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features that most strongly define the various 
parts of any given system (see Table 1.1). Every 
day, you cross borders physically and intellectu-
ally. You leave your home to cross from street to 
street, city to city, state to state, or even country to 
country. In your classes, you look at the world 
through different lenses that guide your educa-
tional experience from art to science. As we look 
to understand the multiple dimensions of the 
international system from a variety of perspec-
tives and vantage points, we will examine five 
major types of borders: geographic, political, eco-
nomic, social, and cultural.

In the popular Cosmos: A Spacetime Odyssey 
documentary series, host Neil deGrasse Tyson says 
our cosmic address begins on Earth, then the solar 
system, the Milky Way galaxy, and all the way to the observable universe! Look-
ing at Earth from outer space, it appears as a peaceful blue globe distinguished 
by landmasses and bodies of water. Upon closer inspection, we can begin to 
identify rivers, deserts, and mountain ranges (see Map 0.1 in the color insert). 
These geographic borders affect how and where humans have settled and the 
degree to which they interact with one another. The academic field of geography 
studies these borders, measured by bodies of water, various elevations, and 
expanses of forest and desert.

Over time, these geographic borders have changed, shifted, expanded, and 
shrunk. Volcanoes, glaciers, earthquakes, and meandering rivers transform the 
landscape. Geographic borders are also altered by the environmental impact of 
melting polar ice caps, retreating wetlands, and expanding deserts. Furthermore, 
such borders have shifted because people increasingly live in large groups today, 
where they once did not. The valleys subject to monsoon flooding in Bangladesh 
and the converted deserts of wildfire-prone areas of southern California are 
examples of two such areas where large numbers of people now live.

While geographic borders may shift, they are still fairly simple to identify. 
The rest of the borders of international studies, however, are distinguished in a 
more nuanced manner. Looking at a modern map of the world (see Map 0.2 in 
the color insert), we see a series of recognizable lines and boundaries. These 
lines represent the political borders of the world. These political borders form 
states, critically powerful actors in the world today. Defined largely by govern-
ments in control within these boundaries, states remain a primary focus for 
students of international studies.

The sheer number of states is important to recognize as well. Today, there are 
almost 200 independent states. Only 100 years ago, roughly fifty states existed. 
By the start of World War II, there had been little change. Because the end of 
World War II brought incredible devastation to the European continent and 
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1.1

 
Type of Border

Main Unit of 
Analysis

Primary Academic 
Field of Study

Geographic Physical earth Geography

Political States Political science

Economic Markets Economics

Social Class Sociology

Cultural Nations Anthropology

geographic borders
borders that delineate the 
physical world (mountains, 
oceans, rivers, deserts, ozone) 
and affect how and where 
humans have settled and the 
degree to which they interact 
with one another

political borders
borders that delineate the 
governing entities of the world 
and that are distinguished on 
the basis of territory, 
population, governments, and 
recognition by others


