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How do maps relate to IR? 
The maps that we see everyday always show borders, or at least represent some forms of human 
constructions (such as streets, bridges, shops etc…) making unnatural constructs seem given and 
unproblematic. However, borders are not natural, or always agreed upon (Wilson, 1998). Therefore, our 
project consists of an analysis of  the concept of maps and how it shapes our way of seeing the world and 
nations. It is important to notice that it does not shape solely people’s views, but also politicians’ ones, 
actually often the map itself is influenced by the process of decision-making pursued by the politicians 
(Fotiadis, 2008). There are different types of maps, the one we chose is a political one, which depicts the 
continents, and within every continent the borders of every state are defined. This type of map does not 
provide us with any other information about the state of the various countries, like their economic or 
humanitarian condition, it only shows us the lines that delimit the country itself (Fotiadis, 2008). These 
lines are the borders, which have been drawn throughout history.  

 
For example, the countries of the Middle East possess really linear borders, which should be rare                

looking at the conformation of the land, but studying the history of the 20th century in that area, one can                    
see that those borders are the result of an agreement, signed in 1916, between the French and the English,                   
which goes by the name “Sykes-Picot Agreement”. This agreement was reached in consequence of the               
fall of the Ottoman Empire, and it determined the creation of Syria, Iraq, Palestine and Lebanon (all areas                  
maintained under the administrative control of France and United Kingdom). However there had been no               
consideration towards the different populations, and the different religions, creating a situation of internal              
tensions which lead eventually to internal conflicts which are still causing conflicts in the Middle East.                
Nonetheless this is only an example of how borders are often “artificially” made by a third party without                  
taking into account cultural and social constructs. We can also find borders that are not defined, such as                  
the border of Kosovo with Serbia. 

 
As discussed above, borders are socially constructed. According to the scholar Yuval Noah Harari              

the difference between humans and, for example, chimpanzees is that humans are able to cooperate               
because of myths we have created. Examples of these myths are money, religion but also nations and                 
thus: borders.(Harari) Furthermore, if one investigates the history of cartography, one detects a shift in               
how maps are regarded. In the recent history of cartography, two different main schools of thought can be                  
seen. The first is the map communication model. The main goal of making a map, according to this                  
school, was to make one optimal map. Though, this may seem logical at first sight, the map                 
communication model assumes that there is one best way to show the world. This positivist approach is                 
rejected by another scholar, JB Harley. Harley bases his assumptions mainly on writings by Derrida and                
Foucault, seeing maps as practices and relations of power-knowledge. This means that maps are              
reflections of a hegemonic view of the world. The specific use of the word power knowledge suggests                 
that at the same time maps function to uphold this hegemonic worldview. Harley died an untimely death                 
and was not able to create a proper research methodology to go along with his findings. However, other                  
scholars, like Jeremy Crampton have jumped in to fill the void. One of the main takeaway messages of                  
Crampton’s article ‘Maps as social constructions’ is that there should be a wider appreciation of the                
variety of possible cartographic forms (Crampton, 2001). 
 



We believe that this subject matters because maps frame our way of thinking about the world,                
nations and identity and therefore help shape our beliefs (Dijink, 1997). They have a real impact on policy                  
making on various levels (Xin, 2015). In the case of the Schengen area, that abolished border control                 
between 26 states, what would be left of neat borders without maps? Indeed, cultural ties are often more                  
regional than national. In the popular imagination, maps are really important to create a sense of national                 
unity. We therefore argue that people would not make sense of their national identity and of borders                 
themselves in the same way if they were not able to see a representation of them. In fact a whole branch                     
of the field of International Relations depends strongly on maps: Geopolitics, which the Cambridge              
Dictionary defines as both “the study of the way a country's size, position, etc. influence its power and its                   
relationships with other countries” and “political activity as influenced by the physical features of a               
country or area of the world”. Therefore this political theory is massively influenced by the position of a                  
country, not only by its position more closer to the sea or to the continent, but also by its border: which                     
countries are neighbouring, how strong and how different they are from the country taken in consideration                
(Xin, 2015). 

 
 
Our piece 
Through this piece, we make a statement. We do so by shifting away from a border-centric perspective,                 
through progressively erasing the borders shown on the map. A map that just shows lands and sea, like                  
the final result we produced would probably be considered as useless by most, since the focus is very                  
often set on states. Therefore, with this painted map we ask people a simple yet quite complex question:                  
why do borders matter so much? After all, from a slightly different perspective, one can argue that there is                   
plenty left to look at on that map: indeed knowing the whole surface of the earth and being able to                    
represent all the continents on a flat surface took cartographers centuries of research (Piper, 2002). We do                 
not necessarily aim to delegitimize borders all together in this piece. As Noah Harari has said. “Not all                  
myths are bad in themselves. Many of them enable us as a species to work together in ways other species                    
can not.” (Harari) However, we just want to force the viewer to reconsider their own preconceptions                
about borders and nations. 
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