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Summary and Keywords

Since roughly the late 19th century, international borders have generally been character­
ized by linearity, or the appearance as a series of one-dimensional points, connected by 
straight lines. Prior to this, various kinds of frontiers existed globally, some of them being 
more linear than others, but most included some kind of formal ambiguity. International 
relations (IR) often takes for granted the historical process which brought about the glob­
al linearization of borders, culminating in the late 19th century and still ongoing in ocean 
spaces and in outer space. But because cross-border relations are the main substance of 
inquiry in IR, many theories and areas of study in IR contain some perspective on that 
process, at least implicitly.

Keywords: borders, territory, global history, geography, sovereignty

Theories of linear borders can be traced back to geographers of the late 19th century and 
early 20th century, who were primarily concerned with issues of colonial administration, 
and then the First World War. Despite internal debates, this literature affirmed that the 
precise delimitation and demarcation of borders was an important part of a progressive 
Western civilization emanating from Europe. IR during the Cold War was less concerned 
with the nature of borders, the assumption being that all borders were already effectively 
linear. Yet the legacy of earlier border studies remained and set the context for discus­
sions of how the drawing of linear borders might be related to “state failure” in the Glob­
al South. The rise to prominence of globalization narratives built on previous understand­
ings of the history of borders, by anticipating a future era of borders declining in rele­
vance. Other interventions have led in different directions, however, pointing to colonial 
history as central to the origins of linear borders, on one hand, and on the other hand an­
ticipating not a borderless future but one in which borders are increasingly heteroge­
neous and ubiquitous.

Introduction
Since roughly the late 19th century, international borders have generally been character­
ized by linearity, or the appearance as a series of one-dimensional points, connected by 
straight lines. Borders may be more or less evident within a landscape, may be more or 
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less disputed, and may consist of a few long straight lines or follow the minute meander­
ings of a river. Moreover, the image of a line may not always be the best way to under­
stand borders fully (Bialasiewicz et al., 2009). Yet to a remarkable degree, actors within 
and beyond states, across the world, regardless of local geophysical, cultural, or histori­
cal differences, assume and act as if all state territories are defined by borderlines that 
can be precisely located to any degree of precision. This chapter reviews the ways in 
which awareness of this virtually universal linearity, and the global historical process 
through which it emerged, has influenced scholarship in IR and beyond.

Linear borders are not an “invention” that can be dated to any singular place or time, and 
cases can be made for the existence of particular linear borders in various historical con­
texts. But up through at least the mid-19th century, borders specified in treaties as pre­
cise lines connecting particular points were the exception rather than the rule in vast ar­
eas of the world such as Southeast Asia (Thongchai, 1994), Africa (Ajala, 1983), and Latin 
America (Lalonde, 2002). Before this time, many different concept Bialasiewiczs and prac­
tices existed concerning the geographical edges of polities, which we can call “frontiers.” 
Consider, for example, the khetdaen of 19th-century Siam, consisting of a series of passes 
through thick forests and mountains (Thongchai, 1994, p. 75), or early modern France’s 
frontiers of entangled and heterogeneous jurisdictions (Sahlins, 1990). Some of the earli­
est efforts to ensure, as a general rule, the precise correspondence between lines on 
maps and borders in practice can be seen in North America in the 17th century (Branch, 
2014). But these coexisted with boundaries that were partially left vague, such as the 
western part of the U.S.–British North America boundary in the early 19th century (Miles, 
1957). Similarly in Western Europe, systematic efforts to specify borders as lines in 
treaties became common by the end of the 18th century, but particular borders such as 
the Spanish–French border remained partially vague into the late 19th century (Sahlins, 
1989). The process of the linearization of borders is unlikely ever to be truly complete, 
with many ocean and outer space borders remaining undefined (Beery, 2016; Okonkwo, 
2017). But the late 19th century arguably marks a turning point in efforts to apply linear 
borders globally (for more, see Goettlich, 2019).

Since the late 19th century, linear borders have been important in international thought 
but not always explicitly. In part because of the historical elimination of formally ambigu­
ous frontiers, the way territories are defined is not often treated as a problem. One possi­
ble measure of territory has been universalized, making it difficult to imagine other possi­
ble measures. Sovereignty has often been subject to conceptual analysis in IR (Waltz, 
1979, p. 95; Morgenthau, 1960, p. 312), and in recent decades historical analysis as well 
(Bartelson, 1995; Spruyt, 1994). In comparison, concern with the modern process and 
practice of demarcating borders has been seen as an important issue in the study of inter­
national politics in a relatively limited number of times and places. In the 21st century it 
is perhaps boundary technicians themselves who most consistently draw attention to the 
importance of their profession for the avoidance of territorial disputes (IBC, 2015), with 
little recognition from IR (although see Branch, 2017). Yet, as recently as the early 20th 
century, precisely marked and mapped borders could be recognized as an aspiration that 
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made a difference in international politics, or as something that distinguished some poli­
ties from other polities that had vaguer frontiers.

The first part of the chapter deals with writers foregrounding these concerns, most 
prominently those working in the context of late-19th- and early-20th-century colonialism, 
after which scholarly interest in the topic somewhat subsided. At the same time, linear 
borders and their history have also been a crucial background element in many other de­
bates. This article thus goes on to consider how linear borders have been important in 
how IR defines its field of inquiry, in debates on the efficacy of statehood in the Global 
South, on whether there is a norm of territorial integrity and what its consequences are, 
and on globalization and the transformation of borders.

The Origins of Border Studies
Before the late 19th century, general arguments in favor of the precise demarcation of 
borders can be found in Western political writings. An early example of these is Emer de 
Vattel’s statement, in his 1758 treatise The Law of Nations, that in order for a state to 
avoid encroachment on another state’s territory, “The limits of territories ought to be 
marked out with clearness and precision” (Vattel, 2008, p. 308). His main example here 
was the undefined boundary between French and British colonies in North America, 
which he claimed was responsible for the outbreak of war between the two empires. As 
another brief example, Jeremy Bentham’s “Principles of International Law” listed “amica­
ble demarcations positively made” as one of the means of preventing interstate wars over 
boundaries, also citing overseas expansion as an area where this was particularly impor­
tant (Bentham, 1818, pp. 539, 544).

It was not until the late 19th century, however, that a coherent body of literature began to 
form around the demarcation of borders. This era had seen a rise in importance and fre­
quency of bilateral boundary commissions, as well as the emergence of a distinct academ­
ic subfield of border studies. As one prominent British boundary surveyor and geographer 
noted, “Truly this period in our history has been well defined as the boundary-making 
era” (Holdich, 1899, p. 466). In contrast to the occasional remarks previously by writers 
such as Vattel, political geographers during this period were more aware of the cultural 
and historical specificity of the practice of linear boundary demarcation. For many of 
them, linear boundaries were neither ubiquitous in human experience nor a trivial aspect 
of international politics, but instead, the linearization of borders was a historical process 
that accompanied and signified the superior civilization of Western states and peoples. 
With jurist Henry Sumner Maine’s theory that law and society developed from status to 
contract, a shift from personal rule to territorial rule became part of a grand narrative of 
the development of all societies along the path of European nations (Sylvest, 2005; 
Anghie, 2005). Also influential were the many accounts given in geographical journals by 
boundary commissioners, telling of wild, natural landscapes inhabited by “tribes,” which 
contrasted with the neutral, scientific lens of the European observer and sometimes re­
sisted it with force (e.g., Nugent, 1914).
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From this context came two particularly influential narratives of the historical lineariza­
tion of borders. One of them, having its origin in social Darwinism and Friedrich Ratzel’s 
organicist political geography, focused on the origins of linear borders as an abstraction 
or reflection of certain kinds of underlying geopolitical competition between societies 
specific to European history (Febvre, 1973). This argument was perhaps made most ex­
plicitly by Ellen Semple, one of the main theorists of geographic determinism in Anglo­
phone scholarship. Linear political boundaries were drawn along racial and linguistic 
boundaries, which owed their narrowness to the exploitation of every last bit of land, 
which was characteristic of the “oldest and most advanced states” (Semple, 1907, p. 396). 
On one hand, “A straight, narrow race boundary, especially if it is nearly coincident with a 
political boundary, points to an equilibrium of forces … Such boundaries are found in old, 
thickly populated countries” (Semple, 1907, p. 390). On the other hand, “savage and bar­
barous peoples” who do not use land efficiently “will often sell their best territory for a 
song. For the same reason they leave their boundaries undefined; a mile nearer or far­
ther, what does it matter?” The same aspects of civilizational advancement that constitut­
ed geopolitical competitiveness were also the causes of the linearization of borders.

Another narrative focused on the specification of linear boundaries as a result of the inge­
nuity of Western modernity, not in terms of internal societal organization but rather in 
setting limits to the external ambitions of states and promoting international peace. This 
narrative is best exemplified in a lecture by Lord Curzon, previously the Viceroy of India 
and later U.K. Foreign Secretary. According to Curzon (1907, p. 49), “In Asia, the oldest 
inhabited continent, there has always been a strong instinctive aversion to the accep­
tance of fixed boundaries.” Curzon contrasted this with modern Western technical prac­
tice of boundary making, the idea of which is “itself an essentially modern conception,” 
with its procedures, international legal framework, and surveying technology. As a result 
of European imperialism and the global influence of European agents, vague and “primi­
tive” frontiers have been replaced by linear borders, which are “undoubtedly a preventive 
of misunderstanding, a check to territorial cupidity, and an agency of peace” (Curzon, 
1907, p. 48).

These two narratives on modern borders in one sense had substantially different logics. 
For Semple, the practice itself of demarcation was less important than the underlying 
geopolitical pressures which caused boundaries to become linear, while for Curzon, bor­
der demarcations had potential to hold aggressive nations in check. Yet both emphasized 
the specificity of linear borders and explained their emergence as a part of Western 
modernity.

During and after the First World War, the focus of border studies turned to Europe, as ge­
ographers knew well that many borders would have to be created at the end of the war 
and would be intensely debated. Geographers, along with historians and other academics, 
were closely involved in the postwar planning of borders through various governmental 
organizations, most notably the “Inquiry” set up by U.S. President Woodrow Wilson 
(Gelfand, 1963). Semple was among those writing policy recommendations on borders, in 
both Europe and the Middle East, although she was not invited to attend the Paris Peace 
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Conference. Perhaps because of the demands made by national governments in this con­
text, the question of where on the map to draw boundaries gradually took precedence 
over the practices and observations of boundary commissions themselves.

The transition away from investigation into the particularity of linear boundary making 
can be seen in the emergence of interest in the differing “functions” of boundaries, begin­
ning in the 1930s. This was related to a growing perception that linear boundaries were 
in fact universal, in contrast to geographers of a few decades previously. With much of 
the world having been divided up with more-or-less well-demarcated linear borders, the 
imperial powers’ need for greater attention to the demarcation of borders per se as a 
process and practice subsided. As Boggs (1940, p. 3) noted, “To most people, frontiers 
look alike and are assumed to be alike … it is only natural that the role played by interna­
tional boundaries is commonly assumed to be uniformly simple and static.” In response, 
Boggs urged geographers to consider instead how “the effect of the boundary on the life 
of adjacent populations must differ, for example, in the United States-Canada boundary 
area, the Libya-Tunisia frontier region, and the China-Burma frontier region in areas in­
habited by unadministered tribes.” On one hand, this enabled Boggs and others to open 
up inquiry into a wide range of important phenomena, such as the regulation of migration 
and land usage. On the other hand, it drew focus away from the ways in which borders 
are globally similar and the connected global history of the practices of drawing linear 
borders. This transition continued into the late 20th century with J. R. V. Prescott’s influ­
ential approach to studying borders, which focused on tracing the historical evolution of 
individual borders, particularly through the accumulation and close analysis of all rele­
vant documents. According to Prescott (1987, p. 8), “Attempts to produce a set of reliable 
theories about international boundaries have failed. Attempts to devise a set of proce­
dures by which boundaries can be studied have been successful.” While Prescott’s ap­
proach laid more emphasis on boundary disputes than the functional approaches of the 
mid-20th century, the overall tendency was away from generalizations about boundaries 
toward the study and comparison of individual boundaries, within their particular geo­
graphical contexts.

International Relations: Historicity of Borders 
as an Implicit Assumption
While geographers came to take for granted the precise nature of borders, IR in turn 
came to be distanced from geography (Ashworth, 2013). Carr (1940, p. 292) had acknowl­
edged that “In no previous period of modern history have frontiers been so rigidly demar­
cated … It is difficult for contemporary man even to imagine a world in which political 
power would be organised on a basis not of territory, but of race, creed or class.” But in 
the postwar era, the precision of borders was seen less as a goal or as a practice, and 
more as part of the long-established foundations of the state system and international law 
(Morgenthau, 1960). The Cold War saw IR increasingly based parsimoniously on abstrac­
tions such as anarchy and the ideal-typical state, becoming more clearly separated from 
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political geography (Waltz, 1979). From this perspective, international politics worked 
within linear borders, which occasionally moved positions but were conceptually quite 
simple and unchanging, and the ability to know where they were seemed a relatively triv­
ial concern belonging to technical experts. International law preserved an explicit injunc­
tion on states to define their borders precisely, following the League of Nations’ World 
Court, in a 1925 decision on the boundary between Turkey and British-mandated Iraq, 
that “the very nature of a frontier and of any convention designed to establish frontiers 
between two countries imports that a frontier must constitute a definite boundary line 
throughout its length” (Schwarzenberger, 1957, p. 313). But IR has, on the whole, been 
quite unconcerned with how territory is defined. Sovereignty was for Waltz (1979, p. 95), 
“a bothersome concept,” and for Morgenthau (1960, p. 312) there has been “much confu­
sion about the term,” but when it comes to territory and borders, many of the canonical 
texts of IR lack conceptual discussion or even definitions (Bull, 1977; Morgenthau, 1960; 
Waltz, 1979).

At the same time, particular understandings of the historical emergence of modern bor­
ders implicitly remained in IR. Because the precise demarcation of boundaries came to be 
as part of the established background of international relations, it crept into discussions 
of state sovereignty. While modern borders themselves were not usually examined in de­
tail, their supposed appearance on the European political stage played an important role 
in identifying the distinction between modern international politics and medieval systems 
of rule. For Morgenthau (1960, p. 276), for example, “The great political transformation 
that marked the transition from the Middle Ages to the modern period of history … can be 
summed up as the transformation of the feudal system into the territorial state.” In order 
for some measure of “peace and order” among states, there must be certain “rules of con­
duct.” “States must, for instance, know where the frontiers of their territory are on land 
and sea.” As Osiander (2001, p. 266) has pointed out, IR created a mythology explaining 
these rules of conduct, “such as territoriality, sovereignty, equality, and nonintervention” 
as products of the 1648 Peace of Westphalia. Despite the concept of territoriality receiv­
ing little attention, it was nevertheless packaged in with sovereignty as one of the funda­
mentals of modern international relations.

In IR, the most prominent explanations for this epoch-defining emergence of modern ter­
ritoriality foregrounded power-political competition underlying the institution of borders, 
as in the geopolitical tradition of Semple and Ratzel. A good example of this is John 
Herz’s (1957) article “Rise and Demise of the Territorial State.” With the threat of nu­
clear war imminent, Semple’s focus on changes in the use and valuation of land was re­
placed with developments in military technology. But the basic idea of linear boundaries 
developing as a rational response to intense competition over territory remained. Accord­
ing to Herz, once gunpowder artillery was able to destroy large walls, castles were re­
placed as the best protection for political communities by a “hard shell” of frontier fortifi­
cations “lining the circumference of the country” (Herz, 1957, p. 477). One could draw 
the conclusion, then, that the emergence of modern borders was a by-product of underly­
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ing power politics, in this case not through pressure on land usage but through the linear 
fortifications which established the extent of the state’s reach.

This logic continues to operate in more recently influential accounts of the origins of the 
modern state. Charles Tilly’s (1992) Coercion and Capital, while in general saying very lit­
tle about borders themselves, does refer to the formation of recognized boundaries as 
crucial for identifying the concurrently emerging distinction between “war-making” and 
“state-making.” In a few short passages, Tilly explains modern boundaries, as with much 
of the basic content of the modern state, not ultimately as a result of particular land us­
ages, nor of specific military technology, but rather the need for greater revenue to fund 
war through more precise taxation and the collection of customs duties (Tilly, 1992, pp. 
88, 98). For Spruyt (1994), in a somewhat similar fashion, the institutional design of the 
centralized state inherently implies a clear geographical separation from other polities, 
and it was this centralized state which proved superior to its competitors. Thus, while dif­
ferences in emphasis existed, many writers from Semple to Spruyt agreed on looking for 
the origins of modern territoriality as a response to the struggle for power on the Euro­
pean continent in the transition to modernity. The border itself, either as a juridical con­
cept, or as a material practice of demarcation, was unimportant for these scholars except 
as an outcome of any number of other features which gave states an advantage in compe­
tition with their neighbors.

“Fixed” and “Colonial” Borders
Two different developments in the world politics of the second half of the 20th century 
brought greater attention, in discussions of borders, to international law, ideas, and his­
torical change, which had in general been sidelined by the dominance within IR of the re­
alist approach. The first was the formal decolonization of much of the Global South, par­
ticularly the continent of Africa, where straight-line boundaries were most visible on the 
map. In 1958 the All African People’s Congress in Accra denounced “artificial frontiers 
drawn by imperialist Powers to divide the peoples of Africa” and called for “the abolition 
or adjustment of such frontiers at an early date” (Ajala, 1983, p. 182). By bringing into 
question the future of postcolonial boundaries, this made it more difficult to ignore 
boundaries that did not fit the narrative of European boundary formation as an outcome 
of the competitive building of national states.

That narrative of European border history, however, was ultimately reinforced through an 
understanding of how linear borders emerged in Africa as a starkly different, almost op­
posite process. “Unlike many of the world's borders,” as Zartman (1965, p. 155) put it, 
boundaries in much of Africa “are not the walls and moats of history, natural defence 
lines whose traces mark the military conflicts and diplomatic compromises of the nation's 
past.” This apparently debilitated the legitimacy of these borders, but also removed moti­
vations for changing them: “The might of conquest and the right of diplomacy have not 
sanctified the borders, but the Schleswigs and the Alsace-Lorraines are not present ei­
ther.”
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In contrast to Europe, linear borders in Africa were a sudden, “arbitrary” imposition by 
the colonial powers in the late 19th century. Rather than Semple’s understanding of lin­
ear boundaries as the frontlines of struggles among the most advanced peoples, this 
owed more to Lord Curzon’s interest in modern boundaries as a juridical institution, his­
torically diffused through colonial agents. For Herbst (1989), for example, the rapid cre­
ation of African borders in the late 19th century, uninformed by detailed knowledge of lo­
cal circumstances, as well as their retention by postcolonial states, was a “rational” re­
sponse to the larger context of international politics. By elaborating a set of “decision- 
making rules” using boundaries, the colonial powers, and later the postcolonial states, 
were able to minimize warfare over territory without maintaining prohibitively expensive 
armies. Thus, on one hand, according to the standard set by European history, the norm 
was for linear boundaries to evolve out of a competitive interstate framework, backed by 
the political-economic power of states. On the other hand, in much of the colonial world, 
boundaries were a collaborative institution initially agreed upon by the imperial powers 
and in ignorance of local conditions.

The contrast between the narratives of the origins of modern borders in Europe versus 
the colonial world had an important impact on discussions of “failed states” or “quasi- 
states” in the Global South. The dichotomy between European boundaries derived from 
power politics, and non-European boundaries depending on international recognition, is 
often seen as related to state weakness. States with little presence outside a capital city, 
the argument goes, persist because the international community recognizes the colonial 
borders, which are seen as immutable (Jackson, 1990). Scholars also debate more gener­
ally whether there is an international norm of “border fixity” or “territorial integrity,” and 
whether this produces peace or conflict. On one hand, Zacher (2001, p. 246) argued that 
the decline in border alterations through force has “largely eliminated what scholars have 
identified as the major source of enduring rivalries and the frequency and intensity of 
warfare.” Neoliberal institutionalists, similarly, have argued that states can reduce trans­
action costs and produce mutual gains through fixed borders (Simmons, 2005). On the 
other hand, weak states whose borders depend on international recognition rather than 
their own strength lack an incentive to make sacrifices necessary for building power and 
legitimacy, which in turn perpetuates weakness and spreads intra-state conflict (Atzili, 
2006–2007).

The global history of border demarcation has not been explicitly examined in these dis­
cussions, but they implicitly draw on geographic ideas such as those of Semple and Cur­
zon. According to Semple’s logic, the civilizational advancement of peoples proceeds in 
one direction, toward greater capacity to use, value, and defend even the most minute 
pieces of territory incorporated by linear boundaries. It is in the context of this relation­
ship between development and the historical linearization of borders that it makes sense 
to argue that the persistence of boundaries imposed by external and distant powers 
would stunt the development of weak states. Underlying the idea of artificial boundaries 
is the implicit assumption, argued explicitly by Semple, that there are natural or organic 
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boundaries underlying international politics, and that juridical boundaries typically are or 
should reflect such organic boundaries.

Similarly, the idea of a “fixed border norm” being conducive to world peace is connected 
to Curzon’s (1907, p. 54) claim that “Frontiers, which have so frequently and recently 
been the cause of war, are capable of being converted into the instruments and evidences 
of peace.” One distinction between them is that for Curzon, “fixed boundaries” meant 
well-defined linear boundaries, while later scholars have assumed that boundaries are al­
ways already well-defined and linear wherever they are and have opposed “fixed bound­
aries” not with ambiguity but with attempts to change boundaries forcefully. But these 
are not unrelated ideas, as defining a boundary in linear terms necessarily implies re­
stricting it from moving, at least temporarily. Curzon (1907, p. 49) contrasted the modern 
institution with the customs of “Asia,” where the idea was prevalent that “in the vicissi­
tudes of fortune more is to be expected from an unsettled than from a settled Frontier.” 
Persia and the Ottoman Empire, for example, had been dragging their feet for many 
decades against Western pressure to define their border because they found “in these un­
settled conditions an opportunity for improving their position at the expense of their ri­
val.” Only by fixing the position of the border, then, could stability could be brought to the 
region (see also Holdich, 1899, p. 467).

Critics of the notion of “failed states” also bring attention to linear borders and have ar­
gued that such narratives are related to the perspectives from which colonial borders 
were drawn. That some states lack a monopoly over legitimate violence is not because 
Western powers have been “unduly charitable” in their insistence on recognizing post­
colonial sovereignty within pre-given borders but is in large part due to continued West­
ern intervention of many kinds (Grovogui, 1996, p. 183). Contrary to the arguments of 
Curzon and many others that an institution of fixed, recognized international borders are 
evidence of juridical fairness or equality, they can also be seen as “part of the toolkit of 
power politics, say when a great power grants or withholds sovereign recognition to oth­
er entities in accordance with its interests” (Barkawi, 2017). The fixity of borders has in­
deed relatively recently been tied closely to sovereignty (Jackson, 1990), but this makes it 
possible to imagine that if a state’s borders are intact and unchanged, its sovereignty 
must have been respected. In this way, fixed borders are part of the legitimation of what 
many have argued are international hierarchies (Zarakol, 2017).

At the same time, if we instead criticize the colonial powers for drawing “artificial” bor­
ders that pose obstacles to the formation of national communities, we risk implying that 
“natural” borders exist. The insights of a wealth of debate and criticism in political geog­
raphy over this idea of natural borders, since the late 19th century, have been conspicu­
ously absent in recent discussions of “failed states” (Fall, 2010). Many refer to the idea as 
discredited and find it to be historically correlated with expansionism (Prescott, 1987, p. 
110). The implication of the concept of “artificial” colonial borders is that the problem of 
imperialism was its failure to reproduce European civilization outside Europe properly, 
and that it should have done so better by instead imitating Europe’s “natural” bound­
aries. In some cases, this apparent artificiality has prompted observers to contemplate 
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creating new linear borders in different places, for example in the Middle East, where the 
1916 Sykes-Picot Agreement, made between Britain and France to coordinate colonial ad­
ministration, has recently received much attention (Bilgin, 2016). Any external effort to 
redraw borders such as these would likely be difficult to distinguish from a new kind of 
colonialism, either from a social science perspective or in the views of those affected by 
it.

Globalization and the Future of the Nation- 
State
The other major development that influenced the implicit and explicit history of bound­
aries in IR was the set of various processes going under the label of “globalization.” The 
obsolescence of national territories had been debated in the early 20th century, in the 
context of schemes for transnational integration, for example, or the anticipated effect of 
airpower on warfare (Pemberton, 2002; Rosenboim, 2017). But an increase in concern 
with the term “globalization” itself began around the 1980s, compounded by the end of 
the Cold War. As Agnew (1994, p. 55) noted, “The present historical moment has made 
the nature of spatiality in a wide range of fields an open question in ways that it has not 
been since the early part of this century.” Although linear borders themselves are a glob­
alized phenomenon, enabling a homogenous definition of territory worldwide, borders 
were often seen as obstacles to the flows of things, people, and ideas which constituted 
globalization. An extreme example of this is in Kenichi Ohmae’s (1990) The Borderless 
World, a best-seller aimed at corporate managers but attracting widespread interest in IR 
and geography, which heralded the advent of the truly global corporation without a na­
tional center.

The content of these globalization narratives was generally not centered on the removal 
of linear borders themselves, as a particular way of specifying national jurisdictions, but 
rather on the limitation of what is governed by national jurisdictions, borders or no bor­
ders. Only one European state border, the Inner German Boundary, has actually been 
eliminated since the end of the Cold War, through its transformation into several internal 
administrative borders. Nevertheless, the history of borders that often lies behind this 
idea of the coming “borderless world” is connected with the narratives of Semple and 
Curzon, in that the transformation of borders is seen as an important marker of the pro­
gression of world history. While The Borderless World said little about anything occurring 
specifically in the geographical peripheries of states, its use of the “border” as a symbol 
for a certain type of world divided into nation-states has become commonplace. This hy­
per-globalization discourse broke significantly with Semple and Curzon, however, in see­
ing borders as a phase which is ending, belonging properly to the past rather than the fu­
ture. More than ever before, borders came to be seen as a part of distant European histo­
ry, particularly the Peace of Westphalia, which may or may not continue to be relevant. 
While Semple and Curzon had seen the emergence of linear borders as an advance of civ­
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ilization, borders were now seen as the defining symbol of what would be swept away in 
the creation of a new global stage of civilization.

This historical framework comes through perhaps most clearly in John Ruggie’s (1993) ar­
ticle “Territoriality and Beyond,” arguing that territorial states were becoming not irrele­
vant but “unbundled,” particularly within the European Community. The best way of un­
derstanding the system-transforming effects of the “remarkable growth in transnational 
microeconomic links over the past thirty years or so” would be to first understand the his­
torical origins of modern territoriality (Ruggie, 1993, p. 121). He explained this transfor­
mation through a combination of altered “material environments,” such as economic fac­
tors and military technology, and change in “social epistemes,” such as the “dominance of 
the ‘I-form’ of speech” in discourse and the single-point perspective in visual arts.

This article was relatively novel within IR, in that it acknowledged not only that territori­
ality had to emerge historically but also that it could emerge in different forms. Medieval 
Europe, contrary to the prevailing wisdom, had in fact been organized into territories. 
The “striking” difference with the modern world was that these territories were “geo­
graphically interwoven and stratified” rather than exclusive and formally equivalent, and 
that instead of linear boundaries there were only frontiers, or “large zones of 
transition” (Ruggie, 1993, p. 149). The article reinforced the conventional tendency to see 
modern territoriality as a product of an isolated, autonomous 16th- and 17th-century Eu­
rope. But at the same time, it opened up the possibility of problematizing the concept of 
territoriality rather than treating it as self-evident in meaning, or as a condition which is 
simply present or absent.

As the years passed since the end of the Cold War, it became clear that the nation-state 
would not become irrelevant any time soon, nor would modern territoriality be altered as 
fundamentally as some had anticipated. As various scholars argued, borders were still 
proliferating and solidifying after the end of the Cold War, particularly in the form of walls 
and fences (Brown, 2010; Foucher, 2007). These lines of thought bifurcated into two dif­
ferent agendas which are of interest here but have had relatively little contact with one 
another (see Kadercan, 2015). One major development was the emergence of the histori­
cal transformation of international systems as an object of inquiry in IR, which was seen 
as distinct from “traditional” IR approaches seeking to explain changes within a fixed in­
ternational system, defined as states under anarchy. While abandoning more exaggerated 
predictions that the nation-state underpinning conventional IR was becoming obsolete, 
many IR scholars took this renewed interest in change over the longue durée as an oppor­
tunity for further research. Much of this literature can be broadly divided into analyses 
centering on patterns of coercion and capital accumulation on one hand and those center­
ing on ideas and discourse on the other. The overlapping categories of “bellicist,” “neo- 
Weberian,” or “historical institutionalist” scholarship, despite internal debates, share a 
concern with the production and use of armed forces, the means and ends of gathering 
wealth, and the relationship between the two (Tilly, 1992; Spruyt, 1994; Abramson, 2017; 
see also Sassen, 2006). Meanwhile, for a number of constructivists, among others, the 
emergence of the international system demonstrated the ability of ideas and discourse to 
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constitute the basic assumptions defining relations between polities (Reus-Smit, 1999; 
Philpott, 2001; Bartelson, 1995). Because capitalism is both a set of ideas and at the same 
time a particular relationship between coercion and capital accumulation, Marxist analy­
ses potentially straddle this divide, emphasizing the capitalist separation of economics 
and politics in the creation of the modern sovereign state (Rosenberg, 1994; Teschke, 
2003).

These works provided a compelling alternative to the prevailing assumption that the 
search for timeless principles should take precedence over a more historical mode of 
analysis. Yet particular compromises of sovereignty were historicized separately, such as 
multilateralism (Reus-Smit, 1999) or intervention (Philpott, 2001), and taken together, 
they lacked a coherent framework for understanding changes in territoriality (Goettlich, 
2019). The concept of “territorial sovereignty” often served as a common reference point 
for historical explanation, and Robert Sack’s (1986) definition of territoriality was often 
cited, pointing to classification by area, social communication of this area, and an asser­
tion of control over the area. But differing and mostly implicit ways of specifying this defi­
nition for the purposes of state territoriality led to different conclusions about when it 
emerged. While France may have established effective control over a large area by the 
14th century (Spruyt, 1994), it did not establish specific boundary lines with its neighbors 
until the 18th century (Branch, 2014). Here, the definition of territorial sovereignty 
makes a difference of about four centuries. In this way, it could be argued that IR litera­
ture, when taken together, exhibits a certain confusion about the role of linear borders in 
the concept of territorial sovereignty.

This may partly explain why there has been little research into where and when in global 
history, let alone why, linear borders were formally demarcated, separately from the ques­
tion of how territory became the main object of governance. French historians have 
delved deep into these questions where they concern the borders of France, and to some 
extent more globally (Nordman, 1998; Foucher, 1988). This has had a limited impact on 
Anglophone scholarship, which tends to assume that territorial sovereignty, in one way or 
another, is a sufficient explanation for linear borders. An important exception to this is 
Peter Sahlins’s (1989) history of the Franco-Spanish border, arguing from extensive 
archival research that a formal linear border came only in the late 19th century, from lo­
cal demands to resolve local disputes, set against centuries of state officials’ indifference. 
This would contradict the aforementioned narrative of border linearization through 
geopolitical competition and conflict. There are also many other accounts of the lineariza­
tion of borders in specific areas, although these tend to make only limited claims about 
linear borders more generally (e.g., Thongchai, 1994; Ateş, 2013).

Linear borders did matter more explicitly, however, for a subset of the literature on terri­
torial sovereignty that focused on the role of maps. There had been a movement within 
the history of cartography to view maps not as accurate or inaccurate but instead as a 
site of politics (e.g., Harley, 1989; Edney, 1997). Rather than simply reflecting the rela­
tionship between politics and space in any given context, maps made possible certain spa­
tial configurations of politics, especially where maps are perceived to be neutral and sci­
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entific. This perspective on the politics of cartography led to contributions in IR arguing 
that the modern linearly bounded definition of political authority is made possible by 
techniques which allow us to represent and imagine space in particular ways (Branch, 
2014; Strandsbjerg, 2010; Larkins, 2010). Ptolemy’s Geography, an ancient Greek text 
discussing lines of latitude and longitude and the proportional representation of the 
spherical Earth on flat maps, arrived into Western European scholarly awareness in the 
15th century, and Western cartographers began using its techniques in the 16th century 
(Branch, 2014, p. 51). Only with such proportional representation does it become possible 
to draw a boundary line on a map having precisely the same contours as it does on the 
ground. When European maps began to show land as divided by lines into different re­
gions, these regions at first had no straightforward political meaning. But as states began 
to conduct systematic surveys of their territory, cartographers began to make these lines 
correspond as accurately as possible to state boundaries.

One of the implications of this line of inquiry made an important break with assumptions 
about the historical origins of linear borders made by Curzon and Semple, and many fol­
lowing them. Unlike those viewing territoriality as an outcome of the making of national 
states, the focus on techniques of mapmaking drew attention to colonial encounters as 
sites of innovation and change. In particular, the Spanish–Portuguese Treaty of Tordesil­
las and imperial land grants such as those of France in Acadia (1603) and England in Vir­
ginia (1606) can be seen as closer precursors of modern territoriality than contemporary 
territorial agreements in Europe. This is because the former were specified in texts de­
scribing linear outside limits, while within European treaties such as those of the Peace of 
Westphalia (1648) it was more common to specify territories by listing places and juris­
dictions. For example, one “item” returned to Austria in the Peace of Westphalia included 
“the Upper and Lower Brisgaw, and the Towns situate therein, appertaining of Antient 
Right to the House of Austria, viz. Neuburg, Friburg, Edingen, Renzingen, Waldkirch, 
Willingen, Bruenlingen, with all their Territorys” (Israel, 1967, p. 35).

Only in the 18th century did the precise definition of boundary lines start to become regu­
lar practice in European treaty making, to be further entrenched following the 1815 post- 
Napoleonic settlement. Unlike the Peace of Westphalia, the charter of Massachusetts Bay 
(1629) granted authority over “that Parte of America … from Forty Degrees of Northerly 
Latitude from the Equinoctiall Lyne, to forty eight Degrees of the saide Northerly Lati­
tude inclusively, and in Length … throughout the Maine Landes from Sea to Sea” (Thorpe, 
1909, p. 1846).

Unlike the territories described in the Peace of Westphalia, boundaries were being de­
fined in the Americas that, in theory, could be located with any degree of precision. Why 
did European imperialists specify these overseas territories in a way that would have 
been so unusual in the European context? Part of the answer has to do with the ways of 
representing space homogenously and proportionally that were becoming increasingly 
widespread in Europe at the time. In the absence of much detailed geographical knowl­
edge of the places they laid claim to, Europeans found that empty, unknown spaces 
opened up by the homogenous scale of a proportionally representative map could be con­

https://global.oup.com/privacy
https://oxfordre.com/page/legal-notice


The Rise of Linear Borders

Page 14 of 22

PRINTED FROM the OXFORD RESEARCH ENCYCLOPEDIA, INTERNATIONAL STUDIES (oxfordre.com/internationalstudies). 
(c) International Studies Association and Oxford University Press USA, 2020. All Rights Reserved. Personal use only; commer­
cial use is strictly prohibited (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: Queen Mary, University of London; date: 11 June 2020

veniently allocated by simply drawing lines. While it would be difficult to linearize Euro­
pean boundaries involving countless ill-defined jurisdictions with all manner of overlap­
ping rights and privileges, the rest of the world potentially represented, for Europeans, a 
clean slate without such encumbrances.

Cartography does not completely answer the question, however. As Benton (2010) has 
pointed out, clear lines drawn on maps can be deceptive, with both legal and actual pow­
er having more complicated and ambiguous geographies, especially before 1900. It would 
be dangerous to mistake utopian imperial aspirations for historical reality, or to read the 
literature on cartography as assuming that the ability to map lines can explain how legal 
and physical geographies were ordered along linear boundaries. The exact location of the 
Treaty of Tordesillas line, for example, was to be determined by a commission that never 
met, and so Spain and Portugal largely maintained clearly diverging positions (Sandman, 
2007, p. 1108). Moreover, while concepts such as latitude and longitude were new for 
Western Europe in the 15th century, they were not new for medieval Islamic scholars, 
who had long been using Ptolemy’s concepts of latitude and longitude (Tibbetts, 1992). If 
features of modern mapping such as latitude and longitude have long existed, why did 
modern territoriality not appear in other places and times? Further research in this area 
could benefit from examining in more detail the connection between mapmaking prac­
tices and that which drove colonial governments to actually locate boundaries on the 
ground and enforce them in practice.

Another direction taken in response to the globalization narratives of the 1990s had less 
to do with the historical origins of borders and more with a broadening and deepening of 
what was understood to be a border in the first place. The fading from view of some Euro­
pean borders had not set any necessary precedent for the rest of the world, nor was it 
guaranteed to be permanent, as the collapse of the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia had only 
created more interstate borders, and nationalism appeared to be on the rise globally. New 
engagements between International Relations and geography appeared, such as an 
awareness of what John Agnew called the “territorial trap,” or the reification of territory 
and the assumption that territorial formations in society are logically or historically prior 
to international relations (Agnew, 1994). The extent to which states use the linearization 
of borders to centralize and monopolize authority on where borders are, in an apparently 
objective and scientific way, has to be seen as a political activity rather than a complete 
picture of what societies look like.

In this context, many scholars continued to be dissatisfied with taking borders for grant­
ed, but rather than predicting the disappearance of borders, in various ways they called 
for an alteration of our basic understanding of borders (Newman & Paasi, 1998). They 
criticized the conceptualization of borders in IR and earlier geography as too simplistic. 
An important trend within this literature was to emphasize the social construction of bor­
ders as the spatialization of the division between a “self” and an “other” (Paasi, 1996). It 
is this social construction which allows states and national narratives to legitimate terri­
torial political aims and make them appear natural. One question raised, then, would be 
whether borders are sites of difference that are an inescapable part of all being, or to 
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what extent the privileging of such sharp oppositions is particular to Western meta­
physics (Bialasiewicz et al., 2009, p. 584). Another important idea in these discussions 
was the “heterogeneity and ubiquity of borders,” with borders understood as a symbol for 
the functions typically thought of as being performed along a linear border, especially 
control over the movement of people (Balibar, 2002, p. 84). As the U.K. Home Office put 
it, “The border has been traditionally understood as a single, staffed physical frontier … 
This philosophy will not deal effectively with the step change in mobility that globalisa­
tion has brought to our country” (quoted in Vaughan-Williams, 2009, p. 17).

As states and interstate institutions perceived new threats and opportunities from intensi­
fying flows of migration and commerce, practices normally associated with borders were 
dispersed widely rather than concentrated at certain points. In response to these dynam­
ics, a group of scholars under the label of “critical border studies” emerged around the 
goal of forming “new border concepts, logics, and imaginaries that capture the changing 
perspective on what borders are supposed to be and where they may be supposed to 
lie” (Bialasiewicz et al., 2009, p. 583; Parker & Vaughan-Williams, 2014).

In these literatures, the historical emergence of linear borders played a somewhat less 
obvious role, though still an important one. The idea that border geographies were chang­
ing, and that the naturalized concept of the border as a line was not to be taken for grant­
ed, was closely related to the historical contingency of borders. If borders could become 
linear historically, they could also become more dispersed and complex. But perhaps 
more importantly, for critical border studies, the image of borders as static lines was a 
profoundly problematic limitation on how borders were being studied and had to be re­
placed with more dynamic notions such as borders as practices. Of course, it could be ar­
gued that borders, whether linear or more complex, already consisted of practices. Main­
taining the perception of linear borders as a universal definition of territory requires all 
manner of technical practices of demarcation, and the historical linearization of borders 
is what has made the “territorial trap” convincing and powerful. Yet the practices that 
were most explicitly at issue in this literature were those that expanded borders beyond 
linear configurations.

Moreover, the work on borders in a postmodern vein or as “critical border studies” shares 
with the literature on cartography in the history of international relations a broad con­
cern for technology and expertise. Whether bordering technologies are understood 
through the lens of biopolitics (Amoore, 2006), drawing on science and technology stud­
ies (Bourne et al., 2015), or from a more historical perspective (Branch, 2014; Strandsb­
jerg, 2010), the many kinds of devices, experts, and practices that are of interest are ar­
guably those that make borders linear or otherwise. For Walters (2002, p. 563), for exam­
ple, it is important to make a historical distinction between the origins of a recognizable 
European state system in the 17th century and the demarcation of linear borders begin­
ning in the mid-18th century. Instead of seeing the border as a “physical geographical 
line,” this draws attention to the “commissioners, topographical inquiries, and surveys of 
engineers,” which are required to linearize the border (Walters, 2002, p. 564). Stuart 
Elden’s work on the historical origins of territory, while considering borders to be a “sec­
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ond-order problem,” develops a similar notion of territory as a “technology,” meaning that 
it “comprises techniques for measuring land and controlling terrain” (Elden, 2010, p. 
811). The connections between historical research agendas and those of poststructural­
ism, science studies, and related areas, however, have in general been relatively seldom 
explored, and could prove fruitful for future work.

Conclusion
This chapter has reviewed IR and cognate disciplines in terms of the role of linear bor­
ders. “Linear borders” here means the formal and technical demarcation of borders as 
precise lines, and the historical process by which they emerged in international politics as 
the presumed indication of a polity’s extent. In doing so, the overall impression that 
emerged from the literature surveyed is that linear borders play a potentially central role 
but are, in themselves, understudied in important ways. They have often been invested 
with great symbolism or served as an important marker in world historical terms, as indi­
cating the advent of a global (or, more often, European) modernity, and more recently as 
a measure of the extent to which a “Westphalian” order might be in crisis. The origins of 
linear colonial borders, and their consequences for the many postcolonial states that con­
tinue to preserve them, have also been important in debates on statehood in the Global 
South. Despite many criticisms, the idea that “artificial” lines drawn across mostly blank 
maps by colonial officials are to blame for current state weaknesses is influential in acad­
emia and beyond. At the same time, these debates do not draw on any clear body of his­
torical research systematically investigating the times and places that linear borders 
emerged, or why they were drawn in the way they were. The study of such questions, in 
large part, has been subsumed into the study of sovereignty, which is analytically and his­
torically distinct. This has resulted in some amount of confusion, and it points toward pos­
sible future research.

A better understanding of the historical process of the global linearization of borders 
would not only help scholars make better supported claims about modern territoriality 
but would also help clarify the legacy of colonialism in our understanding of territoriality. 
Our theories of borders are bound up in the global practice of demarcating borders, giv­
ing them a link particularly to a historical era when that practice was especially active 
and attributed with much international political significance. That era took place between 
the late 19th century, when writers such as Henry Sumner Maine tied civilized society ex­
plicitly to the concept of territory, and the interwar period, when it was increasingly as­
sumed that international borders worldwide had generally been successfully determined. 
In the absence of much systematic study more recently of the history of linear borders, 
scholars of border studies during that time, such as Curzon and Semple, have remained 
influential. Many insights of more recent scholarship, such as the impossibility of natural 
borders and the claim that linear borders are a product of the colonial encounter, contra­
dict the border studies scholarship of the colonial era. Yet it remains for future work to 
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examine the legacy of those writers and to fully reevaluate their theories in light of the 
global history of linear borders.
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