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A new Baltic Geopolitics Programme at the 
University of Cambridge 
TO INCREASE UNDERSTANDING OF THE GEOPOLITICS OF THE BALTIC AND 
THE UK’S ROLE IN IT 

 
Despite Britain’s importance to the Baltic over the past 500 years or so, and 
the Baltic’s importance to Britain, knowledge and understanding of this 
relationship is very limited. As the UK exits the ordering system of the 
European Union and the Baltic Sea region confronts new challenges, this is 
not an acceptable or sustainable situation. 
 
Both the history and current challenges of the Baltic Sea region demand 
more research and understanding.  The Centre for Geopolitics intends to 
bridge this gap by establishing a Baltic Programme and promoting Baltic 
Studies within Cambridge University, and beyond.   
 
Our Director, Professor Brendan Simms, and the Rt Hon Charles Clarke, former 
UK Home Secretary are leading this initiative. It will operate within the Centre’s 
broader ‘European Orders‘ research strand. 
 

 
Peterhouse, Cambridge 
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The Baltic – defined here as the littoral of Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Germany, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Norway, Poland, Russia, and Sweden – has been an area of 
considerable importance to England, Scotland and then the United Kingdom. In 
the 16th and 17th centuries it was a vital trading partner and source of fish, 
timber, furs and many other products. In the 18th and 19th centuries, the Royal 
Navy drew most of its naval stores from the Baltic, watched jealously over the 
balance of power in that region and intervened against Russia. In the 20th century 
Britain encouraged the independence of the Baltic states in 1918-19 and fought 
both the Bolsheviks and the Nazis there. Later, the Baltic states, which regained 
their independence from the Soviet Union in 1990-91 and then secured 
membership of the European Union and NATO, were supported by the British 
government. Today British forces provide the backbone of NATO deterrence 
against Vladimir Putin in Estonia. 

Despite this history, there is a considerable ignorance in the contemporary UK about 
the area. Much of its history, language and culture is not taught in our universities. 
 
The Centre for Geopolitics, which is part of the Department of Politics and 
International Studies (POLIS) at the University of Cambridge, plans to address 
this gap. We intend to establish a fully funded Baltic Programme, centred on the 
study of the modern history (from about 1600) and current geopolitics of the 
Baltic, with a particular emphasis on relations with Britain. We have begun with 
a series of events, collaborating with pockets of expertise at other UK universities 
as well as universities in the Baltic region, and by building a caucus of those 
interested in Baltic issues at Cambridge.  We have secured some valuable seed-
funding to start the project. We now aim to establish a three to five-year research 
and teaching fellowship from 2022, and to endow a lectureship and a chair 
capable of supporting PhD candidates by 2025. 

Stockholm old town (Gamla Stan) cityscape from City Hall top, Sweden 
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Events and Activities 
 

The Centre for Geopolitics 
hosts an exciting 
programme of termly 
events on Baltic history 
and politics. Invited 
speakers cover the entire 
Baltic Sea region and its 
relationship with the UK 
over the past half-
millennium. Historians, 
politicians, and diplomats 
approach questions of the 
utmost importance from 
diverse perspectives.  
We also co-sponsor 
events on relevant 

themes with partner universities, both virtually and in-person.  
 
ROUNDTABLE  

 
Beginning in 2021, Brendan Simms and Charles Clarke will convene a yearly 
Baltic Roundtable, following the model of the Centre for Geopolitics’ highly 
successful ‘European Orders Roundtable’ held annually since 2018. 
 
TEACHING 

 
From October 2021, Brendan Simms will teach a course on Britain and the 
geopolitics of the Baltic (c.1600-the present) aimed at MPhil students in the 
Department of Politics and International Studies. An online Graduate Research 
Seminar in Baltic Geopolitics will be chaired by Simms in Easter Term of 2021. 
 
 
 

 

Combination room panelled with timbers taken from a Royal Navy ship which 
served in the Baltic during the Crimean War, Gonville and Caius College, 
Cambridge 
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Baltic Geopolitics Network 
 
The Centre for Geopolitics is the convening partner in a new Baltic Geopolitics 
Network: an informal network connecting scholars from leading universities 
and research institutes from across the UK and the Baltic area to build and 
disseminate 
knowledge on the 
history and politics of 
the greater Baltic 
region. The network 
was launched with ten 
founding partners 
surrounding the Baltic 
and is open to further 
institutions and 
scholars from the 
region, and possibly 
elsewhere. 

 
PARTICIPANTS 

 University of Cambridge, Centre for Geopolitics 
 University of Copenhagen, Centre for Military Studies  
 University of Gdańsk, Faculty of History   
 University of Glasgow, Baltic Research Unit   
 University of Greifswald, Historical Institute 
 University of Helsinki, Aleksanteri Institute  
 Klaipėda University, Institute of Baltic Region History and Archaeology  
 University of Latvia, Faculty of Social Sciences  
 University of Tartu, Johann Skytte Institute of Political Studies 
 University of Toronto, Munk School of Global Affairs and Public Policy 
 Uppsala University, Institute for Russian and Eurasian Studies 

 
We held a ‘soft’ launch online in January 2021, involving over 300 people from 
the UK and across the Baltic Sea region. We have been very encouraged by the 
immediate response to our initiative and are seeking to raise funding to support 
a number of academic positions in the field tenable at the Centre for Geopolitics. 
 

18 November 2020 panel discussion Britain and the Western Baltic with Rt Hon 
Charles Clarke; H.E. Nicola Clase, Swedish Ambassador to Finland;
Dr Angela Huang, Head of Research Centre for Hanseatic and Baltic History, 
Luebeck; and Dr Henrik Breitenbauch, Head of Centre of Military Studies, University 
of Copenhagen 
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About the Centre for Geopolitics 
 
We confront the major problems of world order, past, present and future. By 
applying historical analysis, political science and the experience of practitioners 
to the world's most pressing geopolitical challenges, we offer a deeper 
understanding of where these challenges have come from, how they may 
develop and how they might be resolved. 
 
We do this by: 
 

 Understanding – we conduct rigorous scholarly research into historical 
and contemporary geopolitical challenges and grand strategy. 

 
 Educating – we use this knowledge to teach and inform current and 

future global decision makers and the wider public. 
 

 Connecting – we bring together the worlds of academe, government, civil 
society, politics and business. 

 
 Shaping – we re-frame current geopolitical problems in order to generate 

creative solutions. 

 

Contact Us 
 

 Professor Brendan Simms, Director of the Centre for Geopolitics and 
Professor in the History of International Relations bps11@cam.ac.uk 

 Rt. Hon. Charles Clarke, former UK Home Secretary 
charlesclarke2109@gmail.com 

 For general inquires please contact us at:  
Fitzwilliam House 
32 Trumpington Street 
Cambridge, CB2 1QY 
Tel: 01223 768378 
Email: cfg@hermes.cam.ac.uk 


