).

Critical geopolitics are underpinned by a Foucaldian thought, with its focus on subjectivity

(Agnew, 2013). The critical geopolitical school of thought is, then, not a set of theories – and nor

does it have a coherent research program. Rather, it is a number of approaches that are underpinned

by poststructural social theory, and it is distinct within the broader field of political geography by its

theoretical and methodological approach (Kuus, 2015). Just as Foucaldian analysis is more

concerned with the micro scale, so too is the critical geopolitical school of thought, rather than

being concerned with the macro scale analysis, as it argues that power relations are not imposed on

subjects, but rather that power relations make political subjects come into being (Kuus, 2015). As

such, as part of the focus on political subjectivity, an important characteristic of critical geopolitics
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is the study of how geographical identities are constructed and upheld through discourse (Kuus,

2015). In addition, statecraft and space are focus points of critical geopolitics. Statecraft concerns

how states used geopolitical discourses to advance their agendas. The study of space largely is

concerned with how space is constructed. For example, a country or a region is not a border region

or a buffer country by default, but socially constructed as such. Thus, the world is spatially defined

to give it meaning in a political and social context.

This school of thought has critiqued not only the traditional geopolitical school, but also

modern, post-cold war geopolitical discourses and narratives. Gaining prominence in the late

1990's, the neoconservative geopolitical narrative of Samuel Huntington, that visualised a world of

civilisations posed against one another because of political and cultural differences, was critiqued

on the basis of the contradictions found in his narrative (Ó Tuathail, 2006). The critique builds

heavily on discourse analysis, as it focuses on identifying contradictions between the basic

assumptions and the analytical process.

“'People can and do redefine their identities', he writes. Yet, a few pages later he writes: 'In conflicts between

civilizations, the question is what are you? That is a given that cannot be changed' Samuel Huntington is correct

that people can and do change their identities... … Yet, as a neoconservative, Huntington is committed to a

primordialist conception of identity...” (Ó Tuathail, 2006, p. 122)

Where, as noted, geographic space according to the traditional school had a causal relationship

to foreign policy, the critical geographers, then, argue that space is socially constructed and made

meaningful through actions and ideas. In other words, space is constructed and given meaning

through a geopolitical discourse, rather than physical space being the causality of politics, which

was the thought of traditional geopolitics. For example, following the thought of critical geopolitics,

one would argue that it is not the physical geography of a country that make her a buffer state

between two greater powers. Rather, it is through the ideological framework of the geopolitical

discourse, that the space is identified and constructed as a buffer zone. In such an example, two

areas of study in critical geopolitics are evident: Statecraft and space. Statecraft is the means of

using geopolitical discourse to advance state interest – in this example the imagined inter-power

conflict – while space is, as shown, constructed to give it meaning. 

3.2.1 Constructing a geopolitical discourse

Geopolitics, then, is constructed as a concept by a number of factors that all construe the

overarching geopolitical discourse of a given actor. Several representational practices form a

geopolitical discourse.
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Fig. 1. Critical theory of geopolitics, as representational practices. (Ó Tuathail & Dalby, 1998)

As Figure 1 (Ó Tuathail & Dalby, 1998) illustrates, representation in both everyday media and

formal institutions construct a geopolitical discourse, or imagination. It is not only formal foreign

politics that reflect the current geopolitical understanding, which traditional geopolitical scholars

would emphasise. Rather, even cartoons, movies and popular literature may reflect a way of

thinking about how the world is ordered and characterised. For example, cartoon hero Captain

America has been used in several different contexts to provide a U. S. ideal against the other, which

Captain America is fighting (Flint & Taylor, 2011). In his conception, the character provided an

image of weakness that through the combined power of the U. S. industry and military was

transformed into a great force, who only commits violence in purpose of defence (Dittmer, 2005).

Later, he returns as Commie Smasher, a defender of American values, and in the wake of 11th of

September 2001, he assumes the role of the ideal of tolerant, protestant U. S. that battles the

intolerance and aggression of radical Islam (Dittmer, 2005). As such, figures in popular culture

convey the present geopolitical discourse, and help shape them among the public. 

Geopolitical reasoning by states produces geopolitical codes, which in turn are defined as

consisting of a set of political geography assumptions that underlie a country's foreign policy (Flint

& Taylor, 2011, p. 49). These codes define the state's view of the world, its role within it, and

ultimately its interests. As such, while they may operate on a local level – for instance, domestic

policy that is in accordance with the state's view of itself in the world, and relations with

neighbouring countries – the geopolitical codes also operate on a regional and global scale. Not all

states, however, produce geopolitical codes on a global level, since not all states carry the capability

of projecting their will on a global scale. No matter the scale, no state can produce geopolitical
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codes in a vacuum. Because of its nature as a product of practical geopolitics, as foreign policy (Fig.

1, Ó Tuathail & Dalby, 1998), such codes are always produced with regards to other states' codes

on the respective scale (Flint & Taylor, 2011). 

However the geopolitical codes alone are not the fundament of a geopolitical discourse,

although they may be of great importance. According to Ó Tuathail & Dalby (1998) state-practiced

geopolitical reasoning would be considered one of several practices that form an over-arching

geopolitical discourse. For example, the academic authority behind the classical geopolitical

scholars enabled them influence in constructing a geopolitical discourse, that then came to be

represented both in the popular sphere as well as in the practical sphere of geopolitical reasoning.

As such, the construction of a geopolitical imagination or discourse is a multi-way process, where

different spheres of reasoning construe an over-arching geopolitical imagination. 

3.3 Geopolitical imagination in practice

Using linguistic and discursive analysis in discerning and identifying geopolitical discourses and

imaginations, is central to critical geopolitics scholar John Agnew's (2003) identification of certain

epochs of geopolitical discourse. A geopolitical imagination, then, is the discourse that normalises a

worldview associated with a state-centered geopolitical imagination.

Agnew's (2003) three geopolitical epochs are the civilisational, naturalised, and ideological

geopolitical imaginations, which are all products of their historical contexts. For example, during

the civilisational geopolitical epoch, Europe was considered a civilisation whose imperial ambitions

were justified by its civilisational superiority, while during the naturalised geopolitics, the

emergence of the natural sciences and the inter-imperial rivalry of the European powers set the

context for its own geopolitical imagination. The third geopolitical epoch is presented in this thesis,

as it serves to illustrate how a geopolitical imagination works in practice. 

3.3.1 Ideological geopolitics

Where the naturalised geopolitical was concerned with who should organise the international

political economy, the era of the ideological geopolitics was rather centred on how to organise the

international political economy, as the world was imagined through the two ideologies of the Cold

War. On one hand, there was the communist ideology, and on the other hand the liberal capitalist

ideology (Agnew, 2003). This era featured the emergence of the three worlds visualisation, where

the first world was the American-led liberal world, the second being the USSR and the Warsaw pact

signatory states, with the third world being, chiefly, former colonies, where the first and second

world vied for exercising influence. Agnew (2003) argues that space was rendered meaningful

through slotting it in the geopolitical categories of the three worlds, and that space was furthermore
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categorised by being free or not. This contrasts the previous geopolitical imagination, in which there

was a vacuum on the world map waiting to be filled by competing European powers, and were

space was either modern or backwards. Instead, the world map was a theatre of a zero-sum power

game, where the gain of one actor meant a loss for the other actor.

The three-world concept is one of the chief characteristics central to the era of ideological

geopolitics. In addition, global space was homogenised into friendly and hostile blocs, in which …

universal models of capitalism-liberal democracy and communism reigned free of geographical

contingency … (Agnew, 2003, p. 103). As such, othering processes during the era of ideological

geopolitics was a two-way process, in which each subject had its ideological other in its contester.

Since the nuclear capabilities of both the first and second world provided mutually assured

destruction, the third world became the chief theatre of armed conflict. Simultaneously, it was in the

third world that alternatives to the dualistic ideological geopolitics were conceptualised (Agnew,

2003). However, uncertainties of external political affiliations and loyalty of foreign governments

were often cause of intervention, both by Soviets and Americans, illustrated by, among other, the U.

S. interventions in Latin America, and the Soviet interventions in Hungary, Czechoslovakia and

Afghanistan. Because of space being categorised in dualistic terms of 'ours', 'theirs', 'friendly' and

'threatening', East and West, all such local conflicts were tied to the larger geopolitical context

(Agnew, 2003). As such, governments without a clear alignment to the U. S. could hardly be

tolerated in Latin America, because space that was not 'friendly', would in the dualistic geopolitical

imagination logically be 'threatening'.

3.4 Globalised economy and the role of trade

Despite a long process of globalism, during which the state has become a less important actor in

economic activity, the state is by no means a non-relevant actor (Dicken, 2011). The globalisation

process during the 20th and 21st centuries was largely driven by technological and logistical

achievements, which enabled both governments and private actors to overcome and transcend

geographical distance. The globalist and neo-liberal political paradigm facilitated the process by

lowering the barriers to flows of capital and commodities, thus increasing trade and economic

interdependence (Dicken, 2011). This has seemingly increased the power of the state, because the

globalisation is constructed and used by states … as soft geo-politics and to acquire greater power

over, and autonomy from, their national economies and societies respectively … (Gritsch 2005, in

Dicken, 2011, p. 171). As such, contrary to the old economic systems in which the acquisition of

territory meant autarky and self-sustenance, the globalisation of trade entails the increase of state

power beyond its territory. It is, therefore, no longer important to acquire territory to ascertain

economic sustenance or influence. Rather, it is in the way states regulate the markets that their

12



control over resources, capital and, hence, influence is made and asserted. It is the state that

guarantees private ownership by law and sets the rules of economic activity, and often provides

physical and human infrastructure required by the private actors (Dicken, 2011). Furthermore,

different strategies and policies, such as labour market and industry strategies, as well as monetary

and fiscal policy, are state tools that shape the market in which private actors carry out business,

and is thus both a method of regulation and a method of increasing income of the state through

fiscal policy. In the contemporary global arena, then, the private and public sector may share goals

and needs (Dicken, 2011). 

Technological achievements, economical paradigms and attitudes towards the other have

historically been important to geopolitical imaginations. For Mackinder (1904), the emergence of

the railroad prompted a need of a new geopolitical paradigm; free trade and geographical expansion

gave birth to the geopolitical discourses of the 19th century; and the ideological gridlock of the Cold

War produced its own geopolitical thinking.

3.4.1 International trade and conflicts

While territorial disputes and political conflicts in general are associated with reductions in trade

flows, the extent of the reduction appears to vary significantly (Kastner,  2007). In some cases, such

as China and Taiwan, trade flows heavily across the border despite a long history of mutual distrust

and conflict over the island's sovereignty. Kastner (2007) suggests two mechanisms that may

explain why political conflicts affect international trade: security externalities generated by trade,

and that firms may consider it financially risky to trade with a country they are on conflict with.

Externalities are defined as … costs or benefits from a transaction that fall on third parties and that

are not taken into account by those engaging in the transaction (Kastner, 2007), such as export of

strategic goods, since firms consider first the economic perspective of the trade before and political

aspect. Furthermore, externalities may also be dependencies resulting from trade, which may

produce a country's vulnerability to coercion. Such a situation is discussed by Finon & Locatelli

(2008), where the EU gas dependency on Russian state-owned companies is studied. As the Russian

gas firms hold a major market share of EU gas consumption, this is a security externality the EU is

struggling with. As such, there is a palpable EU dependency on Russian gas, which the EU

considers putting themselves in a disadvantageous position, being vulnerable of coercion. Attempts

from the EU to liberalise the energy market in order to achieve interdependence rather than

dependence, has failed, since Russia has not been interested in dismantling its state-owned gas

monopoly (Finon & Locatelli, 2008).
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3.4.2 A geopolitical approach to economic interdependence

States have become more economically interdependent in the last hundred years as globalisation has

increased, with a few exceptions of comparatively unintegrated countries such as North Korea. In

the course of these hundred years, international trade has grew annually by 8% between 1950 and

1970, and with by the onset of the revolution in telecommunications, cheap travel and

computerisation, international trade increased even more rapidly (Paehlke, 2009). This

interdependence, however, poses both an opportunity and a risk. An opportunity, as production

becomes cheaper and more efficient according to both the traditional Ricardian theory of

comparative advantage, as well as modern versions of the theory (Shiozawa, 2007), but similarly a

risk, as the high level of economic integration means that economic issues in one country may

easily affect another, as is evident by the economic crisis in 2008-2009 (Paehlke, 2009).

There are several ways of measuring economic interdependence. The classical model of

measure is by measuring the dollar value of trade between two countries (Cooper, 1972) has been

challenged by other methods, such as the geopolitical approach to economic interdependence. The

geopolitical approach to economic interdependence model of measure is concerned with what type

of goods and services are traded, and employs a horizontal and vertical scale of measure. Goods are

coded according to a strategic goods test, which are deemed a necessity to national production and

survival (Blanchard & Ripsman, 1996), such as oil and foodstuffs. Having a basic assumption that

economic interdependence exists because states engage in trade to secure access to economically

and defensively strategic goods, economic interdependence is then achieved when two countries are

engaged in trade relations that would be too costly in the long term to end, for either one or both

countries. Short term losses are expected nonetheless, and as such the cost of the end of a trade

relationship is primarily measured in long term costs. In this model, the horizontal scale is used to

measure the dollar value in goods traded, giving an indication of the magnitude of the trade, while

the vertical scale is used to measure how price changes of certain goods in one country affects

pricing in the second (Blanchard & Ripsman, 1996). Thus, both horizontal and vertical results need

to be high to be considered economic interdependence, because only a high vertical correlation can

be the result of other global market forces. As such, countries with low horizontal correlation may

experience high vertical correlation when both are subject to economic crises and similar market

forces (Rosencrance & Gutowitz, 1981). In summary, this model, then, measures both the

magnitude of the trade, as well as how deep the integration goes, where the horizontal axis refers to

the magnitude of the trade and the vertical axis to the depth of the economic relationship. Thus, if

country A has a high correlation of price changes with another country, without a high volume of

trade, it is not considered as being economically interdependent (Fig. 2). Likewise, country C with

high trade volume with low price change correlation shows a low level of interdependence (Fig. 2).
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Yet, country B with both high volume of trade and high price change correlation would be

considered to have an economic interdependence with another country (Fig. 2). 

However, this model of analysis is concerned with the nature of the goods traded, since it

assumes that every state strives for a certain level of autarky in order to uphold capabilities to

defend its interests. Therefore, to establish economic interdependence, after establishing the

quantitative relationship, one then looks at the type of goods traded and the potential access to the

goods. Goods are categorised in three classes, of which the first class entails … materials that, if

cut off, would quickly exert a serious adverse impact on a wide spectrum of national activities or a

narrow range of highly critical activities. (Blanchard & Ripsman, 1996, p. 230), thus encompassing

needs of both a state's defence and critical economic sectors. Among class one goods, oil is found.

Thus, the model is equally concerned with the vertical and horizontal scales, as it is with the nature

of the goods traded. To apply this model, then, both the integration and extent of trade, as well as

access to strategically important goods should be measured. As such, it is a useful tool of analysis

for this thesis, since it is concerned with the trade of strategic, class one fuels rather than trade and

economic prosperity by itself.

Blanchard and Ripsman (1996) makes an example based on the trade between the German

Empire and the British Empire prior to the Great War, when economic interdependence on both a

horizontal and a vertical scale was high. Both the British and the Germans were both importers of

most strategically important goods, such as foodstuffs and oil, in approximately similar magnitude.

The outbreak of war, however, rendered several important markets for the two countries

unavailable. However, because of the geographic properties of their territory, the British could shift

their markets and retain the access of strategically important goods in a larger extent than the

Germans, who were geographically cut off, more than were the British (Blanchard & Ripsman,

1996). 
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Fig. 2. A hypothetical illustration of economic interdependence as measured with a vertical and horizontal

scale, where the vertical axis represents high price change correlation, and the horizontal axis represents

volume of trade.  Produced by the author.

4. METHOD

The research of this thesis will be two-fold, consisting of a discourse analysis combined with a

literary review of economic data, in order to research the relation between trade and foreign policy

discourse. In addition, the Freedom House (2016) ranking of countries by civil and political

liberties will be used as a tool of benchmarking and added problematising to the analysed discourse,

as it is suspected that discourse and such rankings are not necessarily correlating. 

The process will begin by analysing the speech material. Having analysed the textual material,

and having identified certain discursive rules or overarching discursive concepts in the    U. S.

foreign policy discourse, the next step is to compare if and how these differ between the two case

study countries, which are Venezuela and Saudi Arabia. Then, the economic relationships between

the U. S. and the two countries will be established, focusing primarily on how the economic

relationship is aggregated, with a focus on class one goods (Blanchard & Ripsman, 1996) that are

being traded. 

Furthermore, the Freedom House (2016) ranking, serving as an independent assessment of the

political and civil conditions in Venezuela and Saudi Arabia, will serve as a benchmark, against

which the U. S. discourse can be tested. Then, the rhetoric and discursive rules will be compared to

the ranking, to study whether the discourse is being set aside. Assuming that an overarching
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geopolitical discourse does not change in different context, an actor that argues commitment to a

certain ideal or principle – which would be a discursive rule – will ideally have a positive

relationship with another actor sharing the same commitment. However, as will be later shown,

since an actor may set aside its commitment, while still claiming such a commitment, in order to

ascertain the access of strategically important goods with an actor not sharing the same

commitment. 

4.1 Material

Focus will be placed upon, by way of discourse analysis, analysing and discerning the key messages

in speeches and public statements made by U. S. presidents, of which chiefly President Bush , and

to a smaller extent President Obama, are represented. These are accessed directly as transcripts or

press release statements.

Furthermore, secondary economic data will be used to study the economic activity and

relationship with the U. S. of the case study countries. This data will chiefly be gathered through a

literature and database review from established and recognised databases, such as the World Bank

(2016), World Trade Organization (2012) and the Office of the United States Trade Representative

(2016) as well as the UN (OEC, 2016). In order to ascertain as high a level as possible of

comparison and transparency, as well as ease of reading, respective data will be gathered from the

same source as far as possible. As such, if one statistic, such as GDP growth in a certain year, is

compared between the two case study countries, the database from which the data is gathered will

be the same, to avoid potential database  discrepancies. The aggregation of goods are gathered

chiefly from the UNCOMTRADE through OEC (2016), because the database accessibly presents

the aggregation.

4.1.1 Quality criteria of documents and data 

The material selection strives to fulfil the quality criteria as defined by Scott (1990): Authenticity,

credibility, representativeness, and meaning. Authenticity entails that the material selected is

genuine and has integrity (Mogalakwe, 2006). For statistical databases, such as the World Bank or

the Office of the U. S. Trade Representative, establishing authenticity is not an arduous task, as the

example institutions are prominent, and the institutions have established and recognised methods of

statistical gathering. The same holds true for speeches by U. S. presidents, being recorded and

transcribed events that have both official and private media coverage. 

Credibility, on the other hand, refers to how far the data is free from distortion. For statistical

databases, this is indeed very hard to truthfully ascertain. Therefore, the procedure of this thesis has

been to always consult a secondary statistical source, to see if the data varies. If it does not,
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credibility is considered to be ascertained to a satisfactory level. Because there is no primary data

gathering in this thesis, there is little opportunity to reference database statistics with primary data.

However, according to Scott (1990), the question of credibility should also concern both the

producer of the data and the researcher's sincerity. No material used in this thesis have been

produced purposely for this thesis: They have been independently prepared before the conception of

this thesis, and as such not produced by the author of this thesis or otherwise for the purpose of

supporting any arguments within this thesis. The only exception is a hypothetical graph used to

illustrate a theory of economic interdependence (Fig. 2). Thus – and because the sources are largely

established and prominent in their respective fields – there is little reason to doubt the sincerity of

the producer's intent of the statistical databases or the transcripts of speeches. However, sincerity

may also concern what is not explicitly shown. As such, one may discuss sincerity in omission. For

example, the source Office of the United States Trade Representative (2016) classifies U. S. export

categories to Saudi Arabia as vehicles and aircraft, and omits that they may be military vehicles and

aircraft. As such, face value sincerity of data selected to publish may be established, without being

able to establish what is omitted, which calls for more sources than one to cross-examine the data,

in order to ascertain the criterion of credibility.

Representativeness, on the other hand, is a more important criterion for the speech transcripts.

This criterion refers to if the data is typical for its kind, and if not, the extent of its untypicality

(Mogulakwe, 2006). In this matter, this thesis is aided the model of the representative practices

(Fig. 1, Ó Tuathail & Dalby, 1998) to define the practices, in order to help evaluate

representativeness. As such, representativeness can more easily be established, because it provides

easily overviewed categories that may aid in comparing material. For example, a presidential

speech would be categorised as practical, while works of think tanks and academia would be

categorised as formal (Figure 1), thus becoming easier to compare and evaluate. In this thesis,

however, since presidential speeches are a predominant focus of analysis, it is assumed that the

speeches by the president accurately reflects the position of the government. There is little reason to

assume otherwise, but it remains as a potential weakness in the method. It can, however, be

assumed with reasonable certainty that prominent politicians such as the president of the U. S. are

under sufficient media scrutiny to establish that, in this case, there are no discrepancies between the

policies of the president and those of the government and cabinet: No such reports have been found.

However, the fact that the material analysed is chiefly from presidents of the Republican party

might question its representativeness. That is a valid remark one might make, and the only reason

more speeches from Democratic presidents were not selected for further analysis is because they

were not mentioning the case study targets nor were on topic in order to analyse discursive rules

regarding foreign political ideals. It could be argued, then, that the discourse identified is
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representative for Republican party ideology, but on the other hand there is little suggesting that an

essential shift in discourse has taken event, as the foreign policy discourse of the Democratic party

president studied in this thesis suggests a continuum of certain discursive rules. 

The representativeness of the literary review of economic data is, on the other hand, more simple to

establish. The data presented in the databases and literature are presented in conventional fashion,

and as such, that material has been deemed representative – chiefly because nothing indicates

otherwise, and sources such as the World Bank (2016) are of respected and established institutions. 

Lastly, there is the criterion of meaning, which seeks to establish the level of clarity and

comprehensibility of the data (Mogulakwe, 2006), as the purpose of the data examination is to

understand the meaning and significance of the data. Thus, Scott (1990) argues that there are two

meanings that documents might have: Literal and interpretative. The former refers to the face value

meaning, that is, what is literally being said or written. The latter refers to the understanding

reached when the literal meaning is placed in its proper context, and evaluated within it, in order to

asses the meaning of the text as a whole (Mogulakwe, 2006, p. 227). Furthermore, the criterion of

meaning is also concerned with what conclusions one may draw from a document or data other than

its face value factual assertion. For example, a lone statistic fact such as GDP growth may lead the

reader to assumptions or conclusions that may be false. Statistics are raw materials (Mogulakwe,

2006), and their meaning will be established by setting them in a theoretical context. As such, data

assumes the role of a fuel within the engine that is the theory. The criterion of meaning has

significant importance in this thesis, as discourse analysis aims to understand and describe the ideas

and ideologies behind the face value discourse (Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002), which aligns well with

the concept of interpretative meaning (Scott, 1990). Even so, the literal, face value meaning of the

qualitative data used in this thesis is interesting and useful – in particular because the literal

meaning tends to be, as the results show, rather clear.

In addition, the country ranking of Freedom House (2016), which are used as a tool of

comparison in this thesis, arguably pass three of the criteria of Scott (1990). However, the most

important criterion to fulfil is the criterion of credibility, since it is a government-funded NGO

(Freedom House, 2016), which could be considered having a political agenda. This, however, may

not be a hindrance, and a potential partisan ranking even be considered useful in this thesis, because

it, then, would represent official U. S. discourse. As such, it would be even more useful as a tool of

comparing how the U. S. ranks countries with the official, practical geopolitical discourse, as well

as its trade engagements. However, this particular information is, in this thesis, not considered as

failing the criterion of credibility. Rather, the point is made that its potential partisanty and bias or

lack thereof do not affect its usefulness as a way of comparing two countries, but it is nonetheless

mentioned for the sake of transparency.
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4.2 Discourse analysis

Discourse in the academic context is more than the colloquial term of the topic of a conversation

(Dittmer, 2010). Rather, it is … a particular way of talking about and understanding the world ...

(Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002, p. 7).

Furthermore, in the Foucaldian, social constructivist sense of discourse as a rule of what is true

or not, discourse may be considered a method of upholding a certain ideological view of the world,

or a truth regime (Dittmer, 2010, p. 278). As such, U. S. commitment to freedom and democracy

may be considered a discursive rule, while U. S. commitment to allied states which in turn show

disregard for civil and political liberties, may be considered another discursive rule. Thus, there

would be a discursive conflict, in which these two seemingly opposite discursive rules vie for

discursive hegemony. The critical discursive analysis of Mouffe and Laclau contends that a

discourse contains antagonisms, which in turn means that language is a theatre of discursive

conflict, where the definitions of words and language are challenged in a bid for hegemony

(Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002). Discursive hegemony, then, is a Gramscian concept of one elite's

method of establishing  dominance over the masses. Originally conceived as a Marxist thought,

Gramsci viewed the discursive conflict as a capitalist bourgeoisie class attempting to colonise the

working class' discourse with the ruling class' ideals and values, which would then preclude any

form of revolution (Dittmer, 2010). Thus, Gramsci stressed the need of a revolution of

consciousness in order to enact a political revolution.

The aforementioned potentiality of partisanty and bias of the Freedom House (2016) ranking, could,

then, equally be an example of discursive hegemony, as an organisation that is financed by another

actor might not wish to challenge its use of discourse. 

It should, however, be noted that the Foucaldian discourse analysis is less concerned with

traditional Marxist aims, which focuses heavily on class. Rather, it is oriented toward understanding

subjectivities as well as collective identities being shaped and defined through a discursive process

(Dittmer, 2010). Rather than being representations, or misrepresentations, of the reality, they create

– as noted – their own realities. As such, the Gramscian discourse analysis, being rooted in marxist

structuralism, is concerned with macro-scale discourse, while the Foucaldian analysis is much

smaller in scale. For the purpose of this study, a Foucaldian approach is taken. Not because the

scope of the study is small, as it attempts to extrapolate a U. S. geopolitical discourse by analysis

speeches and statements, but because there is little use of a structuralist approach to the questions at

hand. Furthermore, there is evidence of contradictions in the discourse – which is why the Foucault

and focauldian-inspired theories, such as Mouffe and Laclau, are useful, as it focuses on language

as signs of contestation (Dittmer, 2010).
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4.2.1 Textual and discourse analysis methodology

The reason textual analysis is chosen as a method of discourse analysis is that the speeches and

statements chosen are all in transcribed or originally in textual form. Furthermore, it appeared the

best way to discern and extract a geopolitical discourse of the state. At the very least, it seemed a

suitable to identify certain truth regimes and contradictions – or discursive conflicts – which are

useful in this thesis as the aim is to find a correlation with trade.

According to Dittmer (2010), textual analysis begins with choosing suitable texts to analyse.

An important criterion is that the chosen text must be linked directly to the research questions. This

is seemingly achieved, as the chosen texts – or transcripts – all explicitly name the target countries o

the study. As such, the sample is limited to official speeches and statements by the higher echelons

of government made since 1990, which are on topic and contextually on point. In other words, there

have been no regional extrapolation, such as, for example, the meaning of a speech concerning

Oman extrapolated to Saudi Arabia.

In this thesis there is no quantitative approach to assessing the validity of the analysis, rather, it

follows the concept of following the logical connections made by the researcher (Jackson, 1982 in

Dittmer, 2010). As such, there is a clear aim to be as transparent as possible in the discussion, so

that the logic of the analysis within the context is clearly accessible to the target audience. 

4.3 Considerations

A dilemma with discourse analysis is the potential of appearing to make hyperbole claims without

having a sizeable material. However, discursive rules may still be identified, and their recurrence

may lead to consider that they are, at least, indications of a larger discourse. As such, this thesis

makes no claim to define or fully comprehend the entire U. S. geopolitical discourse. However, by

using material, such as speeches made by the absolute upper echelons of government, that has

strong symbolic power, it is arguably possible to use this material as indicators of discursive rules

and in a broader sense, components of a geopolitical discourse. The significance of the material

used, then, is indicated by the contextualisation of the texts' and speeches' creation, given the

institutional ability of the creator (Bourdieu, 1983 in Dittmer, 2010) as being part of the upper

echelons of government.

Furthermore, the reason a more substantial economic analysis through a theory is not carried

out, is because the data gathering would have been monumental, and for the purpose of this thesis

not useful enough to justify the process, since it would have been a thesis of its own. The economic

data is nonetheless valuable to the thesis and using the Blanchard and Ripsman (1996) model of

analysis, being more concerned with the aggregation of the goods, proved a useful, albeit perhaps

too simple a model in the context of this study. An updated, contemporary model of economic
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interdependence would have been ideal, but did not appear to exist. As such, the analysis through

this model is used as an indication of economic interdependence, rather than a definite quantitative

answer. The horizontal and vertical scales of the model, because of lack of data, could not be fully

ascertained by themselves, but the logic of the model still enables the data to be used in comparison

to one another. 

In addition, while the trade of services may be of great importance to the economy, data

concerning these have been largely and purposely overlooked, unless stated otherwise. The reason

is because the Blanchard and Ripsman (1996) model, used in this thesis, is concerned with the

nature of goods traded in order to study interdependence of strategically important goods rather than

services. In a study that seeks to study a broader field of economy should, however, include this

data.

To summarise, both methods of analysis should ideally have much more data behind them to

avoid risking to be considered shallow, and to be able to establish more detailed connections

between the phenomena. As such, this study may give an indication of correlations, while not

claiming to prove causality.

5. CASE STUDY

5.0.1 U. S. foreign policy discourse

The foreign policy discourse of the U. S. is largely based on the advancement of liberal democracy,

as its components of democracy, human rights and freedom appear key tenets in U. S. geopolitical

discourse. Such words are commonly occurring in the speeches analysed, with a peak of the word

freedom being used 29 (see Appendix A) times in the Second Inaugural Address in 2005 by then-

President Bush (2005), and often in conjunction with words such as defense and force. Being a

force of freedom and democracy, then, appears a discursive rule, which also reflects the geopolitical

representation of the self. It is explicitly U. S. policy to … seek and support … democratic

movements and institutions in every nation, with the ultimate goal of ending tyranny in our world

(Bush, 2005). Furthermore, the … foreign policy is based on a clear premise: We trust that people,

when given the chance, will choose a future of freedom and peace (Bush, 2008). Furthermore, ...

that is why, for the security of America and the peace of the world, we are spreading … freedom

(Bush, 2008).

In addition, defending her allies and standing up for her friends, appear another key tenet in the

U. S. discourse (Bush, 1990), which is assumed as another discursive rule. The goal of ending

tyranny (Bush, 2005; Bush, 2005), follows logically as part of being a liberal democracy, and the

resentment of tyranny and undemocratic behavior, then, is another discursive rule.
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Fig. 3. Republican party candidate Herman Cain's assessment of foreign relations. The backdrop is a map of

the amount of Facebook connections in the world. (Wyler, 2011).

A geopolitical discourse can furthermore be illustrated through maps. As maps are constructed

by selected information, they provide an effective way of looking at a geopolitical discourse. A

map, then, may be an example of a Geopolitical map of the world (Fig. 1, Ó Tuathail & Dalby,

1998), in which a process of Spatializing of boundaries and dangers is discernable. In turn, then,

t h e Geopolitical respresentations of self and other (Fig. 1, Ó Tuathail & Dalby, 1998) is

discernable. In this map, dangers and friends (Fig. 3, Wyler, 2011) are explicitly illustrated, and the

geographic distributions of adversary regimes is reminiscent of the axis of evil-concept of President

Bush, then used to describe the axis laterally formed through Iraq, Iran, and North Korea (Bush,

2002). Simultaneously, the backdrop is argued as where the light is, there is most freedom and

prosperity (Wyler, 2011). While a party candidate may not by himself be representational for a

larger U. S. geopolitical discourse, the discourse of the map largely follows that analysed through

speeches.

In summary, the regime of truth in the U. S. foreign policy discourse may be considered as a

summary of three outlined discursive rules: Advancing (liberal) democracy, defence of allies and

friends, and the resentment of tyranny.
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5.1 Kingdom of Saudi Arabia

Following World War I, during which the British defended the Saudi Kingdom from the Ottoman

Turks, the U. S. and the Saudi government developed closer ties. As American oil surveyors in the

early 1930's began to find sizeable oil deposits in Saudi territory, the Saudi government accepted

the offer of further exploration and development of oil fields in their territory (Grayson, 1982).

While the U. S. still had a sizeable domestic production at this time, the Saudi oil production over

time became increasingly prosperous and important to the U. S. oil needs. In the 1950's, the

company that originally had surveyed and deployed the production was renamed to the Arab

American Company – or ARAMCO – and a profit sharing agreement with the Saudi government

was established (Grayson, 1982). However, by the end of the 1980's, ARAMCO had been fully

nationalised by the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and its royal family.

Saudi Arabia is officially a unitary sunni Islamic absolute monarchy. While the King and the

royal family's power is absolute, the rule must comply with Islamic Sharia law, while the Quran and

the Mohammedan traditions of the Sunnah functions as the constitution of Saudi Arabia (Robbers,

2007). As an absolute monarchy, no political parties or elections are permitted, and the Islamic law

renders other religions and traditions within Islam illegal. Furthermore, the fundamentalist strain of

Wahhabism has been the fundamental creed of Saudi Arabia since its modern founding in 1932

(Choksy & Choksy, 2015), which is a radical and aggressive movement within Sunni Islam.

Wahhabism has consequently influenced legal practice, and the Islamic courts of Saudi Arabia

frequently mete out punishment as motivated by the Sharia, such as decapitation, flogging and other

corporeal punishment (Choksy & Choksy, 2015).

Fundamental freedoms, such as right of assembly, free speech, and freedom of religion, as well

as nominal gender equality, are thus not recognised (Freedom House, 2016). The organisation

Freedom House (2016), which ranks countries by civil and political liberties, lists Saudi Arabia in

the lowest possible category – 7 out of 7 –  in both civil and political liberties, and as such attributes

the status of Not Free to Saudi Arabia.

5.1.1 U. S.-Saudi trade

With a generally stable and amicable relationship with the U. S., Saudi Arabia is the second most

important crude oil supplier of the U. S., accounting for 17% of the total crude imports (OEC,

2016), or $50.7 billion in 2013 (Office of the United States Trade Representative, 2016) out of

$51.8 billion in total import, an increase of 187% since 2003. 

Crude oil amounts to 76% of Saudi Arabia's exports, and fossil fuels in total 82% in 2014

(OEC, 2016), Saudi Arabia is thus heavily reliant on its oil export. Its most important market for the

crude oil is USA and Japan, both holding a 17% share of the total exported crude oil (OEC, 2016).
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Saudi Arabia were the 8th largest importer of U. S. goods in 2013, with the top categories being

vehicles, amounting to $5.8 billion, machinery, amounting to $3.6 billion, and aircraft at $2.1

billion (Office of the United States Trade Representative, 2016), of which a sizeable part is military

equipment, as Saudi Arabia remains the largest importer of U. S. arms (Norton-Taylor, 2016). In

2010, it was proposed by the U. S. government to sell arms for $111 billion, some of which has

been realised (Blanchard, 2016). Among other, the Royal Saudi Air Force has reintroduced the use

of U. S. produced fighter planes, thus also perpetuating its reliance on material, service and training

from U. S. suppliers. In addition, Saudi Arabian imports from other countries are largely goods of

industrial character, such as refined petroleum from India, amounting to 7.3% of the total imports,

as the Saudi industrial capability remains low (OEC, 2016).

Being dependent of revenues from oil export, to the extent that Saudi Arabia is, has entailed

fiscal issues following the fall of the oil prices since the economic crisis of 2008. While GDP

growth remained moderate at 3.5% in 2015, along with a stable inflation rate of 2.2%, fiscal deficit

had by the same year hit its lowest point in over a decade, amounting to -18.9% (World Bank,

2016). Most non-petroleum related private industries, such as construction, are yet largely

dependent on government spending (House, 2013). Without a high oil price, then, these industries

are hurt too.

The horizontal scale of trade volume measured in dollar value is comparatively high between

the U. S. and Saudi Arabia, of $71 billion, which makes Saudi Arabia the 10th largest trading partner

by volume. The flow of trade is largely in favour of the Saudi Export, however. $50.7 billion in

crude oil imported by the U. S. amounted to 71% of the total trade between the two countries in

2013 (Office of the United States Trade Representative, 2016). However, not having the industrial

capacity to produce vital goods, such as foodstuffs and military equipment, Saudi Arabia remains

dependent on trade to ascertain its access to strategically important goods (OEC, 2016).

5.1.2 U. S.-Saudi relations and discourse

The U. S. rhetoric towards Saudi Arabia appears generally amicable. Saudi Arabia is considered a

friend of the U. S., sharing a longstanding security relationship (Bush, 1990), and its independence

i s … of vital interest to the United States. This decision … grows out of the longstanding

friendship ...(Bush, 1990). 

However, this relationship appears to have a Janus face. On one hand, there is the friendship

and longstanding relationship, and on the other, the diametrically opposed ideals and values. As the

U. S. are explicity committed to ending tyranny and advancing democracy (Bush, 2005; Bush,

2005; Bush, 2008), as well as freedom, they are similarly allying themselves with a country that not

only is an absolute monarchy (Robbers, 2007), but also appears to fail most criteria of freedom and
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democracy (Freedom House, 2016; Choksy & Choksy, 2015), resulting in a very palpable

discursive conflict. This discursive conflict is particularly contradictory in the context of the War on

Terror, in which the explicit intention of the U. S. was to … stand with the allies of freedom to

support democratic movements in the Middle East and beyond, with the ultimate goal of ending

tyranny (Bush, 2005). While this may hold true in cases such as Iraq, it appears not to do so in the

case of Saudi Arabia.

Furthermore, as standing up for liberal values is assumed a U. S. discursive rule, there is

another palpable discursive conflict between these liberal values and the radical Wahhabism of

Saudi Arabia, explicitly illustrated as: By allowing radical Islam to work its will … we would signal

to all that we no longer believe in our own ideals or even in our own courage. (Bush, 2006). 

5.2 Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela

In the first half of the 19th century, Venezuela declared itself independent from Spain. Since 1835,

the country has been recognised as a sovereign state by the U. S., and the two governments

developed amicable ties over the course of the following hundred and sixty years (U. S. Department

of State, 2015). In 1914, oil was first found in the republic, and to alleviate foreign debt, foreign oil

companies were welcomed to share in the extraction of Venezuelan crude oil (Martinez, 1969). By

1976, however, the Venezuelan oil industry had been fully nationalised with the creation of

PDVSA, the Venezuelan national oil company. 

Venezuela is officially a federal presidential republic. Since the election of Hugo Chávez in

1998, the country has been undergoing a Bolivarian Revolution, that has been aimed at

implementing the ideas of 19th century revolutionary leader Simón Bolívar from a socialist

perspective, with a slogan of Motherland, socialism or death! (Aponte-Moreno & Lattig, 2012).

Protests in 2014 were met with harsh repercussions, including deaths and injuries, as well as

thousands of people detained and physically abused (Freedom House, 2016). High levels of

corruption, repressive government action oriented towards dissidents, and low levels of economic

freedom all support the ranking 5 out of 7 in both civil and political freedom, resulting in the Partly

Free category according to the ranking of Freedom House (2016).

5.2.1 U. S.-Venezuelan trade

Despite the uneasy relations between the countries, Venezuela remains an important oil supplier to

the U. S., accounting for 8% of the U. S. crude oil imports in 2013 (Office of the United States

Trade Representative, 2016; SAFE, 2014). 2015 the US imported an estimate of $16.4 billion in

Venezuelan goods, of which roughly $15 billion were attributed in the mineral fuel category,

entailing crude oil and other oil and petroleum-related products (Office of the United States Trade
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Representative, 2016). The $16.4 billion import is a dramatic decrease since the peak of 2008, when

U. S. imports of Venezuelan products and services reached $48 billion (Gillespie, 2016). However,

the U. S. remains the single most important market for Venezuelan oil, accounting for nearly 50%

of its export incomes in 2014 (OEC, 2016).

On the other hand, Venezuela imported approximately $2 billion worth of oil products from the

U. S. Because of lacking investments and production capabilities in the Venezuelan state-owned oil

producer, there are needs of foreign lighter crude oil products to mix with the heavy domestic crude

extracted in Venezuela (Gillespie, 2016). Furthermore, the second most import category in dollar

value is medicaments, followed by foodstuffs (OEC, 2016), most of which are imported from the

European Union and EEA countries.

Because the Venezuelan economy is heavily dependent on its oil exports (Sullivan, 2009), the

sharp decline in oil prices over the past years has hurt the economy badly (Gillespie, 2016; SAFE,

2014). From peaking at over $120 per barrel, it plummeted and by 2015 the Brent crude oil was

priced below $60 per barrel (Anderson, 2015). Since the oil export amounts to such a large share of

the Venezuelan state budget, a Brent crude oil price of $118 would be required to balance the state

budget (Anderson, 2015). Indeed, the Venezuelan economy has been badly hit by low oil prices,

which is evident by, among other, a GDP growth of -4% in 2014, and a staggering inflation rate of

121% in 2015 (World Bank, 2016).

While the horizontal scale of trade volume by dollar value is not exceptionally high, being the

U. S. 30th highest trade partner with a turn-over of $24 billion (Office of the United States Trade

Representative, 2016), the aggregation of goods traded imply that approximately $20 billion of a

total import volume of $36.6 billion by Venezuela are strategic goods, such as oil, foodstuffs,

medicaments and iron (OEC, 2016). While chiefly animal foodstuffs are imported from

neighbouring countries, most of these strategic goods are imported from the U. S. and to a smaller

extent to EU and EEA countries. Of the $24 billion traded between the U. S. and Venezuela, the oil

trade amounts to $16 billion (Office of the United States Trade Representative, 2016). Thus,

Venezuela depends on oil exports, while the U. S. depends on Venezuela for 8% of its fuel needs. 

6.2.2 U. S.-Venezuelan relations and discourse

Since the election of President Hugo Chávez in 1999, the relations have deteriorated, largely due to

the occasional anti-U. S. rhetoric of the Venezuelan government. Accusing the U. S. government of

assassination attempts (Sullivan, 2009), coups, and of imperial ambitions in Latin America,

President Chávez threatened several times in 2006 to end the export of crude oil to the U. S., if it

would not recognise Venezuelan election, or if the U. S. and its lackeys in Venezuela would attempt

a new coup (Sullivan, 2009, p. 40). Furthermore, since 2005, the president of the United States

27



annually accuses Venezuela of having had failed miserably in adhering to its obligations under the

international counter-narcotics agreements (U. S. Department of State, 2015). 

The U. S. rhetoric towards Venezuela is thus overall harsher than it is towards Saudi Arabia. In

particular, Venezuela is accused of failing to meet certain criteria of human rights. In a press release

by the White House, following an executive order of sanctions by President Obama, it was claimed

that: We are committed to advancing respect for human rights, [and] safeguarding democratic

institutions ... in Venezuela. (Office of the Press Secretary of the White House, 2015). Furthermore,

concerns over election fraud (BBC, 2013) were adressed by the White House with support for a

transparent audit process in order to exhort a further developed domestic political dialogue, as well

as supporting the advance [of] the country's democracy (Office of the Press Secretary of the White

House, 2013). Furthermore, concerns were voiced by President Obama in conjunction of the

executive order over … erosion of human rights guarantees, persecution of political opponents,

curtailment of press freedoms, use of violence and human rights violations … (Office of the Press

Secretary of the White House, 2015) – a situation that by early 2016 called for a repetition of the

same concerns, since The situation in Venezuela … has not improved …(Office of the Press

Secretary of the White House, 2016). Furthermore, it was suspected in 2006 by the Director of

National Intelligence that then-President Chávez was ... seeking closer economic, military, and

diplomatic ties with Iran and North Korea (Negroponte in Sullivan, 2009, p. 33).

At face value, then, there appears to be little indication of a discursive conflict. As the two

governments do not share ideological roots or commitments, the face value meaning of the rhetoric

and discourse is largely expected. Furthermore, because a fundamental part of U. S. discourse is the

advancement of democracy and freedom (Bush, 2005; Bush, 2008), the logic of the truth regime is

preserved, since the U. S. does not appear to consider Venezuela a liberal democracy, as it is not

considered as adhering to the values and principles thereof.

6. DISCUSSION

As the purpose of this study is to understand if trade relations and foreign relations discourse are

related, it is a matter of establishing both an overarching geopolitical discourse, economic

interdependence, and how the discourse vis-à-vis the selected countries seems to be formulated in

practice. As such, the nature of the study is tentative and strives to understand and analyse

indications of economic interdependence and geopolitical discourses. As fully analysing,

comprehending and explaining an entire discourse is a monumental task by itself, which requires a

study of its own, this thesis does not claim that any geopolitical discourse is fully analysed or
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examined. Analysing speeches made by presidents of the U. S. is by itself not enough to understand

and thoroughly research a geopolitical discourse, as geopolitical discourses are constructed by

several discursive components beyond the practical geopolitics (Fig. 1, Ó Tuathail & Dalby, 1998),

which remain the focal point of the discourse analysis in this thesis. However, it is arguably more

indicative of a geopolitical discourse for the purpose of this thesis than analysing discourse found

in, for example, popular culture. The same applies to the examination of economic interdependence.

It too would ideally require its own study, which in turn requires encompassing quantitative data, to

fully establish the existence of economic interdependency. Therefore, this thesis has strived to

establish indications of economic interdependence by using the available data.

As is evident, there are substantial differences in the discursive practices towards the two case

study countries. While both countries appear on the lower scale of the Freedom House (2016)

ranking, the U. S. remains commited to Saudi Arabia, which according to the scale arguably is

further from the ideals of liberal democracy and the regime of truth of the U. S. geopolitical

discourse, than Venezuela is. With regards to Saudi Arabia, there are clear discursive conflicts at

play, most notably the challenging of the discursive rules of resentment of tyranny and

advancement of liberal democracy. Ideally, in the logic of the U. S. regime of truth, foreign states

considered as friends would share a substantial part of the ideals within the regime of truth. As

such, one would suspect that, ideally, the U. S., if committed to the ideals of their of truth regime,

would consider friends (Bush, 2005) as being considered of a higher ranking than Partly or Not

Free (Freedom House, 2016).

Therefore, another perspective needs to be applied. By applying the economic perspective of

interdependence, there are notable differences between Saudi Arabia and Venezuela that may

explain the difference in discursive conflicts between the U. S. rhetorics. As is described, Saudi

Arabia relies heavily on its oil exports in order to ascertain access to other strategically important

goods, such as military equipment and foodstuffs (OEC, 2016). However, given that it is the U. S.

foreign policy practice that challenges its own discursive rules, it would arguably indicate that it is

the U. S. that also experiences a need of Saudi Arabia. As Saudi Arabia is the second most

important supplier of oil to the U. S., a class one strategic goods (Blanchard & Ripsman, 1996), it is

possible that the U. S. could not feasibly acquire this large import share elsewhere. Furthermore,

since a large portion of the credit spent on oil returns to the U. S. in form of export to Saudi Arabia

(Blanchard, 2016), there is less incentive to end the trade relations in order to adhere to their own

regime of truth. As a significant amount of this share is military equipment (Norton-Taylor, 2016),

there is an indication of an economic interdependence, if the standard of measure is the two-way

trade of strategically important goods (Blanchard & Ripsman, 1996).

Venezuela, too, holds a large share of the U. S. oil market. However, it is substantially smaller
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than Saudi Arabia's, and if need be, the U. S. can cushion potential Venezuelan shortages through

both domestic production and Canadian export (SAFE, 2014). Yet, a large share of the trade in both

directions would be considered strategically important. However, as both the overall volume of

trade, measured in the horizontal scale (Fig 2.), as well as the volume of goods coded strategically

important, is smaller between the U. S. and Venezuela than it is with Saudi Arabia, the data

arguably indicates that Venezuela and the U. S. are  economically interdependent by a smaller

magnitude than Saudi Arabia and the U. S. This is further supported by the negative trend in U. S.-

Venezuelan trade (Gillespie, 2016).

Both countries show indications of being economically interdependent with the U. S., albeit in

different magnitude, and thus, the scale of interdependence becomes relative. This, then, begs the

question, if it is possible to establish at which level of economic interdependence supercedes the

overarching ideology of the geopolitical discourse, if the economic interdependence measured can

only be established relatively. However, it is perhaps more likely that this discrepancy is a matter of

factors not studied in this thesis, such as ambitions within security discourses. Considering the U. S.

foreign policy and associated discoursive practice during the War on Terrorism, where the ambition

was to end the perceived threat to U. S. national security and interests, Saudi Arabia was considered

being able to … demonstrate its leadership in the region by expanding the role of its people...

(Bush, 2005). Simultaneously, the U. S. ambition was to … confront regimes that continue to

harbor terrorists and pursue weapons of mass murder (Bush, 2005). As such, disregarding Saudi

Arabia's own relation to fundamentalist Islam (Choksy & Choksy, 2015), the state appears to be

considered as a regional ally – or friend (Bush, 2005) – within the U. S. discourse. Thus, it is

possible that the U. S. security discourse continues to affirm the need of a strong regional power,

who requires U. S. trade in order to sustain itself. However, without a broader analysis of the

construction of security discourses in this thesis, it is not possible to establish any causality between

the two phenomena. 

However, having the two mechanisms of why political conflicts may affect trade, that Kastner

(2007) suggests, in mind, the negative trend of Venezuelan export to the U. S. could arguably be the

result of security externalities. As noted, the U. S. market amounts to nearly half of Venezuelan

crude oil export (OEC, 2016). Thus, Venezuela is dependent on U. S. import. However, being in the

midst of a political conflict with the U. S., it could be argued that Venezuelan policy makers are

discomforted by such an economic dependence. At the same time, U. S. firms may experience

certain risks with exporting refined petroleum products, which Venezuela needs to produce usable

oil products (Gillespie, 2016), because of the political conflict, as well as the high inflation rate in

Venezuela (World Bank, 2016). At the same time, assuming that the level of economic

interdependence between the U. S. and Saudi Arabia is high enough to be considered truly
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interdependent, there are no security externalities resulting in trade following a political conflict that

may hinder the flow of trade between the two countries. Indeed, Saudi Arabia lacks production

capabilities of the goods imported from the U. S., while the U. S. can not themselves supply – at

least at a lower cost – the crude oil they deem necessary (OEC, 2016).

Harkening back to the Kjellenian ideal of the quest for autarky (Hagan, 1942), which is echoed

in the analytical model of Blanchard & Ripsman (1996), another factor that would have been ideal

to study is discourses of energy security and independence. Then, if it is assumed that states strive

to ascertain a secure access to strategically important goods, it could be argued that Venezuelan

threats of export stops (Sullivan, 2009), and subsequent decline in Venezuelan oil exports to the U.

S . (Anderson, 2015), has compelled the U. S. to seek a secure access to oil elsewhere. If such a

causation could be established, it would indicate that the trade relation may influence the

geopolitical discourse, as the relationship between the two countries previously had been amicable,

and the U. S. discourse vis-à-vis Venezuela since the election of President Chávez in 1999 has

seemingly not set aside its regime of truth or contradicted its discursive rules in order to maintain a

trade relationship with Venezuela.

7. CONCLUSION

It may certainly be questioned if it is possible to extrapolate or construct a geopolitical discourse

from a handful of speeches and statements, since the construction of a geopolitical discourse or

imagination is more than only practical geopolitics (Fig. 1, Ó Tuathail & Dalby, 1998). However,

identification of certain discursive rules that create a truth regime within the U. S. geopolitical

discourse is possible, and has been accomplished in this thesis. Indications suggest that he regime of

truth in the U. S. geopolitical discourse may be considered as a summary of three discursive rules:

Advancing liberal democracy, defence of allies and friends, and the resentment of tyranny.

Between Venezuela and Saudi Arabia, there are differences in the discursive practices by the

U. S. With regards to Saudi Arabia, less of a liberal democracy and less politically and civically free

(Freedom House, 2016), there are palpable discursive conflicts within the U. S. policy, as Saudi

Arabia is being considered a friend (Bush, 2005), despite its seemingly opposite position of the

U. S. discursive ideals. Venezuela, on the other hand, being at least nominally a democracy, and

more politically and civically free than Saudi Arabia (Freedom House, 2016), is extensively

critiqued for its failures to adhere to the ideals of the U. S. geopolitical discourse.

There is a difference in the economic pattern that may aid the explanation of why the discursive

practices vis-à-vis Saudi Arabia and Venezuela differs. However, both countries show, according to

the geopolitical approach to economic interdependence with the U. S. (Blanchard & Ripsman,
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1996), that they are to varying extent interdependent with the U. S., as strategic goods are the by

volume highest traded goods between the countries. The problem is to establish a definitive

situation where it is possible to factually state that economic interdependence is in effect. Thus,

with the material and method used in this thesis, it can only be argued that indications show that

Venezuela and Saudi Arabia are economically interdependent with the U. S. on different levels

relative to one another. While this could potentially appear as correlating to the difference in

discursive practice, it is not possible to establish causality. Furthermore, with several factors that

may be influential, such as security discourses and ambitions, not being included in this thesis, any

definitive answer would be open for substantial critique.

Therefore, it is questionable if this thesis can suggest that there is a clear relation geopolitical

discourse and economic interdependence. While indications would suggest that there is a

correlation, a definitive answer would require both a larger comparison, and more in-depth and

encompassing analyses of both geopolitical discourses, discursive practices, and economic

interdependencies. 

7.1 Considerations for further research

As indications suggest that there may be a correlation between geopolitical discursive practices and

economic interdependence, more research would be ideal both in the field of geopolitical discourse

and economy. Ideally, such research would be conducted separately, in order to achieve an in-depth

understanding and palpable results, that then could be compared, in order to further research the

relationship between trade and geopolitical discourse. Furthermore, it could be useful to use

additional tools of analysis, rather than only models of economic interdependence, to analyse trade.

Since there are numerous factors that may be of influence, it would be beneficial to research factors

not considered in this thesis, such as security discourse, energy independence discourse, economic

ideology discourse, and so forth. With regards to the oil trade, it would be beneficial to research the

role of the U. S. fracking industry, and the situation and volatility of the world oil market at large.

Besides oil and trade of strategically important goods, further research could include the study of

financial markets and foreign investments, and their relation to geopolitical discourse.

In summary, what is needed in order to advance the understanding of the relation between trade

and geopolitical discourse, is both in-depth analyses of the two phenomena, that encompasses a

wider range of potentially influential factors not considered in this thesis, as well as a model of case

by case comparison.
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APPENDIX A

Table of recurring words in Bush (2002, 2005, 2005, 2006, 2008)

Freedom Democracy* Defense**

2002 14 0 2

2005 29 3 4

2005 21 8 4

2006 17 11 0

2008 10 8 3

*Includes variations, such as adjective forms. Only counted when it is explicitly used in a foreign

policy context, ie. not concerning domestic U. S. democracy.

**Includes variations, such as conjugations of the verb of to defend, and noun declensions. Only

counted when explicity directed at others, ie. not concerning domestic defense.
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