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Abstract
Territory and territoriality lie at the heart of both world politics and International Relations (IR) theory. In
terms of IR theory’s geographical assumptions, one of the most influential studies to date has been political
geographer John Agnew’s 1994 article on the ‘the territorial trap’ (TTT). While Agnew’s original insights
and subsequent research has reached canonical status in political geography,mainstream IR scholarship has
yet to fully engage TTT. Political geographers, in turn, have largely dealt with the consequences of TTT for
our understanding of world politics. This study offers the first detailed account of the origins of TTT, which
are hidden in broad daylight in IR’s own history. The origins of TTT and mainstream IR are intertwined
in terms of two dynamics: the racist and colonial origins of IR, and the selective nationalistic ontology that
dominated IR especially in the first half of the 20th century.The arguments offered in this study have a wide
variety of implications for problematising the ways in which IR-as-epistemological-community approaches
territory and territoriality aswell as our understanding of the origins and evolution of the present-day global
territorial order.

Keywords: geographical racism; International Relations theory; nationalism; political geography; territoriality; territory;
the territorial trap

Not that long ago, numerous scholars declared the imminent death of territory.1 More specifically,
the end of the Cold War and the rise of globalisation throughout the 1990s emboldened the idea
that the importance of territory per se and the salience of the so-called territorial state were both
withering away. In the long run, the ‘birth of a post-territorial global order’ thesis proved to be
premature. Simply put, ‘territory retains its allure’.2 Territorial disputes persist, and governments
are still extremely jealous of their own territories. The Russo-Ukrainian War, in turn, is a crude
reminder that while some spectators may claim that wars of territorial expansion are a thing of the

1Stephen Graham, ‘The end of geography or the explosion of place? Conceptualizing space, place and information tech-
nology’, Progress in Human Geography, 22:2 (1998), pp. 165–85; Saskia Sassen, Losing Control? Sovereignty in an Age of
Globalization (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996); Susan Strange, States and Markets (London: Continuum, 1998);
Thomas L. Friedman, The Lexus and the Olive Tree: Understanding Globalization (New York: Picador, 2000); Michael J. Greig,
‘The end of geography? Globalization, communications, and culture in the international system’, Journal of Conflict Resolution,
46:2 (2002), pp. 225–43; Kenichi Ohmae, Borderless World: Power and Strategy in the Interlinked Economy (New York: Harper
Collins, 1999); Mary Kaldor, Old and New Wars: Organized Violence in a Global Era (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press,
1999).

2Alexander B. Murphy, ‘Territory’s continuing allure’, Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 103:5 (2013),
pp. 1212–26 (p. 1214). Also see David Newman, ‘Territory, compartments and borders: Avoiding the trap of the territorial
trap’, Geopolitics, 15:4 (2010), pp. 773–78 (p. 775); John Agnew, Globalization and Sovereignty (Lanham, MD: Rowman &
Littlefield, 2009); Barbara F. Walter, ‘Conclusion’, in Miles Kahler and Barbara F. Walter (eds), Territoriality and Conflict in an
Era of Globalization (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp. 288–96 (p. 288).

© The Author(s), 2024. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of The British International Studies Association.
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2 Burak Kadercan

past, especially in Europe, the very facts of international politics do not agree with such claims.
This is hardly surprising. Territory has not really made a ‘comeback’ in world politics; it simply
never left.

International Relations (IR) scholarship’s interest in territory, especially territorial conflicts and
disputes, blossomed during the course of the 1990s.3 The relevant research programme, to a large
extent, has been organised around not specific theoretical foundations, but (quantitative) method-
ology.4 Research on territory’s role in global politics is not limited to IR. Political geographers have
long studied the concepts of territory and territoriality in great detail.5 However, despite numer-
ous intellectual common grounds, interdisciplinary dialogues between IR scholars and political
geographers have been rather limited.6

One of the earliest attempts to initiate an interdisciplinary dialogue between IR and politi-
cal geography is John Agnew’s ‘the territorial trap’ (TTT) intervention, published in 1994 in the
Review of International Political Economy.7 In the article, Agnew offered a detailed analysis and
constructive criticism of IR’s perspective on territory and territoriality, arguing that IR theory is
built on certain implicit geographical assumptions that effectively limit its understanding of ter-
ritory. Agnew identified three core issues: (1) unqualified reification of the so-called territorial
state; (2) failure to conceptualise how boundaries emerge and function; (3) conflating ‘society’ and
the ‘state’ in the context of the space–identity–politics nexus. Without recognising the flawed and
misleading nature of these assumptions, Agnew argued, IR cannot move beyond the territorial
blindfold that not only limits but also distorts its theoretical and historical vision. In that, Agnew’s
territorial trap intervention pointed towards ‘the need to look at alternative and competing spaces
of political practice’.8

Agnew’s intervention, however, had a paradoxical impact on the broader study of territory: TTT
achieved canonical status in political geography but barely registered in subsequent IR research.
The most salient factor that rendered TTT rather ‘invisible’ in IR entailed a core tendency: an
overwhelming majority of IR scholars, even those who work on territorial conflicts, rarely define
what territory and territoriality stand for in their research but instead treat them as self-obvious
and ‘natural’ phenomena.9 The result is an exceptionally ambiguous understanding of territory,
which also usually leaves out the ideational (and therefore intersubjective) aspects of the term.

Especially in the last decade, IR research on territory and territoriality took a constructivist
turn, if partially.10 This line of inquiry does not take territories as mute and static objects but treats

3Paul F. Diehl andGary Goertz,Territorial Changes and International Conflict (London: Routledge, 2006), p. 2;Miles Kahler
and Barbara F. Walter (eds), Territoriality and Conflict in an Era of Globalization (New York: Cambridge University Press,
2006); John A. Vasquez, The War Puzzle (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993); Paul K. Huth, Standing Your Ground:
Territorial Disputes and International Conflict (Ann Arbor: University ofMichigan Press, 1996); Harvey Starr, ‘Territory, prox-
imity, and spatiality: The geography of international conflict’, International Studies Review, 7:3 (2005), pp. 387–406; Thorin M.
Wright and Paul F. Diehl, ‘Unpacking territorial disputes: Domestic political influences and war’, Journal of Conflict Resolution,
60:4 (2016), pp. 645–69.

4DominicD. P. Johnson andMonicaDuffyToft, ‘Grounds forwar:The evolution of territorial conflict’, International Security,
38:3 (2014), pp. 7–38.

5For an introduction to this research, see David Storey, Territories: The Claiming of Space (London: Routledge, 2012).
6Burak Kadercan, Shifting Grounds: The Social Origins of Territorial Conflict (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2023).
7John Agnew, ‘The territorial trap: The geographical assumptions of International Relations theory’, Review of International

Political Economy, 1:1 (1994), pp. 53–80.
8Alexander B. Murphy, ‘Identity and territory’, Geopolitics, 15:4 (2010), pp. 769–72 (p. 771).
9Stuart Elden, ‘Land, terrain, territory’, Progress in Human Geography, 34:6 (2010), pp. 799–817.
10For instance, Jordan Branch, The Cartographic State: Maps, Territory and the Origins of Sovereignty (Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 2014); Stacie E. Goddard, Indivisible Territory and the Politics of Legitimacy: Jerusalem and
Northern Ireland (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009); Jeremy Larkins, From Hierarchy to Anarchy: Territory and
Politics before Westphalia (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010); Ron E. Hassner, War on Sacred Grounds (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 2009); Nadav G. Shelef, ‘Unequal ground: Homelands and conflict’, International Organization, 70:1 (2016),
pp. 33–63; Kerry Goettlich, ‘The rise of linear borders in world politics’, European Journal of International Relations, 25:1
(2019), pp. 203–28; Naosuke Mukoyama, ‘The eastern cousins of European sovereign states? The development of linear bor-
ders in early modern Japan’, European Journal of International Relations, 29:2 (2023), pp. 255–82. See also Boaz Atzili and
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them as products of intersubjective ideas about the association between space, society, and pol-
itics: for territories to exist in any meaningful sense, human groups have to think of the ways in
which space, society, and politics interact, and then act on these ideas.11 In many ways, the recent
‘constructivist turn’ in the study of territory resembles a more cumulative version of the construc-
tivist approaches to territory in IR during the late 1980s and early 1990s, exemplified by the works
of scholars such as John Ruggie and Friedrich Kratochwil.12 Arguably, just as the end of the Cold
War motivated some IR scholars to explore the ideational aspects of territory, the multifaceted role
that territory plays in an increasingly uncertain world is similarly motivating numerous scholars
to unpack the socially constructed nature of territories. Compared with the 1990s, constructive
and critical approaches have become more prevalent in IR scholarship, which itself has become, if
relatively, more self-critical in the past decade or so. In this context, some 30 years after its publica-
tion, Agnew’s TTT intervention is becoming (even more) relevant to IR research on territory and
territoriality.

Political geographers and (some) IR scholars have long examined the consequences aswell as the
resilience of TTT but have rarely dealt with the following question: how can we explain TTT? This
is an important question for two main reasons. First, moving beyond TTT requires understanding
why it exists in the first place. Second, an interdisciplinary approach that scrutinises TTT’s origins
can help transform the ‘trap’ into a platform where scholars from different sides of the disciplinary
fences can speak to one another in infinitely more constructive ways.

The origins of TTT are hidden in broad daylight in IR’s own history. The origins of TTT and
mainstream IR are intertwined in terms of two dynamics: the racist and colonial origins of IR,
and the selective nationalistic ontology that dominated IR especially in the first half of the 20th
century. From a territorial perspective, the modern state system was built on colonialism- and
racism-induced territorial hierarchies. The days of colonialism and blatant racism might be over,
but their legacies still persist, not only in world politics, but also in IR. The nationalistic ontology
that implicitly defined IR in the 20th century, in this context, privileged the nation-state form and
its territorial underpinnings, establishing ‘nation-state’ as the territorial gold standard in world
politics. Especially during the first half of the 20th century, this ontology was weaponised by the
hegemonic powers of the Global North to sustain and perpetuate the territorial hierarchies that
followed from geographical racism13 and colonialism.When IR came of age in the post–WorldWar
II era, it inherited the dominant geographical meta-narratives of the Western world; IR scholars’
reluctance to explicitly define and scrutinise territory and territoriality then rendered TTT rather
resilient, or more precisely, almost invisible.

The remainder of this article is organised into four main sections. The first briefly elaborates
on TTT. In the second section, I offer a discussion of the notions of territorial hierarchies and
geographical racism. The third section explores the impacts of the selective nationalistic ontology
that dominated IR especially in the first half of the 20th century. Finally, I briefly weigh in on the
implications of the arguments and potential venues for future research.

Making sense of the territorial trap
During the 1990s, just like today, IR as a whole did not profess explicit geographical assump-
tions. Apart from exceptions such as Friedrich Kratochwil, Richard Ashley, and John Ruggie,14

Burak Kadercan, ‘Territorial designs and international politics: The diverging constitution of space and boundaries’, Territory,
Politics, Governance, 5:2 (2017), pp. 115–30.

11Malcolm Anderson, Frontiers, Territory and State Formation in the Modern World (Cambridge: Polity, 1996).
12John G. Ruggie, ‘Territoriality and beyond: Problematizing modernity in International Relations’, International

Organization, 47:1 (1993), pp. 139–74; Friedrich Kratochwil, ‘Of systems, boundaries, and territoriality: An inquiry into the
formation of the state system’, World Politics, 39:1 (1986), pp. 27–52.

13For a detailed discussion, see Kadercan, Shifting Grounds.
14Kratochwil, ‘Of systems, boundaries, and territoriality’; Ruggie, ‘Territoriality and beyond’; Richard K. Ashley, ‘The

geopolitics of geopolitical space: Toward a critical social theory of international politics’, Alternatives, 12:4 (1987), pp. 403–34.
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4 Burak Kadercan

most leading IR scholars of the time took territory and territoriality for granted, as if they were
concepts so self-obvious that they required no attention whatsoever.15 Agnew’s main contribution
was to identify the implicit geographical assumptions in IR theory, which he arranged in three cat-
egories. The first entails the reification of ‘state territories as set or fixed units of sovereign space’,
which in turn serves to ‘dehistoricize and decontextualize processes of state formation and dis-
integration’.16 Second, modern IR theory draws upon the polarity of domestic and international
politics, which then obfuscates the ways in which these two dimensions interact. The third com-
ponent of the territorial trap, in turn, involves viewing ‘the territorial state as existing prior to and
as a container of society’, which artificially normalises the complicated and multifaceted nature of
space–society–politics interaction simply by assuming away its complexity.

Overall, Agnew’s main point was straightforward: in their research, IR scholars were making
some very strong geographical assumptions without either recognising or acknowledging that
they were making geographical assumptions in the first place. IR scholarship’s failure to engage
its own geographical assumptions, in turn, deludes our collective understanding of territory’s role
and place in world politics, erasing the extant socio-spatial complexities across time and space.
This tendency then ossifies a [territorial] version of what R. B. J. Walker dubbed the ‘discourse of
eternity’ that dominates mainstream IR theories,17 where the interactions between different kinds
of states, different kinds of territorial arrangements across time and space are all reduced to the
interactions between similar (territorial) units. Conversely, territorial ideas and arrangements that
do not ‘fit’ the dominant Eurocentric geographical imagineries are regarded as (extra-systemic)
abnormalities or insignificant footnotes that did not matter as much as the relations between the
Western states.

Take the example of mainstream IR’s approach to the so-called peaceful long 19th century
between 1815 and 1914. IR scholars have carefully assessed the existing datasets and established
that this specific ‘international’ peace was ‘remarkably’ robust.18 If we are students of the truly
‘international’, and notmerely students of the Global North, amajor conceptual – and notmethod-
ological – problem with this approach instantly reveals itself. In IR, ‘war’ implies a specific type
of organised violence, between specific type of political-territorial entities, and it is not a coin-
cidence that the baseline, or the norm, for such a conceptualisation is essentially Eurocentric.19
The relevant datasets (and the subsequent analyses based on them) then follow this Eurocentric

15Elden, ‘Land, terrain, territory’ pp. 799–800; Ruggie, ‘Territoriality and beyond’, p. 174; Hans Vollaard, ‘The logic of polit-
ical territoriality’, Geopolitics, 14:4 (2009), pp. 687–706 (p. 688); Anthony D. Smith, ‘States and homelands: The social and
geopolitical implications of national territory’, Millennium: Journal of International Studies, 10:3 (1981), pp. 187–202; Marco
Antonsich, ‘On territory, the nation-state and the crisis of the hyphen’, Progress in Human Geography, 33:6 (2009), pp. 789–806
(p. 795); J. Samuel Barkin and Bruce Cronin, ‘The state and the nation: Changing norms and the rules of sovereignty in
International Relations’, International Organization, 48:1 (1994), pp. 107–30 (p. 107); Agnew, Globalization and Sovereignty,
p. 29; Alexander B.Murphy, ‘National claims to territory in themodern state system: Geographical considerations’,Geopolitics,
7:2 (2002), pp. 193–214 (p. 208); Jan Penrose, ‘Nations, states and homelands: Territory and territoriality in nationalist thought’,
Nations and Nationalism, 8:3 (2002), pp. 277–97 (p. 283); David Newman and Anssi Paasi, ‘Fences and neighbors in the
postmodern world: Boundary narratives in political geography’, Progress in Human Geography, 22:2 (1998), pp. 186–207
(p. 187); Murphy, ‘Identity and territory’, p. 771; Jeppe Strandsbjerg, Territory, Globalization and International Relations:
The Cartographic Reality of Space (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), p. 29; Barry Buzan, From International to World
Society? English School Theory and the Social Structure of Globalisation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), pp. 97,
182.

16Agnew, ‘The territorial trap’, p. 59.
17R. B. J. Walker, ‘International Relations and the possibility of the political’, in Ken Booth and Steve Smith (eds),

International Political Theory Today (Cambridge: Polity, 1995), pp. 306–27 (p. 306). Also see Mathias Albert, ‘On boundaries,
territory and postmodernity: An International Relations perspective’, Geopolitics, 3:1 (1998), pp. 53–68 (p. 55).

18Bear F. Braumoeller, Only the Dead: The Persistence of War in the Modern Age (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019),
loc. 1761.

19Tarak Barkawi, ‘On the pedagogy of “small wars”’, International Affairs, 80:1 (2004), pp. 19–37; Tarak Barkawi,
‘Decolonising war’, European Journal of International Security, 1:2 (2016), pp. 199–214; Tarak Barkawi and Mark Laffey, ‘The
postcolonial moment in Security Studies’, Review of International Studies, 32:2 (2006), pp. 329–52.
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conceptualisation and erase colonial violence from the long nineteenth century.20 In this reading,
the territories in theGlobal South, and the hundreds ofmillions of people living in these territories,
have not always been seen as part of the ‘international’ geopolitical space. Once we moved beyond
TTT, the peaceful long nineteenth century reveals itself to be an essentially European peace, which
was packaged as the international.

With hindsight, Agnew’s TTT intervention can be seen as both a success and a failure. On the
one hand, it is a success story insofar as it has influenced how political geographers – and, to a
much lesser extent, some IR scholars – approached territory and territoriality in the context of
global politics. On the other hand, in terms of its target audiences, that is, IR scholars, TTT inter-
vention was also a partial failure. If we are to define ‘mainstream IR’ vis-à-vis scholars’ responses
to surveys conducted by the College of William and Mary’s Teaching, Research, and International
Policy (TRIP) Research Lab in terms of ‘top/relevant journals’,21 outlets where careers are literally
made or broken, in mainstream IR, TTT remains almost invisible.22 This is hardly a hyperbole.
While Agnew’s 1994 article reached canonical status in political geography (while also attracting
more than 3,500 citations as of 2023), a simpleGoogle Scholar search suggests that the term the ‘ter-
ritorial trap’ has not appeared even once in leading IR and/or political science journals such as the
American Political Science Review, the American Journal of Political Science, International Security,
and the Journal of Conflict Resolution.23 World Politics, in turn, appears to have published a single
article where TTT is invoked.24 International Organization and International Studies Quarterly fare
slightly better, as each has published six articles citing (but, not necessarily exploring) TTT.

On the surface, it is rather easy to explain mainstream IR’s indifference towards TTT: either
Agnew’s intervention did not add up to much, or IR has already moved beyond TTT. Both argu-
ments would be incomplete, for two reasons. First, as highlighted above, IR research beyond critical
approaches25 has never fully engaged TTT. Accordingly, mainstream IR neither analysed and then
decided to dismiss TTT nor consciously moved beyond it; TTT was simply ignored. Second, more
importantly, engaging or moving beyond TTT requires a necessary condition: defining territory
and territoriality explicitly. However, IR scholars rarely define territory, even when their research
entails a key territorial component.26 In this sense, moving beyond TTT becomes possible only by
defining the territorial. Conversely, invoking territory and territoriality without explicitly defining
these terms empowers the idea that TTT does not exist or that it has already been transcended.
More precisely, while Agnew’s specific criticisms themselves are open to debate, his core argument
retains its validity: IR scholarship would be better off if it further conceptualised and theorised
territory and territoriality.

As political geographers have long recognised, territory is not a synonym for physical space.27
‘Territories are not frozen frameworks where social life occurs’; instead, they are made (and
remade) through social and individual action.28 Territory is about people as much as it is about
physical space.29 For territories to emerge, human groups need to develop institutionalised ideas

20Sinisa Male ̌sevi ́c, The Sociology of War and Violence (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), p. 133. See also Paul
K. MacDonald, ‘Civilized barbarism: What we miss when we ignore colonial violence’, International Organization, 77:4 (2023),
pp. 721–53.

21Available at: {https://trip.wm.edu/research/faculty-surveys}.
22Ty Solomon and Brent J. Steele, ‘Micro-moves in International Relations theory’, European Journal of International

Relations, 23:2 (2017), p. 277; Murphy, ‘Identity and territory’, p. 770.
23As of 21 November 2023.
24Benjamin J. Cohen, ‘Phoenix risen: The resurrection of global finance’, World Politics, 48:2 (1996), pp. 268–96.
25On ‘critical geopolitics’, see Marcus Power and David Campbell, ‘The state of critical geopolitics’, Political Geography, 29:5

(2010), pp. 243–46.
26Elden, ‘Land, terrain, territory’.
27Penrose, ‘Nations, states and homelands’; Elden, ‘Land, terrain, territory’; Kadercan, Shifting Grounds.
28Anssi Paasi, ‘Territory’, in John Agnew, Katharyne Mitchell, and Gerard Toal (eds), A Companion to Political Geography

(Oxford: Blackwell, 2003), pp. 109–22 (p. 110).
29Robert D. Sack, Human Territoriality: Its Theory and History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), p. 10;

Penrose, ‘Nations, states and homelands’, p. 279; Jean Gottmann, The Significance of Territory (Charlottesville: University
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6 Burak Kadercan

about the space–society–politics nexus and then act upon these ideas. In other words, territories
are what states and societies make of them.30 If we adhere to the simplest definition of territory,
territories emerge when (1) physical space is demarcated for social and political purposes; and (2)
demarcated space is organised in order to manage and regulate the association between space and
society.31

Of course, since 1994, IR research became far more reflective in numerous ways, and partially
moved beyond some of the individual assumptions that collectively constitute TTT; most notably,
numerous IR scholars have transcended the ‘domestic–international’ (or, IR–Comparative Politics)
divide in recent decades.32 Inmanyways, these developments suggest that IR is nowmore amenable
to the task of moving beyond TTT. More specifically, the ‘constructivist turn’ in the study of ter-
ritory renders TTT not only (even) more relevant, but also far easier to engage and transcend.
Of course, not all IR scholars need to engage and move beyond TTT. However, for IR research
that builds on the concepts of territory and territoriality, engaging TTT in particular, and the rel-
evant research in political geography in general, offers numerous opportunities in terms of novel
research questions or new ways to examine existing ones. It is at this juncture where ‘explaining
TTT’ becomes important: especially for IR scholars, moving beyond TTT is possible (or feasible)
only by scrutinising why it existed in the first place.

Territorial hierarchies and geographical racism
At first glance, TTT is best seen as a by-product of what can be referred to as the nationalis-
tic ontology.33 However, how IR ‘interpreted’ this ontology was shaped by, and filtered through,
geographical racism and territorial hierarchies. Temporally speaking, geographical racism and the
notion of territorial hierarchies preceded the rise of the nationalistic ontology, making it essential
to elaborate on these topics before delving into the aforementioned ontology.

IR was born into and out of the ideological currents of the late 19th and early 20th centuries
in the Global North.34 In that, IR emerged as an independent field of study partially (or mostly)
to serve and inform colonial administrations.35 This foundational episode was never truly about

Press of Virginia, 1973); Peter J. Taylor, ‘The state as container: Territoriality in the modern world-system’, Progress in Human
Geography, 18:2 (1994), pp. 151–62 (p. 151); Paasi, ‘Territory’, p. 111; Kadercan, Shifting Grounds; Storey, Territories; Alexander
B. Murphy, ‘Historical justifications for territorial claims’, Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 80:4 (1990),
pp. 531–48 (p. 532). Jouni Häkli, ‘Territoriality and the rise of the modern state’, Fennia, 172:1 (1994), pp. 1–82 (p. 26).

30Kadercan, Shifting Grounds; Jean Gottmann, ‘The evolution of the concept of territory’, Information (International Social
Science Council), 14:3 (1975), pp. 29–47 (p. 29); Barry Buzan and George Lawson, The Global Transformation: History,
Modernity and the Making of International Relations (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015), p. 5; Andreas Osiander,
Before the State: Systemic Political Change in the West from the Greeks to the French Revolution (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2007).

31Miles Kahler, ‘Territoriality and conflict in an era of globalization’, inMiles Kahler and BarbaraWalters (eds),Territoriality
andConflict in an Era of Globalization (Cambridge: CambridgeUniversity Press, 2006), pp. 1–21 (p. 3). Also seeAntonsich, ‘On
territory’, p. 795; EdwardW. Soja,The Political Organization of Space (Washington, DC: Association of American Geographers,
Commission on College Geography, 1971), p. 33; Anssi Paasi, ‘Boundaries as social processes: Territoriality in the world of
flows’, Geopolitics, 3:1 (1998), pp. 69–88; Davis Newman, ‘Revisiting good fences and neighbors in a postmodern world after
twenty years:Theoretical reflections on the state of contemporary border studies’,NordiaGeographical Publications, 44:4 (2015),
pp. 13–19.

32For instance, Meghan McConaughey, Paul Musgrave, and Daniel H. Nexon, ‘Beyond anarchy: Logics of political
organization, hierarchy, and international structure’, International Theory, 10:2 (2018), pp. 181–218.

33On this concept, see Daniel Chernilo, A Social Theory of the Nation-State: The Political Forms of Modernity beyond
Methodological Nationalism (London: Routledge, 2007); Daniel Chernilo, ‘The critique ofmethodological nationalism:Theory
and history’, Thesis Eleven, 106:1 (2011), pp. 98–117.

34Neta Crawford, L. H. M. Ling, Daniel H. Nexon, and Meera Sabaratnam, ‘White world order, Black power politics: A
discussion of Robert Vitalis’s “White World Order, Black Power Politics: The Birth of American International Relations”’,
Perspectives on Politics, 14:4 (2016), pp. 1123–9.

35Jasmine K. Gani and Jenna Marshall, ‘The impact of colonialism on policy and knowledge production in International
Relations’, International Affairs, 98:1 (2022), pp. 5–22 (p. 9).
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the ‘international’; instead, it was founded on the assertion that the ‘Western’ could be a substitute
for the international. By implication, non-Western geographies did not (yet) deserve to be a part
of the international geopolitical space.36 IR’s very own Western origins and its infatuation with
European history, or the history of the Global North, partially mask this fact, but they also prove
the point: from its early days, IR was construed as an ‘international’ enterprise, but it was produced
and consumed mainly in the Global North, reflected the biases of the Global North, and, for a long
time, took pride in serving the interests of the Global North.

For generations, IR scholars started from the assumption that the secrets to understanding the
‘international’ lie with understanding the ‘European’, treating the Western experiences as ‘the only
true subjects of history’.37 In such a setting, dominant IR approaches imagined the birth and evo-
lution of the modern state system and colonisation/imperialism as almost two distinct topics.38
However, colonial [territorial] arrangements survived well into the second half of the 20th cen-
tury.39 By 1900, more than 60 per cent of the globe was governed by imperial rule or some form of
colonial dependency; the same ratio was roughly 40 per cent in 1920, and more than 20 per cent
in 1960.40 In such a setting, the ‘West’ did not emerge and evolve in a political, economic, cultural,
and geographical vacuum; on the contrary, it evolved into what it is today because of its interaction
with the Global South.41

At the heart of this ‘interaction’ lay two interrelated dynamics: territorial hierarchies and geo-
graphical racism. Political geographers have long studied the notion of territorial hierarchies:
territorial arrangements not only in the past but also in the present clearly suggest that some terri-
tories have been more equal than others.42 From such a vantage point, the so-called modern state
system is better defined as a territorial caste, where the Global North has always sat at the top.
Roughly from the mid-17th century onwards, European states began constructing a ‘European
[territorial] club’, where members of the club eventually came to respect each other’s borders and
territorial sovereignty during peacetime. When the Europeans turned to the [sic] ‘New World’
(new, according to whom?), Africa, Asia, and beyond, they saw inferior, open territories, which
were deemed ripe for the taking. Even ‘international’ law was instrumentally deployed to ‘reorder
colonized spaces and bodies’.43 One notable example is the concept of terra nullius, or ‘territory
belonging to no one’.44 Most notably, in European eyes, in contrast to Europe, there were no real
borders and boundaries to respect in the aforementioned open spaces.45

In fact, European powers first experimented withmodern cartography and the concept of linear
borders not in Europe, but in the Western Hemisphere:46 the European landscape was ‘crowded’, in

36See also Agnew, Globalization and Sovereignty.
37Partha Chatterjee, ‘Whose imagined community?’, Millennium: Journal of International Studies, 20:3 (1991), pp. 521–25

(pp. 522–23).
38Tarak Barkawi and Mark Laffey, ‘Retrieving the imperial: Empire and International Relations’, Millennium: Journal of

International Studies, 31:1 (2002), pp. 109–27 (p. 113); Barkawi, ‘Decolonising war’, p. 209. See also Ayşe Zarakol, Before the
West: The Rise and Fall of Eastern World Orders (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022).

39Barkawi, ‘On the pedagogy of “small wars”’.
40Andreas Wimmer, Waves of War: Nationalism, State Formation, and Ethnic Exclusion in the Modern World (New York:

Cambridge University Press, 2012), p. 2.
41Kenneth Pomeranz, The Great Divergence: China, Europe and the Making of the Modern World Economy (Princeton, NJ:

Princeton University Press, 2000); Barkawi, ‘Decolonising war’.
42JohnAgnew,Globalization and Sovereignty: Beyond the Territorial Trap (Lanham,MD:Rowman&Littlefield, 2017); Stuart

Elden, Terror and Territory: The Spatial Extent of Sovereignty (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2009).
43Tayyab Mahmud, ‘Colonial cartographies, postcolonial borders, and enduring failures of international law: The unending

wars along the Afghanistan–Pakistan frontier’, Brooklyn Journal of International Law, 36 (2010), pp. 1–74 (p. 15).
44Joshua Castellino, ‘Territory and identity in international law: The struggle for self-determination in the Western Sahara’,

Millennium: Journal of International Studies, 28:3 (1999), pp. 523–51 (p. 547).
45Gerry Kearns, ‘The territory of colonialism’, in Boaz Atzili and Burak Kadercan (eds), Territorial Designs and International

Politics (London: Routledge, 2018), pp. 76–92.
46Branch,TheCartographic State; Larkins, FromHierarchy to Anarchy; Goettlich, ‘The rise of linear borders in world politics’.

See also Strandsbjerg, Territory, Globalization and International Relations.
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terms of not only (or primarily) population, but also amultitude of political actors and overlapping
(spatial) jurisdictions. The ‘New World’, by contrast, was perceived as an unpopulated, empty land.
Of course, there existed millions of human beings and a wide variety of political and socio-spatial
arrangements in these lands. They just didn’t matter that much – that is, in the eyes of the Western
colonisers.47

For example, while theWestern states conceived of the relationship among themselves in binary
terms, that is, war and peace, their approach to actual and potential colonies entailed the notion
of ‘permanent war’.48 The omnipresent nature of this colonial (organised) violence, however, was
essentially asymmetrical. It was the European/Western colonial powers that were directly or indi-
rectly responsible for this perennial war, but the same powers rarely thought themselves to be
waging ‘real’ wars; real wars, different from colonial military campaigns and ‘emergencies’, were
to take place in Western lands or between Western powers. In the end, these targeted geographies
were merely ‘unruly’ spaces, waiting and deserving to be tamed and transformed by the European
powers. This was the territorial logic of colonisation.49

So, where do these territorial hierarchies come from? IR scholarship has long paid attention to
the so-called anarchy–hierarchy dichotomy in world politics. Typically, IR researchers scrutinise
the power (a)symmetries and/or institutional arrangements at the interstate level to make their
case, regardless of the position they take.50 However, neither institutional arrangements nor power
asymmetries can account for the aforementioned territorial hierarchies all by themselves.51 One
crucial dimension to consider is the question of race and racism in world politics and IR.

As numerous IR scholars have recently emphasised, even the concept of (territorial) sovereignty
cannot be thought to be independent of the question of race.52 As Kelebogile Zvobgo andMeredith
Loken aptly put it, ‘race is not a perspective on international relations, it is a central organizing fea-
ture of world politics’.53 In the words of Freeman, Kim, and Lake, ‘the invisibility of race in IR
was not accidental but designed’.54 Especially during its formative decades, IR openly reflected,
fed off of, and fed the rampant racist biases of the time.55 In world politics, in turn, racism is not
only about a certain group of people; it is also about geography.56 Put differently, in world politics,
racism is geographical. Since the dawn of the age of colonialism, European powers portrayed other

47For a broader debate, see Kadercan, Shifting Grounds.
48Isabel V. Hull, Absolute Destruction: Military Culture and the Practices of War in Imperial Germany (Ithaca, NY: Cornell

University Press, 2005), p. 332; Barkawi, ‘Decolonising war’, p. 205.
49For a similar perspective, see Edward Keene, Beyond the Anarchical Society: Grotius, Colonialism and Order in World

Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002).
50On this debate, see David A. Lake, ‘Anarchy, hierarchy, and the variety of international relations’, International

Organization, 50:1 (1996), pp. 1–33; McConaughey, Musgrave, and Nexon, ‘Beyond anarchy’.
51On this argument, see Kadercan, Shifting Grounds.
52Kerem Nisancioglu, ‘Racial sovereignty’, European Journal of International Relations, 26:1 (2020), pp. 39–63 (p. 40). See

also Achille Mbembe, On the Postcolony (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001); Bianca Freeman, D. G. Kim, and
David A. Lake, ‘Race in International Relations: Beyond the “norm against noticing”’, Annual Review of Political Science, 25
(2022), pp. 175–96 (p. 182).

53Kelebogile Zvobgo and Meredith Loken, ‘Why race matters in International Relations’, Foreign Policy, 237 (2020), pp.
11–13 (p. 11).

54Freeman, Kim, and Lake, ‘Race in International Relations’, p. 177.
55Robert Vitalis, White World Order, Black Power Politics (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2016). See also John M.

Hobson, The Eurocentric Conception of World Politics: Western International Theory, 1760–2010 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2012); Paul Keal, European Conquest and the Rights of Indigenous Peoples: The Moral Backwardness of
International Society (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003); William Edward Burghardt DuBois, ‘Worlds of color’,
Foreign Affairs, 3:3 (1925), pp. 423–44; Errol A. Henderson, ‘The revolution will not be theorised: Du Bois, Locke, and
the Howard School’s challenge to white supremacist IR theory’, Millennium: Journal of International Studies, 45:3 (2017),
pp. 492–510.

56For a similar perspective, see Agnew, ‘Globalization and Sovereignty’ and John Agnew, ‘The language of intractability and
the Gaza War: Conflating anti-semitism and anti-zionism is historically problematic and misses how much contemporary
Israel has become a role model for ethno-nationalists worldwide’, Human Geography, 17:2 (2023), p. 19427786231220046.
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geographies as empty, backward, barbaric, feminine, and dangerous lands.57 The reason they did
so – or the reason that the practice of portraying ‘other’ geographies in such demeaning and infe-
rior ways seemed ‘natural’ to most spectators – followed from the inherent geographical racism
embedded within colonialism.

Of course, the dominant ideational currents in the Western world were neither limited to, nor
can be reduced to (geographical) racism. For example, capitalism and liberalism also played impor-
tant roles in the ways in which the West approached the Rest. Still, during the early decades of IR,
both of these ideational currents (and associated practices) dovetailed very closely with racism,
far more explicitly than they do in the present. More precisely, capitalism and liberalism played
significant roles in the formulation of the ‘Western gaze’,58 though usually through the prism of
geographical racism. As Rosa Luxemburg highlighted, by its very nature, the capitalist system
needed to expand and to do so almost indefinitely.59 For capitalists, ‘open, inferior’ geographies
meant few, if any, legal and [sic] moral constraints in terms of exploitation. For instance, King
Leopold of Belgium unleashed one of the most vicious exploitation-for-profit campaigns in mod-
ern history in Congo; capitalism might have driven Leopold’s calculus, but it was geographical
racism that allowed him to violently exploit the Indigenous populations, at the cost of millions
of human lives. Similarly, while it was the ‘cotton capitalists’60 that helped institutionalise slav-
ery in the pre-Civil War United States and beyond, the slave trade was a viable and acceptable
option precisely because sub-Saharan Africa, which was conceived as an open, inferior collection
of territories, could be seen as a source of forced labour. The ‘jointness’ of racism, liberalism, and
colonialism, in turn, is well documented.61 In many ways, racism and liberalism collectively ‘legit-
imized expansion into [non-Western] spaces’, leading to ‘the re-articulation of imperialism as a
progressive practice’.62 This (liberal) geopolitical visionwas propelled by the self-adopted European
mission to ‘civilise’ uncivilised populations and geographies under the pretext of universalising
principles.63

On both accounts, geographical racism acted as the meta-narrative which other ideational cur-
rents worked through and with. To cut a long story short, when IR was ‘born’ as a scholarly field,
geographical racism and the associated territorial hierarchies constituted the widely accepted,
broadly defended, and internalised characteristics of ‘international’ politics. In such a setting, (geo-
graphical) racism drove not only the policies pursued by the hegemonic powers of the Global
North, but also how IR scholarship thought of itself and the world it was studying.

For instance, the very first American Political Science Association (APSA) Meeting in 1904
designated ‘Colonial Administration’ as one of the five core branches of ‘politics’.64 From such a
vantage point, it is no surprise that Foreign Affairs, the first IR journal in the United States, was
initially established as the Journal of Race Development (JRD) in 1910, just as the United States
was flexing its colonial muscles in the Pacific. The JRD’s introductory essay specified the journal’s

57For example, see Mark Frank Lindley, The Acquisition and Government of Backward Territory in International Law: Being
a Treatise on the Law and Practice Relating to Colonial Expansion (London: Longmans, Green, 1926). For the relevant debate
on ‘Orientalism’, see DanielMartin Varisco, Reading Orientalism: Said and the Unsaid (Seattle: University ofWashington Press,
2017).

58On this term, see Maïka Sondarjee, ‘Decentering the Western gaze in International Relations: Addressing epistemic
exclusions in syllabi in the United States and Canada’, Millennium: Journal of International Studies, 51:3 (2023), pp. 686–710.

59Quoted in Norman Etherington, ‘Reconsidering theories of imperialism’, History and Theory, 21:1 (1982), pp. 1–36
(p. 9).

60Sven Beckert, Empire of Cotton: A Global History (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2015).
61Andrew Sartori, ‘The British empire and its liberal mission’, The Journal of Modern History, 78:3 (2006), pp. 623–42.
62Buzan and Lawson, The Global Transformation, p. 127.
63Sartori, ‘The British empire and its liberal mission’; Elizabeth Kolsky, ‘The colonial rule of law and the legal regime of

exception: Frontier “fanaticism” and state violence in British India’, American Historical Review, 120:4 (2015), pp. 1218–46
(p. 1223).

64Robert Vitalis, ‘The noble American science of imperial relations and its laws of race development’, Comparative Studies
in Society and History, 52:4 (2010), pp. 909–38.
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10 Burak Kadercan

foundational purpose in terms of paternalistic racism, that is, ‘to discover, not how weaker races
may best be exploited, but how they may best be helped by the stronger’.65 In an article Foreign
Affairs published in 1992, on the journal’s 70th anniversary (which takes 1922, when the jour-
nal was renamed as Foreign Affairs, and not 1910, as the journal’s birthdate), the journal’s origin
story does not even mention the JRD episode, instead offering a rather convenient narrative: dis-
illusioned with the post–World War I settlements and the US response, a group of intellectual
trailblazers conjured Foreign Affairs almost out of thin air, with the primary purpose of informing
the American public about foreign affairs.66 Sympathy for Wilsonian internationalism can per-
haps explain the new, race-blind name for the journal, but it also points towards an irony. As Erez
Manela has shown, Wilsonian internationalism came with a robust geographical bias in the con-
text of the principle of self-determination: almost without exception, societies in non-European
geographies were categorically and systematically denied the right to determine their own
destinies.67

This is hardly surprising. The late 19th and early 20th centuries were in fact the apex of what
can be referred to as (explicit) dual territoriality.68 Western countries professed imperial territo-
rial ideas in their colonies but were also increasingly privileging and reifying the nation-state form
within their borders.69 In this sense, at least in the context of the aforementioned period, it is utterly
misleading to discuss whether the ‘international order’ resembled anarchy or hierarchy; the inter-
national order was not really international (it was largely a Western-dominated order), and from a
territorial perspective, it was both anarchical and hierarchical, with a spatial twist.

In the Global North, the leading states of the time increasingly emphasised the ideal of clearly
demarcated and compartmentalised pieces of sovereign territorial units that act like ‘culture and
social containers’,70 a (territorial) hallmark of the nation-state ideal, for their own core territories.
The samepowers’ territorial ideas aswell as practices in (or for) theGlobal Southwere a far cry from
what they upheld at home; Western powers recognised no Indigenous boundaries and ruled their
colonial possessions through overlapping, contingent, and ever-shifting jurisdictions. Within the
Westphalian club, the rules pertaining to territorial sovereignty were not always upheld71 but often
respected. Outside the geographical scope of the club of the sovereigns, those rules did not apply,
and whenever and wherever rules existed, they were mostly about managing colonial powers’ rela-
tions among themselves in the ‘open’, lesser territories in the Global South. As Adelman and Aron
highlighted in the context of the Rush-Bagot convention of 1817 in North America, the (Western)
sovereign states ‘fixed the lines separating political communities’ in colonised geographies, but ‘no
one consulted the [Indigenous populations]’.72

As will be discussed in detail in the next section, TTT is more of a product of the nationalistic
ontology. However, the hegemonic powers in the Global North (and, by extension, IR theo-
ries) interpreted this ontology primarily through the prism of geographical racism and territorial
hierarchies.

65George H. Blakeslee, ‘Introduction’, Journal of Race Development, 1:1 (1910), pp. 1–4 (p. 1).
66William G. Hyland, ‘Foreign affairs at 70’, Foreign Affairs, 71:4 (1992), pp. 171–93. On how IR scholarship may tend to

formulate and ossify misleading origin myths, see Benjamin De Carvalho, Halvard Leira, and John M. Hobson, ‘The big bangs
of IR:Themyths that your teachers still tell you about 1648 and 1919’, Millennium: Journal of International Studies, 39:3 (2011),
pp. 735–58.

67Erez Manela, The Wilsonian Moment: Self-Determination and the International Origins of Anticolonial Nationalism
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007).

68Kadercan, Shifting Grounds.
69Barkawi and Laffey, ‘Retrieving the imperial’, p. 113; Buzan and Lawson, The Global Transformation, pp. 3, 35; Liam

O’Dowd, ‘From a “borderless world” to a “world of borders”: “Bringing history back in”’, Environment and Planning D: Society
and Space, 28:6 (2010), pp. 1031–50 (p. 1043); Barkawi and Laffey, ‘The postcolonial moment in Security Studies’.

70Taylor, ‘The state as container’.
71Stephen D. Krasner, Sovereignty: Organized Hypocrisy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999).
72Jeremy Adelman and Stephen Aron, ‘From borderlands to borders: Empires, nation-states, and the peoples in between in

North American history’, The American Historical Review, 104:3 (1999), pp. 814–41 (p. 823).
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TTT and the nationalistic ontology
Political geographers have long recognised that TTT entails a nation-state-centric reading of world
politics.73 As an ontological benchmark,74 nationalism provides purpose andmeaning for one’s life,
lays out a convenient shared past, offers the promise of a common future, and does so by collapsing
the collective of individuals under a singular and exceptionally robust identity. At its core, the
nationalistic ontology is as much about ‘territory’ as it is about the ‘people’: almost all nationalistic
ideologies involve a close association between society (the putative nation), the state (politics), and
space (the homeland). In fact, what separates nationalism from its ideational rivals or predecessors
is how explicitly territorial it is.75

The nationalistic ontology is both divisive and remarkably singular (or ‘modular’).76 It is divi-
sive in the sense that, say, French nationalism is different from American nationalism, which is
different from Indian nationalism, and so on. Furthermore, particular nationalistic discourses are
bound to be in disagreement from time to time, especially over the topic of territory, usually over
the question of to whom a certain territory belongs. Alternatively, some nationalistic discourses
deny the status of nationhood to minorities. However, even under such circumstances, the rele-
vant minority groups rarely challenge the nationalistic ontology per se: on the contrary, they make
the case that they constitute a nation too, with a legitimate claim over what they perceive to be their
national homeland.77

In sum, while it is true that there are many different nationalisms, almost all nationalistic
discourses point towards a singular nationalistic ontology where ‘nations’ are not only real and
pre-existing socio-spatial entities, but where they are (or should be) also the primary actors in
world politics, each with its own homeland. The homeland, in this setting, is depicted as a discrete,
bounded territorial unit with a unique and unifying socio-spatial identity. The linchpin that con-
nects the nation and the homeland is the state or the desire to establish a state. In some nationalist
narratives, the states are almost perennially attached to their respective nations and homelands
(e.g. France); in other cases, nations ‘awaken’ to establish their state after hundreds of years of dor-
mancy, in their homeland (e.g. Germany). Borders may change, ‘new’ members may eventually
join the club of ‘nations’ (or the United Nations [UN]), but all these changes take place within and
through the nationalistic ontology.

As far as territory is concerned, IR scholarship, to a large extent, also operates through this
ontology. One crucial implication of this tendency is usually referred to as methodological nation-
alism.78 The concept refers to the (usually implicit) ‘assumption that the nation/state/society is the
natural social and political form of the modern world’.79 In other words, ‘methodological nation-
alism is found when the nation-state is treated as the natural and necessary representation of

73John Etherington, ‘Nationalism, territoriality and national territorial belonging’, Papers: Revista de Sociologia, 95:2 (2010),
pp. 321–39 (p. 324); Penrose, ‘Nations, states and homelands’, p. 294; Monica L. Smith, ‘Networks, territories, and the cartog-
raphy of ancient states’, Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 95:4 (2005), Nations, states and homelands’(p. 834);
ThanachateWisaijorn, ‘The inescapable territorial trap in International Relations: Borderland studies and theThai–Lao border
from 1954 to the present’, Geopolitics, 24:1 (2019), pp. 194–229; Murphy, ‘Territory’s continuing allure’; Rhys Jones, ‘Relocating
nationalism: On the geographies of reproducing nations’, Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 33:3 (2008), pp.
319–34.

74On relevant debates in the context of IR, see Bernardo Teles Fazendeiro, ‘The question of truth: How facts, space and time
shape conversations in IR’, European Journal of International Relations, 29:4 (2023), pp. 832–51.

75Murphy, ‘Territory’s continuing allure’, p, 1215. See also Henri Lefebvre and Donald Nicholson-Smith, The Production of
Space (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991), pp. 280–1.

76Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 1983).
77Ariel I. Ahram, ‘On the making and unmaking of Arab states’, International Journal of Middle East Studies, 50:2 (2018),

pp. 323–27 (p. 326).
78See Chernillo, ‘Critique of methodological mationalism’, (2011), pp. 98–117 (p. 99); Michael Barnett and Ayşe Zarakol,

‘Global international relations and the essentialism trap’, International Theory, 15:3 (2023), pp. 428–44; Michael Billig, Banal
Nationalism (London: Sage, 1995).

79Andreas Wimmer and Nina Glick Schiller, ‘Methodological nationalism and beyond: Nation–state building, migration
and the social sciences’, Global Networks, 2:4 (2002), pp. 301–34 (p. 302).
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modern society’.80 Overall, methodological nationalism can lead to ‘explanatory reductionism’:81
the practice entails taking ‘nationally bounded societies’ as ‘naturally given entities to study’82 and
does so without ‘[problematising] national discourses, agendas, loyalties and histories’.83 Wimmer
and Schiller also point towards the territorial consequences of methodological nationalism, which
paves the way for a rather limited and (potentially) misleading ‘territorialization of social science
imaginary and the reduction of the analytical focus to the boundaries of the nation-state’.84

To be precise, IR scholars’ inclination to succumb to methodological nationalism is not specific
to IR; sociologists and historians, among others, can and do fall into the same analytical trap.85
What renders IR rather unique is a paradox: as far as territory and territoriality are concerned, IR
scholarship (implicitly or explicitly) usually leans towards methodological nationalism, but many
IR scholars still imagine the territorial underpinnings of the modern state system to follow from
the Peace of Westphalia, which legal scholar Leo Gross famously (and inaccurately)86 christened
‘the majestic portal which leads from the old world into the new world’ in 1948.87

Recall that, in its simplest definition, a territory emerges when (1) physical space is demarcated
for social and political purposes; and (2) demarcated space is organised in order tomanage and reg-
ulate the association between space and society.88 Both the Westphalian ideal and the nationalistic
ontology emphasise the importance of clearly demarcated, rigid borders (as opposed to, say, fluid
frontiers).89 In other words, both the Westphalian state and the nation-state, as aspirational mod-
els, are built on similar demarcation principles. However, these two territorial models differ from
each other in terms of socio-spatial organisation. The nationalistic ontology explicitly stipulates
that the space–society association should be defined in terms of socio-spatial homogeneity.90 This
homogeneity is always aspirational and can be based on language, ethnicity, culture, or civic val-
ues. Almost all nationalistic discourses emphasise the primacy of socio-spatial singularity within
a discrete, inviolable homeland.

In the original Westphalian arrangement, neither the rulers nor the ruled demanded or sought
a comparable sense of socio-spatial homogeneity. The territorial politics of the 17th and 18th cen-
turies clearly supports this interpretation: state territories were deemed divisible, simply because
neither the ruler nor the ruled considered their attachment to ‘state space’91 in terms of national,
indivisible homelands.92 As sociologist Anthony Smith pointed out, ‘pre-nationalist outlooks

80Chernillo, ‘Critique of methodological mationalism’ (2011), p. 99.
81Ibid.
82Wimmer and Schiller, ‘Methodological nationalism and beyond’, p. 304.
83Ibid.
84Ibid, p. 307.
85Chernillo, ‘Critique of methodological mationalism’, p. 100; Wimmer and Schiller, ‘Methodological nationalism and

beyond’, p. 303.
86Krasner, Sovereignty; Andreas Osiander, ‘Sovereignty, International Relations, and the Westphalian myth’, International

Organization, 55:2 (2001), pp. 251–87; Benno Teschke, The Myth of 1648: Class, Geopolitics, and the Making of Modern
International Relations (London: Verso, 2003); Sebastian Schmidt, ‘To order the minds of scholars: The discourse of the peace
of Westphalia in International Relations literature’, International Studies Quarterly, 55:3 (2011), pp. 601–23.

87Leo Gross, ‘The peace of Westphalia, 1648–1948’, American Journal of International Law, 42:1 (1948), pp. 20–41 (p. 28).
88Kahler, ‘Territoriality and conflict’, p. 3. Also see Antonsich, ‘On territory’, p. 795; Soja, The Political Organization of Space,

p. 33; Paasi, ‘Boundaries as social processes’; Juliet J. Fall, ‘Artificial states? On the enduring geographical myth of natural
borders’, Political Geography, 29:3 (2010), pp. 140–7; David Newman, ‘Revisiting good fences and neighbors’.

89Kadercan, Shifting Grounds.
90Häkli, ‘Territoriality and the rise of the modern state’, pp. 41, 48–54; O’Dowd, ‘From a “borderless world”’, p. 1042;

Guntram H. Herb, ‘National identity and territory’, in Guntram H. Herb and David H. Kaplan (eds), Nested Identities:
Nationalism, Territory, and Scale (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 1999), pp. 9–30 (p. 23); Andreas Wimmer, ‘The
making and unmaking of ethnic boundaries: A multilevel process theory’, American Journal of Sociology, 113:4 (2008),
pp. 970–1022 (p. 991); Barkin and Cronin, ‘The state and the nation’.

91On the concept, see Daniel Neep, ‘State-space beyond territory: Wormholes, gravitational fields, and entanglement’,
Journal of Historical Sociology, 30:3 (2017), pp. 466–95

92Arthur J.May,TheAge ofMetternich, 1814–1848 (NewYork: H.Holt, 1933), p. 20; Evan Luard,War in International Society
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1987), pp. 156–7; Charles Tilly, ‘States and nationalism in Europe 1492–1992’, Theory
and Society, 23:1 (1994), pp. 131–46 (p. 140).
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tend[ed] to treat territory simply as “land” to be worked and settled’.93 Similarly, Clausewitz wrote
that the typical state of the time ‘behaved as though it owned and managed a great estate that it
constantly sought to enlarge – an effort in which the inhabitants were not expected to show any
particular interest’.94

In Europe, the rise of nationalism eventually transformed what territory meant for leaders
and societies in fundamental ways.95 At least in theory, state spaces evolved into national spaces.
This gradual transformation also had significant implications for the ways in which borders were
construed. Most notably, the main distinctive characteristic of the nationalistic understanding of
borders is exactly what borders (should) delineate: while borders in pre-nationalistic Westphalian
states focused on compartmentalising the extent of sovereign jurisdiction, for a nation-state, bor-
ders also act as ‘cultural containers’.96 Put differently, national borders, in theory, are supposed to
distinguish and isolate one cultural group (or even the culture itself) from other cultural groups. In
order to accomplish this goal, nation-states tend to sacralise the state space through symbols and
(often invented) traditions.97

To cut a long story short, IR’s geographical assumptions and the very territorial underpinnings
of the present-day state system are a function more of the nationalistic ontology, rather than the
original Westphalian arrangement. The dominance of the nationalistic ontology, in turn, is rather
new and ‘modern’ by world-historical standards.98 Obviously, nationalism as an ‘ism’ had not per-
meated an overwhelming majority of the global (or even European) landscape until some two
centuries ago.99 However, especially during the course of the 20th century, nation-state form was
rendered into an ideological, legal, and normative hegemon, due to both international and domes-
tic political dynamics. Internationally, the emergence of the League of Nations and then the United
Nations has promoted and privileged the nation-state form. In domestic politics, territorial nation-
alism (which is sometimes branded as ‘patriotism’ due to the connotations associated with the term
nationalism especially in the Western world) remains an exceptionally robust reference point, that
is, in terms of the dominant territorial ideas in the present day.100

According to the associated geopolitical imagery, international politics emerges from the inter-
action between sovereign (national) territorial units, which are usually taken as pre-existing
entities. From a world-historical point of view, countless nation-states, especially nation-states
that emerged out of colonial arrangements, can hardly be taken as pre-existing territorial units
or polities. Regardless, during the course of the first half of the 20th century, the Western powers
interpreted the nationalist ontology and its territorial implications through the prism of geograph-
ical racism and imperialism. The notion of ‘nationhood’ was reified by the Western powers, but it

93Smith, ‘States and homelands’, p. 191; Teschke, The Myth of 1648, pp. 203, 232, 233, 239; Tilly, ‘States and nationalism’, p.
140; JohnHutchinson,Dynamics of Cultural Nationalism:TheGaelic Revival and the Creation of the Irish Nation State (London:
Allen and Unwin, 1987); Peter Sahlins, ‘Natural frontiers revisited: France’s boundaries since the seventeenth century’, The
American Historical Review, 95:5 (1990), pp. 1427–8.

94Carl von Clausewitz, On War, ed. and trans. Michael Howard and Peter Paret (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press
([1832] 1976), p. 589.

95Clausewitz, On War; Thomas C. Schelling, Arms and Influence (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1966); Sinisa
Male ̌sevi ́c, Nation-States and Nationalisms: Organization, Ideology and Solidarity (Oxford: Polity, 2013).

96Taylor, ‘The state as container’, p. 155; Alejandro Colás, Empire (Cambridge: Polity, 2007), p. 62.
97Taylor, ‘The state as container’, pp. 155–6; Anderson, Frontiers, Territory and State Formation, p. 3; Anssi Paasi, Territories,

Boundaries, and Consciousness: The Changing Geographies of the Finnish–Russian Boundary (Chichester: Wiley, 1996), p. 55;
David J. M. Hooson, Geography and National Identity (Oxford: Blackwell, 1993); Anssi Paasi, ‘Nationalizing everyday life:
Individual and collective identities as practice and discourse’,Geography Research Forum, 19:1 (1999), pp. 4–21; ColinWilliams
andAnthonyD. Smith, ‘Thenational construction of social space’,Progress inGeography, 7:4 (1983), pp. 502–18;OrenYiftachel,
‘Territory as the kernel of the nation: Space, time and nationalism in Israel/Palestine’, Geopolitics, 7:2 (2002), pp. 215–48.

98Eric J.Hobsbawm,Nations andNationalism (Cambridge: CambridgeUniversity Press, 1991); Tilly, ‘States andnationalism’,
p. 138; Male ̌sevi ́c, Nation-States and Nationalisms.

99John H. Herz, ‘Idealist internationalism and the security dilemma’, World Politics, 2:2 (1950), pp. 157–80 (p. 161).
100As Etherington (‘Nationalism, territoriality and national territorial belonging’, p. 333) highlights, even civic nationalism

is essentially territorial.
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was also used as a discursive weapon to deny ‘equal’ status to countless geographies and societies,
with lasting consequences.

This would hardly come as a surprise to students of nationalism. Nationalism is – by definition –
particularistic and ‘exclusionary’;101 some rights, especially ‘territorial rights’,102 are reserved for
some social groups while being categorically denied to others.103 The spread of nationalism and
the rising salience of the nation-state form during the course of the 20th century also followed this
exclusionary logic with an openly Eurocentric perspective and did so on a global scale. In many
former colonial geographies, it wasn’t the ‘nations’ that somehow ‘woke up’ and established their
own nation-states and homelands. In many cases, sovereignty was ‘granted’ to existing colonial
administrative-territorial units, not to the ‘peoples’ per se. Inmany parts of the non-Western and/or
colonised geographies, it was the decisions of Western powers that determined which territorial
units would be considered as real nation-states.

The relevant processes usually followed three stages.104 In the first, especially during the course
of the 19th century, the Western powers quite literally sliced and diced territories across the globe
for their colonial ambitions.The second stage entailed dual territoriality on the part of theWestern
powers: these powers promoted the nation-state ideal in their core territories while also profess-
ing imperial (territorial) idea(l)s and policies in their colonies and dependencies. The apex of this
episode involved the interwar period.The immediate aftermath ofWorldWar I represented ‘aworld
of sharp contradictions’, where ‘empires both disintegrated and expanded’.105 In contrast with the
idealistic pretensions at the discursive level, victorious European great powers aimed to establish
an ‘imperial peace’.106

Most notably, post–World War I arrangements simultaneously exalted the so-called self-
determination principle and categorically denied it to non-European societies and geographies.107
In this sense, the colonised geographies were still being portrayed as territorially distinct from the
colonising geographies.108 The relevant arguments were based on a certain assumption or asser-
tion: societies in the ‘backward territories’109 had not yet matured into full-blown nationhood;
therefore, they needed the guidance and assistance of the so-called advanced nations.This assump-
tion was also engrained in the Article 22 of the League of Nations Covenant.110 In other words,
while ‘nationhood’ was conceived as the master criterion for becoming a sovereign member of
the so-called society (or league) of states, Western states exploited the same criterion to exclude
countless societies and geographies from the same society, or (eventually) to decide which geogra-
phies and societies would deserve the status of nationhood (not to mention, when exactly they
would qualify). In this context, the mandate system that emerged after World War I (or its exten-
sion, the institution of trusteeship) is best understood as a slight modification of existing colonial
arrangements.111

101Anthony Marx, Faith in Nation: Exclusionary Origins of Nationalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003).
102David Miller, ‘Territorial rights: Concept and justification’, Political Studies, 60:2 (2012), pp. 252–68.
103Daniel Philpott, ‘In defense of self-determination’, Ethics, 105:2 (1995), pp. 352–85; Ivor Jennings, The Approach to Self-

Government (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1956), pp. 55–6; Anthony Whelan, ‘Wilsonian self-determination and
the Versailles settlement’, International & Comparative Law Quarterly, 43:1 (1994), pp. 99–115.

104Kadercan, Shifting Grounds.
105Robert Gerwarth and Erez Manela, ‘The Great War as a global war: Imperial conflict and the reconfiguration of world

order, 1911–1923’, Diplomatic History, 38:4 (2014), pp. 786–800 (p. 791).
106David A. Andelman, A Shattered Peace: Versailles 1919 and the Price We Pay Today (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons,

2009), p. 13.
107Manela, The Wilsonian Moment.
108Ralph Wilde, International Territorial Administration: How Trusteeship and the Civilizing Mission Never Went Away

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), p. 306.
109Robert H. Jackson, Quasi-States: Sovereignty, International Relations and the Third World (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 1993), p. 70.
110Gerwarth and Manela, ‘The Great War as a global war’, p. 73.
111Wilde, International Territorial Administration, pp. 306, 318; Daniel Philpott, Revolutions in Sovereignty: How Ideas

Shaped Modern International Relations (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001), p. 157.
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The third stage culminated in decolonisation, a process whereby colonial and quasi-colonial
geographies were finally admitted to the modern state system. Most notably, the architects of the
post–World War II settlements aimed to ‘freeze’ borders by establishing the so-called border fixity
norm, while also emphasising the inviolability of the self-determination principle.112 In the words
of political geographer Liam O’Dowd, the settlements of 1945 ‘[replaced] the imperial ideal with
the ideological hegemony of the nation-state ideal on a global basis’.113 Similar to the interwar
period, the answer to the question of which geographies would qualify as proper nation-states
had a lot to do with the existing territorial hierarchies.

Perhaps the most robust reflection of this trend was the principle of uti possidetis.114 The prin-
ciple was inspired by a maxim of Roman law, uti possidetis ita possidetis (as you possess, so you
possess). According to legal scholar Joshua Castellino, uti possidetis is ‘perhaps the single greatest
influence on the shaping of the map of the world today’ and ‘the most important factor in the cre-
ation and maintenance of modern postcolonial identities’.115 Historically speaking, the application
of the doctrine to interstate borders can be traced to the early 19th century, or the decolonisation
process in Latin America. The principle ‘treats the acquisition and possession of a state’s territory
as given, with no territorial adjustments allowable without the consent of the currently occupy-
ing parties’.116 The doctrine of uti possidetis, more specifically, does not differentiate between de
facto and de jure possession and favours ‘actual possession irrespective of how it was achieved’.117
The doctrine was eventually canonised in international law in 1960, with UN Assembly Resolution
1514, which also finally formalised colonial geographies’ right to self-governance.

As applied to colonial geographies, the doctrine stipulated that ‘boundaries left behind by colo-
nial rulers, whether sanctified by treaties or not, remain untouched by the succession of the state
by independent non-colonial rulers’.118 In this sense, uti possidetis ‘upgraded’ colonial administra-
tive boundaries to the status of interstate borders,119 inadvertently emboldening the ‘dogma’ of the
intangibility of the colonial boundaries.120 In practice, uti possidetis not only upgraded the legal
status of the existing colonial borders, but also ‘froze’ them – presumably, for posterity – by way of
foreclosing debates (and claims) over their location.121

On the one hand, the application of the uti possidetis principle to international boundaries could
be seen as an attempt on the part of the UN to ‘maximize the viability of the new states, rather than
ethnic or tribal ties’122 and prevent, or at least limit, the extent and scope of territorial conflict in the
post-colonial environment.123 On the other hand, the uti possidetis doctrine inverted the territorial
logic of the original self-determination principle. In theory, the principle of self-determination, as
it was conceived (or imagined) after World War I, had a simple, if impractical, logic: the global (or
more specifically, European) landscape was imagined as a territorial ‘puzzle’ waiting to be solved,
and the solution would entail ‘figuring out’ the correct socio-spatial distribution of the ‘peoples’
and matching them with appropriate borders.124 Put differently, this vision aimed to take the iden-
tities of numerous ‘peoples’ (that is, nations) as givens and define borders to establish socio-spatial

112Boaz Atzili, Good Fences, Bad Neighbors: Border Fixity and International Conflict (Chicago: University of Chicago, 2012).
113O’Dowd, ‘From a “borderless world”’, p. 1043.
114On the concept, see Malcolm N. Shaw, ‘The heritage of states: The principle of uti possidetis juris today’, British Year Book

of International Law, 67:1 (1997), pp. 75–154.
115Castellino, ‘Territory and identity in international law’, p. 527.
116Mahmud, ‘Colonial cartographies’, p. 59.
117Ibid., p. 60.
118Castellino, ‘Territory and identity in international law’, p. 529.
119Mahmud, ‘Colonial cartographies’, p. 61.
120AchilleMbembé and Steven Rendall, ‘At the edge of the world: Boundaries, territoriality, and sovereignty in Africa’, Public

Culture, 12:1 (2000), pp. 261–2.
121Castellino, ‘Territory and identity in international law’, p. 524.
122Barkin and Cronin, ‘The state and the nation’, p. 125; Castellino, ‘Territory and identity in international law’, p. 529.
123Mahmud, ‘Colonial cartographies’, p. 65. See also Atzili, Good Fences, Bad Neighbors.
124Kadercan, Shifting Grounds, p. 199–215.
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homogeneity (or national uniformity) in terms of such identities by drawing/redrawing borders.
By contrast, the doctrine of uti possidetis took the existing (colonial) borders as givens and defined
the socio-spatial identities in terms of the same borders. Simply put, the doctrine neglected ‘all
the other criteria of identity’ in favour of pre-existing colonial boundaries,125 further ossifying
what legal scholar Gerry Simpson referred to as ‘legalized hegemony’,126 while also perpetuating
the ‘spatial history of colonialism’.127 In that, the application of the uti possidetis principle to colo-
nial geographies can be seen as one of the most robust and ‘visible’ implications of TTT: by buying
into IR’s geographical assumptions without questioning them, we, as students of global politics and
history, run the risk of deluding ourselves about the true nature of global politics, while also erasing
the very complex and hegemonic origins of the modern state system.

Conclusion
Paradoxically, what paved the way for TTT is also what TTT erases and whitewashes: IR’s racist-
colonial origins and the selective nationalistic ontology that has long sustained the illusion of
‘sovereign equality’ among not only states, but also ‘peoples’ and territories. In many ways, TTT
functions as a carnival mirror, with a twist. Carnival mirrors distort the image of an object, so that
it appears unpleasant (which we may find funny or scary). TTT distorts the exceptionally unpleas-
ant and overly complicated origins of the modern state system (and IR), projecting a palatable and
convenient ‘image’ instead.

In the past decade, in more ways than we can count, ‘mainstream IR’ has been challenged from
within numerous corners of the discipline, not to mention the globe. In this context, this study
joins countless others in trying to unpack core aspects of the dominant approaches in IR. That
being said, the intent here is not to make a case for simultaneously reifying ‘mainstream IR’ as a
monolithic enterprise while also ‘cancelling’ it. On the contrary, the aim is to take advantage of
the salience of the rising intellectual diversity and associated critical perspectives to advance our
collective understanding of the international. In other words, while this study challenges some
tendencies of the so-called mainstream IR, it does not seek to reduce it to a singular, static, and
irredeemable enterprise to be undermined. Instead, it offers a constructive criticism (pun intended)
with the purpose of ‘recovering IR’, as Daniel Levine put it.128

For instance, it is possible to deduce two conclusions from the preceding argument. First, TTT
is perhapsmore of a problem for ‘American IR’ (which somemay use as a synonym formainstream
IR) than for others. Second, IR scholars’ reluctance to engage TTT (or, similar critical perspectives)
can potentially be explained by a tendency to support the existing hegemonic tropes. However,
placing an overwhelming emphasis on such claims would not help us, as IR scholars, to recover
IR. For example, associating TTT exclusively with American IR detracts from two facts: some seg-
ments of non-American IR (however defined) also tended to ignore TTT,129 and a good portion of
IR scholars who are participating in the ‘constructivist turn’ in the study of territory hail from
(North) American institutions. As the past decade has shown, American IR, however defined,
is also amenable to critical (and self-critical) perspectives. In other words, if our intention is to
move forward as a discipline (or move beyond TTT), it is more constructive as a practice to treat
American (or, mainstream) IR as a moving target that is open to criticism and change, rather than
essentialising and vilifying it en masse.

125Castellino, ‘Territory and identity in international law’, p. 530.
126Gerry Simpson, Great Powers and Outlaw States: Unequal Sovereigns in the International Legal Order (New York:

Cambridge University Press, 2004).
127Mahmud, ‘Colonial cartographies’, p. 60.
128Daniel Levine, Recovering International Relations: The Promise of Sustainable Critique (New York: Oxford University

Press, 2012).
129For a detailed discussion, see Burak Kadercan, ‘Triangulating territory: A case for pragmatic interaction between political

science, political geography, and critical IR’, International Theory, 7:1 (2015), pp. 125–61.
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Similarly, the argument that it was geographical racism and a penchant to serve the hegemonic
powers that paved the way for the racist underpinnings of IR theory in its early decades does not
necessarily mean that present-day ‘mainstream IR’ scholarship as a whole shares similar inclina-
tions and motives. As is the case for almost all epistemological communities, in IR, some practices
may turn out to be ‘sticky’ and be passed on across generations even when the original motives no
longer apply. Especially in the context of the recent ‘self-reflective moment in IR’, where the ‘main-
stream’ is becoming more critical of itself, a far more productive path forward is to try and figure
out how IR scholars, mainstream or otherwise, can move forward together.

In this context, the arguments provided above have two broad implications for future research.
The first involves the concept of geographical racism. The concept of racial hierarchy has been gut-
ted out of IR,130 but, as John Hobson put it, it was then replaced by an ‘equally distorted conception
of “cultural hierarchy”’.131 This ‘subliminal Eurocentrism’, according to Hobson, merely recycles
some of the old themes of the colonial-racist past but does so without ever invoking direct refer-
ences to race. In this new-but-old narrative, ‘decolonization becomes reimagined as a result of the
“triumph of the moral ideas of the West”, specifically the principles of national self-determination
and social justice’.132 This newmaster narrative is part of a ‘happy story’, ‘in which theWest diffused
its “rational” civilizational institutions and practices outwards so that the East too could come to
enjoy the benefits of residing within civilized international society’.133 The arguments offered above
suggests that TTT is closely associated with subliminal Eurocentrism.

In such a setting, the notion of geographical racism deserves further attention, for instance,
in the context of the recent debate involving the Sovereign Territorial Order and the Liberal
InternationalOrder.134 Thedebate ismost certainly a step forward in terms of improving our under-
standing of ‘international orders’. However, unless students of global politics integrate (or at least
account for) the impacts of geographical racism and the associated territorial hierarchies in(to)
their analyses, the aforementioned debate runs the risk of either being essentially incomplete (at
best) or recycling subliminal Eurocentrism in different forms and formats (at worst).

Lastly, this study makes the case for further interdisciplinary dialogues between political geog-
raphers and IR scholars.135 One potentially fruitful area for interdisciplinary research involves
nationalism. In a global landscape where nationalisms are being simultaneously challenged (for
example, by immigration patterns and refugee inflow) and reinforced (say, due to the rise of anti-
immigrant/refugee sentiments), further inquiries into the roles that territoriality and the notion
of nationalism play in world politics is not merely a matter of academic curiosity; it is an essential
task. Both IR scholars and political geographers, with their own disciplinary ‘comparative advan-
tages’,136 can benefit from speaking to one another about the relationship between the national and
the international in the context of territory and territoriality.

Another potentially fruitful area of research is to compare and contrast Western and non-
Western conceptions of (geopolitical) ‘space’.137 Such a research agenda would be beneficial for
IR research in two ways. First, as Erik Ringmar highlighted, a fuller understanding of the Western
spatial and political arrangements is possible not by studying the Western ad nauseam, but by

130Zoltán I. Búzás, ‘Racism and antiracism in the liberal international order’, International Organization, 75:2 (2021),
pp. 440–63.

131John M. Hobson, ‘Re-embedding the global colour line within post-1945 international theory’, in Alexander Anievas,
Nivi Manchanda, and Robbie Shilliam (eds), Race and Racism in International Relations (London: Routledge, 2014), pp. 81–97
(p. 82).

132Ibid., p. 86.
133Ibid.
134On the debate, see Beth A. Simmons and Hein E. Goemans, ‘Built on borders: Tensions with the institution liberalism

(thought it) left behind’, International Organization, 75:2 (2021), pp. 387–410.
135See also Kadercan, ‘Triangulating territory’ and Kadercan, Shifting Grounds.
136On this point, see Kadercan, Shifting Grounds.
137For instance, Kadercan, Shifting Grounds; Andy Hanlun Li, ‘From alien land to inalienable parts of China: How Qing

imperial possessions became the Chinese frontiers’, European Journal of International Relations, 28:2 (2022), pp. 237–62.
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scrutinising Western and non-Western experiences in tandem.138 Second, as Amitav Acharya
forcefully argued, a truly global IR requires a further and deeper engagement with non-Western
ideas, traditions, and institutions.139 In this context, further inquiries into the non-Western spatial
practices and imagineries, which at minimum requires moving beyond TTT, can help IR scholar-
ship tomove towards amore global perspective. In that, the relevant research in political geography
offers numerous insights.140

Some 30 years ago, JohnAgnewmade one of themost significant interdisciplinary contributions
in the context of territory and territoriality. Especially in the last decade, IR scholarship has devel-
oped a rather cumulative interest in the socially constructed nature of territories, which has created
potential interdisciplinary ‘intellectual beachheads’ that can help IR scholars and political geogra-
phers to engage each other’s ideas and approaches in far more constructive ways. In this sense,
revisiting TTT and subsequent research in the light of contemporary scholarship in both political
geography and IR from a truly interdisciplinary perspective can contribute to our understanding
of the central role that territories and territoriality play in world politics, past and present.

Burak Kadercan is Associate Professor of Strategy and Policy at the US Naval War College and the author of Shifting Grounds:
The Social Origins of Territorial Conflict (Oxford University Press, 2023). The views expressed here are his own and do not
reflect those of the US Naval War College, the Department of the Navy, the Department of Defense, or the US Government.

138Erik Ringmar, ‘Performing international systems: Two East-Asian alternatives to the Westphalian order’, International
Organization, 66:1 (2012), pp. 1–25 (p. 1).

139Most notably, Amitav Acharya, ‘Global International Relations (IR) and regional worlds: A new agenda for International
Studies’, International Studies Quarterly, 58:4 (2014), pp. 647–59.

140For example, Ray Hudson, ‘The new geography and the new imperialism: 1870–1918’, Antipode, 9 (1977), pp. 12–19;
GerryKearns,Geopolitics and Empire:The Legacy of HalfordMackinder (Oxford: OxfordUniversity Press, 2009); GerryKearns,
‘Geography, geopolitics, and empire’,Transactions of the Institute of BritishGeographers, 35:2 (2010), pp. 187–203;GerryKearns,
‘Topple the racists 2: Decolonising the space and the institutional memory of geography’, Geography, 106:1 (2021), pp. 4–15.
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and the reality of the League of Nations’, European Journal of International Relations, 17:2 (2011), pp. 279–301 (p. 284).
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