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systems creates a world of haves and have-nots that furthers class distinctions. 
Understanding these divides and the hardships they impose is studied by the 
field of sociology.

A related area and additional layer that must be considered are the cultural 
borders that form nations. Nations can be defined in terms of language, reli-
gion, ethnicity, or a common historical experience. Such cultural distinctions 
provide us with some of the most important insights into the world’s people. 
There may be some 200 different states, but there are well over 6,000 languages, 
dozens of global religions, countless folk religions, and hundreds of different 
ethnic groups (see Map 0.5).

Though governments decide who belongs or has membership (generally 
referred to as citizenship) in a state, it is largely up to individuals to determine 
their cultural identity. The language 
of international studies makes these 
distinctions between political and 
cultural borders confusing. The 
countries that are members of the 
United Nations (UN), for example, 
are referred to as nation-states; with 
this term, there is an implicit assump-
tion that political borders and cul-
tural borders generally coincide. But 
such is not always the case, and the 
African continent offers an excellent 
example. There are fifty-four African 
states and over 300 distinct nations 
on the sub-Saharan African conti-
nent. Many of the problems sur-
rounding the violence, leadership, 
and economic stagnation in that 
region must begin with the recogni-
tion that there are many new states that have been formed that split very old 
nations. Questions of identity and how they affect the international system are 
studied in the field of anthropology.

One of the striking characteristics of our world today is that its inhabitants 
routinely cross these borders, and it is largely the impact of technology and 
technological innovation that has transformed the relationship between indi-
viduals and their political, economic, and cultural affiliations. Perhaps best 
exemplified by the telecommunications revolution and the presence of the 
World Wide Web, these technological developments permit much of the world’s 
people to be connected with one another in ways unimaginable only a few years 
ago. In just over 100 years, the transition from horse and buggy to cars and 
planes made people more physically mobile, while communications, through 
radio and television, transformed society. In the twenty-first century, it is the 

cultural borders
borders that delineate the 
nations of the world that form 
identities in terms of 
language, religion, ethnicity, 
or a common historical 
experience

How Do You Define 
Yourself?

By your . . .

a.	 country

b.	 state or town

c.	 religion

d.	 language

e.	 race or ethnic group

f.	 some combination of all

How Do You
Connect?

What Is One Item You  
Could Not Live Without?

a.	 mobile phone or smartphone

b.	 computer or tablet

c.	 iPod or MP3 player

d.	 books or other printed media

How Do You
Connect?

citizenship
the duties, rights, privileges, 
and responsibilities of 
individuals to and in the 
community in which they 
reside

technology
the practical application of 
science


