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Sum m ary: International boundaries are m an made 
separation lines which divided between more then 200 different 
states which exist to day all over our globs. Anyhow, all of today's 
boundaries were created in the past; som etim es some years ago, 
som etim es som e decades ago and some boundaries were even 
established some hundred years ago. By this, they are legitimate 
targets for historical geography research.
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* * *

H istorical geography is dealing w ith p a s t geography, 
w ith geographical processes w hich took place in  the  p ast, w ith 
the  influence of h istorical events on the  landscape  and  w ith 
relicts of the  p a s t w hich exist in  the  p re sen t lan d scap e .

Political geography is dealing w ith the  re la tions betw een 
political activities and  the  landscape, w ith the  influence of 
political decisions on the  p rocesses of geographical changes 
(Jones 2004). One of the  m ost significant geo-political 
phenom enons is In te rna tiona l bou n d aries  w hich m arked  the 
territo ries of independen t s ta te s  (and som e ru led  areas) all 
over the  world (Prescott 1978).
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In te rna tiona l bo u n d aries  are m an  m ade separa tion  lines 
w hich divided betw een m ore th en  200 different s ta te s  w hich 
exist to day all over ou r globs (Biger 1996). These boundaries  
were described, a h u n d red  years  ago, by Lord C urzon of 
K edleston, la te r the  B ritish  foreign secretary , as  "the razor's 
edge on w hich h an g s su sp en d ed  the  m odern  issu es  of w ar and  
peace, or life or d ea th  to n a tio n s” (Curzon 1907).

In te rna tiona l boundaries, th e ir h istory, location, 
d isp u tes  concerning th e ir exact delim itation, th e ir strategically  
im portance, an d  o ther facts led m any  scho lars to deal w ith 
th a t  im portan t subject. In ternational lawyers, geographers, 
h is to rians, political sc ien tists , re sea rch ers  of in te rna tiona l 
re la tions, cartographers, m ilitary people, all are concern  w ith 
the  location of a boundary , its  legal s ta tu s , its  history, its  
defensible ability an d  so on (Schofield an d  al. 2002). M uch w as 
w ritten  ab o u t in te rna tiona l boundaries  in  the  rich  lite ra tu re  of 
Political Geography, m any  books are dealing w ith the 
geography of frontiers an d  b o undaries  an d  m any  are dealing 
today  w ith the  fu tu re  of the  in te rna tiona l b oundaries  in 
p e rh ap s  "borderless w orld” or the  role of b o undaries  in  the 
E uropean  Union.

Anyhow, all of today 's b o undaries  were created  in  the 
past; som etim es som e years  ago, som etim es som e decades ago 
an d  some b oundaries  like the  b o undary  betw een France and  
Spain  estab lished  in  1659 or the  Mexican - US boundary  
estab lished  in 1853 (Robert 2001) were even estab lished  some 
h u n d red  y ears  ago. W hat a ttra c ts  the  h istorical geographer in 
dealing w ith in te rna tiona l b o undaries  is th e ir role as  an  
histo rical geographical fea tu res, w hich were estab lished  in  the 
p a s t an d  still ex ists in  the  p resen t.

In th is  p resen ta tio n  I would like to deal w ith 
in te rna tiona l b o undaries  a s  an  h istorical -  geographical 
fea tu res an d  po in t to resea rch  opportun ity  w hich h a s  been 
done an d  can  be done on th is  subject. This will p re sen ts  by 
looking a t four m ain  po in ts:

1. In ternational B oundaries a s  historical-geographical relicts.
2. P ast in te rna tiona l b o undaries  a s  a p e rm an en t phenom enon 
influencing the  landscape.
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3. In ternational b o undaries  a s  lim its to effective regim es 
dealing w ith the  landscape.
4. The relation  betw een in te rna tiona l b o undaries  an d  nations.

In te r n a t io n a l b o u n d a r ie s  a s  g e o g r a p h ic a l r e l ic t s
In ternational b o undaries  are the  p ro d u c ts  of 

agreem ents betw een independen t coun tries w hich estab lished  
a  line w hich m ark s  each  sovereign territory. B oundaries 
u sually  reflect the  relation  betw een those co un tries, the ir 
am bitions, th e ir pow er, th e ir ability. In ternational boundaries  
reflect the  h istorical m om ents in  the  life of a  s ta te , w hen its 
lim its were m ade according to its  force an d  ability a t th a t  time. 
M oreover, in te rna tiona l boundaries  reflect the  physical 
landscape- location of rivers an d  m o un ta in  ran g es, forests, 
d ese rts , m arch es  etc. In ternational boundaries  som etim es 
follows physiographic boundaries, rivers (The Oder -  Neisse 
bo undary  betw een Poland an d  G erm any estab lished  after 
World W ar II), m o u n ta in  ranges (the Andes range betw een 
Chile an d  Argentine) or escarpm ents, som etim es term ed as 
"n a tu ra l boundaries". These boundaries  seem  to be especially 
acceptable criteria  a s  su ch  p ronounced  physical fea tu res often 
also sep ara te  cu ltu rally  d is tinc t areas. In the  early days of 
bo undary  estab lishm en t, physiographic fea tu res  were usefu l 
a s  they  were generally know n, could be visually recognized and  
were easy  to defend ag ainst outside aggressions. However, 
m any  of the  boundary  lines based  on su ch  physiographic 
fea tu res have created  m ajor difficulties concerning th e ir exact 
location. B oundaries were located according the  physical 
featu re  w hich la te r changed th e ir location.

H istorical geography resea rch  can  p resen t rivers th a t 
shifted th e ir course an d  have changing b read th  depth , and  
length  w hich let to coun tless  d isp u tes  over w hether the 
bo undary  shou ld  be along one of the  river b an k s, along the 
m ain  navigation channel, th rough  the  m edian  line of the 
w ater's  surface or som ew here else, a t the  tim e it w as 
estab lished . S u ch  a  case is the  b o undary  betw een United 
S ta tes  and  Mexico, estab lished  along the  Rio G rande (Rio 
Bravo in  the  M exican nam e) w hich w as shifted during  the 
years, producing  a  long d ispu te  settled  only 110 years  after its  
estab lishm ent. S uch  a  case is the  Israel -  Syria b o undary  line 
w hich according to the  original 1923 agreem ent betw een
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U nited Kingdom, w hich governed Palestine an d  The French 
Republic w hich govern Syria, ru n s  10 m. eas t of the  w ater level 
of the  Sea of Galilee (Biger 2004). The line w as estab lished  
w hen the  w ater level w as -208 m. below sea  level, now it is 
ab o u t - 213 m. below sea  level, p lacing the  ”10 m. line” in an  
unknow n place. O ther physiographic problem s are those of 
m o u n ta in  range boundary . Any m o un ta in  range h a s  
recognized c rest line, b u t they  rarely  coincide w ith the  region's 
w atershed . The placing of b o undaries  along c rest lines in 
m o u n ta in o u s a rea  (France -  Spain  b oundary  along the 
Pyrenean range) h a s  therefore led to w ater d isp u tes  concerning 
the  use  of rivers n e a r th e ir source.

Som etim es in te rna tiona l boundaries  reflect the 
ow nership of land , a s  it w as done in the  Palestine-Lebanon 
border agreem ent w hich w as signed betw een U nited Kingdom 
an d  France in  1923. O ther p a s t s itu a tio n s  su ch  a s  land  use, 
the  location of different strategically  poin ts, as  well a s  
econom ical resources, location of roads an d  railway, 
d ispersion  of different e thn ic  g roups an d  lo ts  m ore influenced 
the  location of o ther boundaries  all over the  world. As all of the 
in te rna tiona l bou n d aries  were estab lished  in  the  p a s t -  
som etim es in the  re sen t p a s t b u t som etim es h u n d re d s  of years 
ago, they  are p resen ting  the  s itua tion  in the  period, even the 
year, they  were estab lished . By th is , today 's  bo u n d aries  are 
relicts from the  p ast, w hich m ake them  a ta rge t for h istorical 
geography resea rch  (Butlin 1993).

Those b o undaries  are real relicts of the  past, ex ists in 
the  p re sen t land scap e  T h u s they  are legitim ated historical 
geography phenom enon  w hich h istorical geographers h a s  to 
deal w ith. Of the  m any  crite ria  for estab lish ing  a  b oundary  line 
the  ethn ic  criteria  (Clarke 2002) are those applied m ost often 
in  m odern  tim e, while in the  fu rth e r p ast, p rom inen t physical 
fea tu res in  the  landscape were m ore im portan t. E thnic 
bo undaries  were created  in  order to sep ara te  cu lturally  
uniform ed peoples so th a t a m inim um  of s tre ss  would be place 
up o n  them  (W aterm an 2002). The heterogeneous world 
population , however, could no t define b oundaries  th a t  are 
com pletely an d  exactly separa ted  people of different ch arac te r 
an d  a s  a resu lt, there  are e thn ic  m inorities in  a lm ost every 
s ta te . The definition of peoples, according to race, language or 
religion w as u sed  in  several cases, especially in  post World
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W ar I Europe, w hen the  b o undaries  of the  new  s ta te s  of 
Estonia, Latvia, L ithuania, Poland, Czechoslovakia, and  
Yugoslavia were located m ainly according those  criteria. . 
H istorical geography resea rch  dealing w ith the  historical 
m om ent in  w hich a b o undary  w as estab lished , can  p re sen t the 
h u m a n  geographical reaso n s for estab lish ing  su ch  boundaries, 
w hich som etim es were located according to railw ay lines 
(Turkey -  Syria boundary) or even village b o undaries  (Biger
2002).

H istorical geography an d  political h istory  resea rch  
bringing to ou r knowledge th a t m ost of today political 
bo undaries  were estab lished  in the  p a s t by E uropean  nations, 
directly or as  a rb itra to rs . In fact, it is difficult to identify any 
in te rna tiona l b oundary  th a t h a s  no t directly involved a 
E uropean  s ta te  or E uropean  people a t some stage of its 
h isto rical evolution. As m ost of today bo u n d aries  were 
estab lished  during  the  la s t 200 y ears  it p re sen t the  E uropean  
hegem ony in the  world during  the  period betw een 1750 and  
1950, a period in  w hich is the  m ain  ta rge t for h istorical 
geographers who focused th e ir a tten tion  to the  activities of 
those E uropean  S ta tes  in  Europe and  in  the  World a s  a  whole.

In te r n a t io n a l b o u n d a r ie s  a s  a  p a s t  p e r m a n e n t
fe a tu r e  in  t h e  la n d sc a p e
W hen in te rna tiona l b o undaries  were estab lishes, the 

whole idea were to estab lish  a p e rm an en t boundary , w hich will 
never be changed. A lthough every boundary  w as changed 
th ro u g h  history, and  ten d  to change, there  are some 
bo undaries  w hich were "frozen", p resen ting  geographical and  
political s itu a tio n  w hich existed long tim e ago. L andscapes 
were changed, political s itu a tio n s  were changed  b u t the 
location of the  boundary  w as never change. T h u s the 
bo undary  betw een Portugal an d  Spain  w as estab lished  in the 
13th cen tau ry  and , a lthough  nearly  everything w as change, 
the  location of it w as never really changed, except som e m inor 
local changes. The sam e hold tru e  for the  F rench-S pain  
bo undary  of the  17th century , the  early 19th cen tu ry  US- 
C anada boundary , Greece b o undaries  of early 20 th cen tu ry  and  
the  Scandinav ian  b o undaries  of the  19th century . M ost of 
African boundaries, a lthough  d ic ta ted  by E uropean  countries,
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an d  no t by the  local independen t regime, are p resen ting  the 
political s itu a tio n  of late 19th Europe. Here and  th e ir some 
m inor changes were done b u t as  a  w hole- African boundaries  
were frozen in  19th century . T hus N am ibia bou n d aries  are the 
bo undaries  of the  form er G erm an colony of S ou th  W est Africa 
a s  well as  the  bo u n d aries  of Congo are those  of the  Belgic 
colony of Congo, estab lished  in  the  late 19th century . Even 
m ore recen t boundaries, those of E as t Europe, w here drown 
after the  second World war, b u t reflected p a s t s itua tion  of the 
re la tion  betw een the  Soviet Union, U nited S ta tes  an d  B rita in  in 
1945. The existing of A ustrian  population  in  n o rth  Italy (South 
Tirol -  Alto-Adige) is an  outcom e of the  World W ar One, w hen 
Italy w as w ith the  w inning Alleys an d  A ustria  w as w ith the 
C en tral Powers w hich were defeated an d  so A ustria  lost th a t 
a rea  w hich w as tran sfe r to Italy. A lthough Italy w as in  the 
"wrong side" in the  Second World W ar it never lost th a t  a rea  
w hich is still in h ab itan t by lot of G erm an speakers  living in an  
"A ustrian" tow n an d  village landscape.

In te r n a t io n a l b o u n d a r ie s  a s  l im it s  o f  d if fe r e n t
p o lit ic a l  r e g im e s
In ternational b o undaries  are u sed  as  m ark ing  the  lim it 

of different political entities. As su ch , in te rna tiona l b o undaries  
can  becom e lines th a t  defined, and  still define, betw een two 
different h u m a n  landscape, each  influence an d  d ic ta tes by 
different political entities. H istorical political changes can  be 
done in one n igh t; geographical changes can  tak es  y ears  to be 
activated. This is why som e old p a tte rn s  of fields, streets , 
bu ild ings etc. are  stay  longer th en  the  location of the 
boundaries. E ast Berlin residen tial build ings are n o t like those 
one can  find in  W estern Berlin. Only u n d e rs tan d in g  the 
influence of boundary  w hich w as abolished m ore th en  20 
years  ago can  explain the  difference. M any build ing in Polish 
villages an d  tow ns, located in the  a rea  w hich w as a  G erm an 
a rea  before 1945, are still show  the  G erm an build ing style and  
the  G erm an road  p a tte rn . Am erican town s itu a ted  along the 
border w ith Mexico, a lthough  m ostly in h ab itan ts  now by the 
sam e people, have a  totally  o ther city p lan  th en  th e ir "twin 
cities” in the  M exican side. They have no PLAJA, w here lo ts of 
people are gathering  during  lunch-tim e an d  evening, w hich is 
typical for M exican cities. Only the  location of the  boundary ,

10



estab lished  in m id 19th cen tury , can  explain th a t  phenom ena. 
Only p a s t b o undaries  betw een S pan ish  an d  Portuguese 
colonial regime in  S ou th  America can  explain the  difference 
betw een the  language and  cu ltu ra l p a tte rn s  betw een Brazil 
an d  o ther S ou th  Am erica countries. T hus, historical- 
geographical knowledge of p a s t in te rna tiona l b oundaries  can 
help in the  research  of different p a s t landscape  an d  different 
geographical processes.

B o u n d a r ie s  an d  N a t io n s
O ur political world w as created  th ro u g h  a long historical 

process. Today we have nearly  200 independen t s ta te s  sharing  
m ore th en  300 land  b o undaries  betw een them . It seam  th a t 
the  location of those boundaries, were m ainly estab lished  as  to 
create a  series of na tion  s ta tes . T h u s Czechia is the  s ta te  of the 
Czech people, Slovakia of the  Slovakians, Poland for the  Poles, 
J a p a n  for the  Jap a n e se  people and  The N etherlands for the 
D utch  people. We can  say th a t  in  those exam ples, na tions 
created  the  boundaries. Anyhow, there  are coun tries  w hich 
were no t based  on one n a tion  b u t the  opposite process 
happened .

The b o undaries  estab lished  na tio n s  inside the ir 
location. S uch  a s  it are m ost of S ou th  an d  C entral America 
coun tries a s  m ost of the  African S ta tes. There w as no Chilean 
na tion  of Bolivian nation  as  well a s  a Nigerian n a tion  or 
G hanaian  na tion  before Chile, Bolivia, Nigeria an d  G hana w as 
estab lished  as  an  independen t s ta tes . T h u s a  world-wide view 
can  p resen t two m ain  m odels for the  relation betw een n a tio n s  
an d  s ta te 's  in te rna tiona l boundaries. The one is the  E uropean- 
A sian (The Old World) m odel of Nation C reated B oundaries -  
The Nation S tate  model, an d  the  Am erican -  African (The new 
world) Model of B oundaries created  N ations, The m u lti­
cu ltu ra l w hich tries  to u se  the  m elting pot technique in  order 
to build  a n a tion  in its  dictate  boundaries. T h u s the  Am erican 
Nation is a na tion  of those who were born  or settled  in a 
defined territo ry  -  betw een C anada  an d  Mexico (as well as 
A laska an d  Hawaii), along lines th a t were estab lished  in  the 
m id 19th century . A lthough th is  model canno t p redict anyth ing  
ab o u t the  fu tu re , it can  po in t to the  way the  independen t 
s ta te s  of today were estab lished  in  the  past.
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C o n c lu s io n s
W henever one looks a t a political m ap of today or of 

som e p a s t period, b o undary  lines are the  m ain  item s to be 
d iscussed . Those boundaries, som e of them  were born , lived, 
som etim es changed an d  som etim es died, while o ther 
b o undaries  survived. T h u s any  resea rch  w hich will try  to 
u n d e rs tan d  the  location, the  con tinuation , the  existence or 
d isappearing  of an  in te rna tiona l boundary  is m aking an  
historical-geography research .

The h istorical geographers, who are com bining in  the ir 
resea rch  area  s tu d ies  w ith  knowledge of the  p ast, can , and  
have to have th e ir place in  the  scholarly  world of boundary  
research .

To sum  up -  In ternational bo u n d aries  are m an- m ade 
changeable fea tu res influencing the  landscape. By th is , they 
are legitim ate ta rge ts  for h istorical geography research . 
Moreover, as  there  are still a  g rea t m any  (over 100) boundary  
an d  territo ria l d isp u tes  a ro u n d  the  world, h istorical geography 
resea rch  can  help to solve them  by p resen ting  the  p a s t 
geographical s itua tion  an d  the  evolution of the  boundary  
th ro u g h  the  ages.
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