Taylor & Francis

Taylor & Francis Group

The Territorial Trap: The Geographical Assumptions of International Relations Theory
Author(s): John Agnew

Source: Review of International Political Economy , Spring, 1994, Vol. 1, No. 1 (Spring,
1994), pp. 53-80

Published by: Taylor & Francis, Ltd.

Stable URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/4177090

7 Oseq=&cd=pf
reference#references_tab_contents
ou may need to log in to JSTOR to access the linked references.

REFERENCES

icle:

JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide
range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and
facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at
https://about.jstor.org/terms

Taylor & Francis, Ltd. is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend access to
Review of International Political Economy

JSTOR

This content downloaded from
85.70.110.147 on Thu, 15 Oct 2020 07:40:04 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms


https://www.jstor.org/stable/4177090
https://www.jstor.org/stable/4177090?seq=1&cid=pdf-reference#references_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/4177090?seq=1&cid=pdf-reference#references_tab_contents

Review of International Political Economy 1:1 Spring 1994

The territorial trap:
the geographical assumptions of
international relations theory

John Agnew

Maxwell Graduate School of Citizenship and Public Affairs,
Syracuse University

ABSTRACT

Even when political rule is territorial, territoriality does not necessarily
entail the practices of total mutual exclusion which dominant understand-
ings of the modern territorial state attribute to it. However, when the
territoriality of the state is debated by international relations theorists the
discussion is overwhelmingly in terms of the persistence or obsolescence
of the territorial state as an unchanging entity rather than in terms of its
significance and meaning in different historical-geographical circum-
stances. Contemporary events call this approach into question. The end of
the Cold War, the increased velocity and volatility of the world economy,
and the emergence of political movements outside the framework of
territorial states, suggest the need to consider the territoriality of states in
historical context. Conventional thinking relies on three geographical
assumptions — states as fixed units of sovereign space, the domestic/foreign
polarity, and states as ‘containers’ of societies — that have led into the
‘territorial trap’.

In political theory definitions of the state have two aspects. One involves
the exercise of power through a set of central political institutions. The
other entails the clear spatial demarcation of the territory within which
the state exercises its power. The former has been uppermost in discus-
sions of state-society relations and the relative autonomy of the state in
relation to other putative causes of social life. In international relations
theory, however, the second aspect has been crucial. It has been the
geographical division of the world into mutually exclusive territorial
states that has served to define the field of study. Indeed, the term
‘international relations’ implies a focus on the relations between ter-
ritorial states in contradistinction to processes going on within state
territorial boundaries. State and society are thus related within the
boundaries, but anything outside relates only to other states.
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The historical development of the relationship between the two as-
pects of the state has not been well explored. As Walker (1993) has pointed
out, political theory has largely concerned itself with ‘domestic’ politics.
Meanwhile in international relations theory the (any) state’s essential
territoriality has been taken for granted. Much of the literature on
international relations assumes implicitly that a state is a fixed territorial
entity (even if its actual boundaries can change) operating much the same
over time and irrespective of its place within the global geopolitical
order; a state is territorial much like life on earth is terrestrial.

The question of the persistence or the obsolescence of the territorial
state has given rise to considerable previous discussion among interna-
tional relations theorists (the locus classicus is Herz, 1957). But debate has
been overwhelmingly in terms of the presence or absence of the ter-
ritorial state rather than in terms of its significance and meaning as an
actor in different historical circumstances. This point has been ‘lost in
endless controversies over whether states are here forever or are about to
disappear into some global cosmopolis’ (Walker, 1993: 14).

Systems of rule or political organization need not be either territorial,
where geographical boundaries define the scope of membership in a
polity a priori (for example, in kinship or clan systems space is occupied
as an extension of group membership rather than residence within a
territory defining group membership as in territorial states), or fixed
territorially (as with nomads). But the main point of contention inspiring
this paper is that even when rule s territorial and fixed, territory does not
necessarily entail the practices of total mutual exclusion which the
dominant understanding of the territorial state attributes to it. Indeed,
depending on the nature of the geopolitical order of a particular period,
territoriality has been ‘unbundled’ by all kinds of formal agreements and
informal practices, such as common markets, military alliances, mone-
tary and trading regimes, etc. (Ruggie, 1993: 165).

The objective of this paper is to identify and describe the geographical
assumptions that have led international relations theory into the ‘ter-
ritorial trap’. To this end, the first section offers a short discussion of
space and spatiality. A second section provides a review of the position
taken on the territorial state in the ‘mainstream’ of international rela-
tions. The specific geographical assumptions that underpin the conven-
tional representation are then examined. These are held to define a
‘territorial trap’ for the field as a whole. A final section sketches some
recent trends in the world economy that point to the emergence of new
spatial forms that the idea of a state territoriality with fixed characteris-
tics cannot adequately capture. International relations theory needs to
move out of the territorial trap.
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THE TERRITORIAL TRAP
SPACE AND SPATIALITY IN SOCIAL SCIENCE

The representations of space we use in everyday life to signify our
political, social, religious, and moral outlooks — left/right, central/
peripheral, beyond/within — go largely unremarked. They are unremark-
able yet deeply symbolic of how we define what is right and wrong and
whom we identify with and against. They are not explicit in the sense of
terms we are self-conscious about. A similar situation holds for the
conceptions of space and spatiality that have taken hold in the various
social science fields such as international relations. They are usually
implicit or taken for granted rather than openly advertised or
contemplated.

In the context of this paper ‘space’ is taken to refer to the presumed
effect of location and spatial setting, or where political-economic pro-
cesses are taking place, upon those processes. Spatiality refers to how
space is represented as having effects. Apart from a small group of
scholars interested in such representations themselves (e.g. Ashley, 1988;
Weber, 1992; O’Tuathail, 1993a; Walker, 1993) space has been understood
most commonly by social scientists in either of two ways. The first sees
space as territorial. In other words, space is viewed as a series of blocks
defined by state territorial boundaries. Other geographical scales (local,
global, etc.) are disregarded. This usually taken-for-granted representa-
tion of space appears dominant in such fields as political sociology,
macroeconomics, and international relations. A second understanding
views space as structural. From this point of view, geographical entities of
one sort or another, nodes, districts, regions, etc., have spatial effects that
result from their interaction or relationship with one another. For exam-
ple, an industrial core area is paired with a resource periphery in a
structural relationship of superiority/subordination. This understand-
ing is usually much more self-conscious in its opposition to the first and
is characteristic of much human geography, economic history, and
dependency theories in sociology.

One feature both understandings share is a lack of historical conscious-
ness about the appropriateness of particular spatialities. Rather than a
lack of attention to space and a privileging of time, these understandings
have idealized fixed representations of territorial or structural space as
appropriate irrespective of historical context. In particular, in its attach-
ment to a territorial spatiality international relations theory ‘has been
one of the most spatially oriented sites of modern social and political
thought’ (Walker, 1993: 13).

The present historical moment has made the nature of spatiality in a
wide range of fields an open question in ways that it has not been since
the early part of this century (Kern, 1983). The dissolution of the Cold
War, the increased velocity and volatility of the world economy, the
emergence of political movements outside the framework of territorial
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states (arms control, human rights, ecological, etc.), all call into question
the established understanding of the spatio-temporal framing of ‘inter-
national relations’.

THE TERRITORIAL STATE AND INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS
THEORY

The merging of the state with a clearly bounded territory is the geograph-
ical essence of the field of international relations. The centrality of the
association ranges from realist and neo-realist positions where it is key,
to liberalism and idealism where it appears relatively less important.
Even that body of work which takes ‘geography’ seriously, in the sense of
adding contiguity or ‘regional ecology’ to models of inter-state be-
haviour, sees geography as a body of fixed facts setting the environment
for the action of territorial states that are essentially the same today as 200
years ago and as much so in Africa as in Europe (e.g. Ward, 1990). A least
space other than that within the borders of the state gains recognition!
But it is important to emphasize that a neo-realist synthesis combining
elements of liberalism, the state as equivalent to a rational individual
exercising free choice, with a state-centred politics, in which that choice
is constrained by the presence of anarchy beyond state borders, has
become something of an orthodoxy in American international relations
(Ashley, 1984; Shimko, 1992; Inayatullah and Rupert,1993). So, one can
characterize the central tendency in the field as a whole even while
acknowledging that differences of emphasis do exist. Even among
‘globalist’ perspectives (including dependency theories and world-
systems theory) only ‘critical’ international relations theory (e.g. Cox,
1987; Gill, 1993) avoids the ‘territorial trap’.

The importance of the territorial state and the similar ontological roles
(including a fixed identity) it performs within their theories can be seen
in the recent writings of two influential but distinctive theorists: Ken-
neth Waltz (1979) and Robert Keohane (1984). The claim involved in
examining their writings is not that their work constitutes a ‘scientific
sample’ of all points of view among scholars in international relations.
The ‘median’ would be better represented by Gilpin (1987). Rather, it is
that they have been especially influential figures towards either end of a
continuum of viewpoints in neo-realism stretching from realism (Waltz)
towards liberalism (Keohane). Focusing on the ends of the continuum
establishes a field of disciplinary practice rather than setting up what
could be a median ‘straw man’ alone with his private neo-realism.

Waltz first established his realist view of international relations with
the publication of his influential work Man, the State and War (1959). In
this work he compared three images of the origins of war— human nature,
the domestic constitution of states, and the international system. He
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THE TERRITORIAL TRAP

concluded that the third of these was the best basis for a theory of war.
His later work continued this emphasis by focusing on the ‘structures of
inter-state relations’ and totally excluding the internal character of states
from the purview of international relations as a field of study. For Waltz
the structure of the international system has three features: it is anarchic,
without any higher authority; states all perform the same functions and
are equivalent units; and there is an uneven distribution of resources and
capacities among states. From these key features he draws a number of
inferences, in particular that the balance of power is the central mecha-
nism of the international system and that at any specific moment the
overall system’s shape is determined by the nature and number of its
Great Powers. Since 1945 the international system has thus involved a
bipolar balance of power between two Great Powers in contrast to the
multipolarity of the early 19th century.

Waltz’s (1979) account rests on a ‘strong’ conception of the territorial
state. Unlike classical realist positions, such as that of Morgenthau (1948),
Waltz bases his argument on the presumption of international anarchy
rather than Fallen Human Nature or the desire to master others. In this
construction, fear of domination by others rather than the desire to
dominate them drives inter-state competition (Shimko, 1992: 294). This
leads Waltz to take the territorial character of the state to an extreme in his
claim that international relations should be studied only at the systemic
level. This is because it is the anarchy beyond state borders that interna-
tional relations as a field takes as its subject. The order within state
borders is for others to study. From this point of view states are unitary
actors whose nature is determined by their interaction with one another.
Each state pursues a calculus of status maximization relative to the others.
No spatial unit other than the territory of the state is involved in
international relations. Processes involving sub-state units (e.g. lo-
calities, regions) or larger units (e.g. world regions, the globe) are
necessarily excluded. It is a dangerous world out there and if a state (read:
our state) is not ready for a competitive environment then it is headed for
disaster. This was a reassuring hard-headed message for Americans
during the Cold War!

Waltz’s ‘system of states’ is also structural and ahistorical. If the
examples used by Waltz are a guide to his thinking, then antagonistic
territorial states have been around at least since the time of the Greek
philosopher-historian Thucydides. The 17th-century political philoso-
pher Hobbes stands in direct succession to Thucydides as a philosopher
of political realism; an absurd contention to many historians of political
thought (see, for example, Johnson, 1993). Waltz pays no attention to the
question of the distinctiveness of the modern international system and
its roots in the growth of capitalism and centralized military competition
in the 16th to 18th centuries. To retain a parsimonious structural model oof
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international relations Waltz sacrifices historical validity. ‘The state sys-
tem’ thus has an existence outside the historical contexts in which it has
evolved.

The question Keohane (1984) seeks to address is the orthodox ‘idealist’
one of how cooperation is possible in the international system without a
dominant or hegemonic power. His book was prompted by growing
discussion of the ‘relative decline’ of the United States and what might
replace the ‘hegemonic stability’ the United States had brought to the
world economy. The concern with hegemonic stability is very much of a
piece with the ideological geopolitical discourse of the Cold War period.
Much of Keohane’s argument relies upon the concept of ‘regimes’ —‘rules,
norms, principles, and decision-making procedures’ — governing the
institutionalization of the international economy, especially in trade and
finance, since the Second World War. In this framework the behaviour of
states is not only the result of the competitive pursuit of power in an
anarchic world. There are also important incentives for international
cooperation; the regimes and formal international institutions that result
can significantly restrict state conduct. This is because states are regarded
as utility rather than status maximizers. They can gain simultaneously
rather than always at one another’s expense. So, all (or some) can benefit
from cooperation.

However, the territorial state remains the central actor. The pattern of
international economic relations is seen as determined largely by the
policies of states and states’ relative economic importance and decline.
There is no sense of the state in its ‘state-society’ aspect and, hence, of the
political and economic processes within state borders that shape state
policies. Moreover, unlike some of Keohane’s previous writing in which
he argued that non-state actors (such as multinational and global corpor-
ations) were eroding the absolute power of states, in this work there is no
attention to either the global political-economic system in which indi-
vidual states are situated or to the shifting balance between state-
territorial and other spatial scales of political-economic determination.
Perhaps he is accepting the assumption of fixed state-territoriality in
order to dispute those, such as Waltz, who claim the impossibility of
meaningful cooperation between states?

I would hypothesize that three contextual factors have interacted to
reproduce the dominant view about state territoriality found in such
apparently different works as those of Waltz and Keohane. One is the
preference for abstract and ‘closed system’ thinking among advocates of a
scientific (positivist) approach to international relations (on open and
closed systems in scientific thought see Bhaskar, 1979). From this per-
spective a ‘state’ is an ideal-type or logical object rather than any
particular state and, thus, states can be written about without reference to
the concrete conditions in which they exist. If the system of international
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relations is thought of as an ‘open system’, such abstract (ahistorical and
aspatial) theorizing becomes impossible. Causal chains would form and
dissolve historically and geographically. They could not be reduced to a
set of primitive terms that would hold true across space and through
time. Essential state territoriality is such a primitive term.

A second support has come from the muddling of two terms, state and
nation. In the political science literature the term ‘nation-state’ is often
used as synonymous with territorial state. This seems innocent enough,
except that itendows the territorial state with the legitimacy of represent-
ing and expressing the ‘character’ or ‘will’ of the nation. Since the 19th
century the term ‘nation’ has carried connotations of both cultural
singularity and self-governance that boost the transcendental signifi-
cance of the territorial state when it is associated with them (Doty, 1993).

A third contextual factor discouraging more dynamic conceptions of
statehood and its geographies lies in the intellectual division of labour
and associated intellectual taxonomy of the ‘fields’ of political science that
emerged in the aftermath of the First World War. The ‘international’
(meaning inter-state) was theorized as separate and distinct from the
national/domestic, requiring a more homogeneous and uniform concep-
tion of the state as an actor from that adopted by students of ‘domestic’
political life (the image of family cosiness is shared!), and restricted to
studying and proffering advice on managing relations between ter-
ritorial states (see Carr, 1939).

But what are the geographical assumptions that have led to the priv-
ileging of a territorial conception of the state in the first place? First, state
territories have been reified as set or fixed units of sovereign space. This
has served to dehistoricize and decontextualize processes of state forma-
tion and disintegration. Classical realism and idealism have both relied
heavily upon this assumption. But it can be regarded as the ‘rock-bottom’
geographical assumption that underwrites the others. Indeed, some
commentators have restricted their attention entirely to this one (e.g.
Weber, 1992; Walker, 1993). Second, the use of domestic/foreign and
national/international polarities has served to obscure the interaction
between processes operating at different scales; for example, the link
between the contemporary globalization of certain manufacturing in-
dustries and the localization of economic development policies. This
assumption has been particularly important in neo-realism’s fixation on
the ‘national’ economy as the fundamental geographical entity in inter-
national political economy. Third, the territorial state has been viewed as
existing prior to and as a container of society. As a consequence, society
becomes a national phenomenon. This assumption is common to all
types of international relations theory.

From an analytic point of view the ‘territorial trap’ is set from three
directions, but operates empirically when at least one of the second two is
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combined with the first assumption. The first, therefore, is particularly
powerful. The assumptions and how they combine are now examined in
detail.

STATE SOVEREIGNTY AND TERRITORIAL SPACE

The concept of ‘security’ is closely associated in the field of international
relations with defending the integrity of the state’s territorial space. But
this has not signified defence of human, cultural, or ecological security,
except incidentally. What is at stake is the survival and maintenance of
the sovereignty of the state over its territory. The total sovereignty of the
state over its territorial space in a world fragmented into territorial states
gives the state its most powerful justification. Without this a state would
be just another organization. Its claim to sovereignty is what dis-
tinguishes the state. Conversely, if there are states then there must be
sovereignty (Waltz, 1979; Gilpin, 1981).

However, the idea of state sovereignty in anything like its modern form
is arelatively recent one. It emerged in late medieval Europe in the face of
the collapse of the well-established principle of hierarchical subordina-
tion (Ruggie, 1993). In medieval Europe there were few fixed boundaries
between different political authorities. Regional networks of kinship and
interpersonal affiliation left little scope for fixed territorial limits. Vio-
lence was widespread not because state borders were clearly established
but because of frequent switches in political allegiance across fuzzy
boundaries (compare Fischer, 1992). Communities were united only by
allegiances and personal obligation rather than abstract individual
equality or citizenship in a geographically circumscribed territory. Space
was organized concentrically around many centres depending upon
current political affiliations rather than a singular centre with established
territorial boundaries. In Western Europe the term ‘sovereignty’ was
formally associated with the authority of a monarch (Poulantzas, 1980).
Time was thought of in terms of repetition of the past rather than an
unfolding of novel events in a cumulative or progressive sequence. It was
known only as cyclical - seasonal, annual, natural (birth, lifetime, death).
The experience of events was not yet associated with a particular ‘na-
tional’ history.

The modern territorial state steadily replaced the plurality of hierarchi-
cal bonds with an exclusive identity based upon membership in the
common juridical space defined by the writ of the state. In other words,
‘the principle of hierarchial subordination gradually gave way to the
principle of spatial exclusion’ (Walker, 1990: 10). The older hierarchial
arrangements in Europe involving the Roman Church and the Holy
Roman Empire, feudal obligations, and theological claims to just rule,
gradually dissolved. Identification of citizenship with residence in a
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particular territorial space became the central facet of political identity
(Sack, 1986; Sahlins, 1989; Greengrass, 1991). Sovereignty shifted from
the person of the monarch, identified with a ‘divine cosmos’, to the
territory of the state and state institutions (Collins, 1989).

In both political theory and practice the central dilemma became the
political control of the people released from their customary obligations
under religious-dynastic authority. The older religious-dynastic commu-
nities had relied on a chain of command extending from God through the
sovereign and his/her links of political obligation, to the humble subject
at the base of the pyramid of power. As this broke down an alternative
subjectivity emerged. By and large the new subjectivity involved the
emergence of an individual self-conscious subject constrained in various
ways by the rationality of the state and/or the market (a mechanism for
coordinating anonymous transactions). Theorists from Hobbes to Rou-
sseau, Kant, and Hegel offered different accounts of this new subjectivity.
In Hegel, arguably the most important philosopher of the modern state,
the individual person was an agent only through the state’s definition
and enforcement of private property rights:

. . . capable of owning, acting according to private will, entering
into contract, establishing [a] career, accountable legally and mor-
ally for stealing from others, and worthy of being held responsible
individually for the successes and failures in [their] life.
(Connolly, 1988: 118)

In this construction only the state could guarantee the harmonization
of society. Only within the territorial boundaries of the modern state
could the self-conscious subject of modern history emerge. This, in turn,
gave rise to the fundamental distinction between places inside the
borders of the territorial state in which ‘authentic politics’ — the pursuit
of justice and virtue — was possible, and the space outside where it was
not (Walker, 1990; 1993). Walker gives an eloquent summary of the
inside = politics, outside = force logic:

Inside particular states we have learned to aspire to what we like to
think of as universal values and standards - claims about the nature
of the good society, freedom, democracy, justice, and all the rest. But
these values and standards have in fact been constructed in relation
to particular communities. They depend on a tacit recognition that
these values and standards have been achieved only because we
have been able to isolate particular communities from those outside
- an isolation that implies the continuing legitimacy of war and
violence.

(Walker, 1990: 11-12)
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Politics thus was theoretically possible only on the basis of territorial
affiliation rather than non-spatial/categorical identities. This bias was
reinforced by the strong identification with the ‘imagined community’ of
the nation which followed the French Revolution (Anderson, 1983).
Identities, such as those of class or gender, though difficult to organize
under modern conditions have certainly not been absent. What has been,
for those captivated by the solution to the problem of subjectivity
provided by the territorial state, is any recognition of this. Theoretically
such categorical identities undermine the key link between sovereignty
and security. Security is only possible for a tightly defined spatial unit
endowed with sovereignty. Hence, politics, in the sense of the pursuit of
justice and virtue, could exist only within territorial boundaries. Outside
is danger, realpolitik, and the use of force. Security is then, by definition,
the defence of a particular spatial sovereignty and the politics within it.

This relationship of security to spatial sovereignty has had four con-
sequences for international relations theory. First, it has led to the
definition of political identity in exclusively state-territorial terms. This
can be seen as progressive in the sense that state sovereignty can involve
an active embrace of popular membership or citizenship as opposed to
hierarchial subordination by empires, superpowers, or multinational
corporations (Wolin, 1960). However, in the contemporary world there is
a remarkable flowering of alternative political identities of a sectoral
(gender, ecological, etc.), ethnic, and regional character related in part to
the threats to ‘security’ that emanate from changes in military techno-
logy, global ecological problems, and resistance to repressive bureaucra-
tic government. Increasingly, orthodox thinking about security must
engage with shifting sensibilities about political identity (Dalby, 1991;
Routledge, 1993). Conceptions of ‘universal” human rights, for example,
cynically exploited during the Cold War for political advantage, now are
used to call into question conventional definitions of legal sovereignty
and the ‘right’ of governments to mistreat their citizens, shelter war
criminals, or engage in drug trafficking.

In the dominant understanding, geographically variegated, as op-
posed to territorially homogeneous, forms of political community have
been eliminated from consideration by the close association of security
with spatial sovereignty. This reflects a persisting tendency in modern
European thought to view the autonomy of ‘intermediate’ or non-
governmental organizations as a threat to the vital interests of both
individual liberty and the territorial state (Frug, 1980: 1089). Indeed,
eradicating the power of intermediate groups was for long seen as
simultaneously advancing both the interests of individuals and state
interests. Powerful subsidiary bodies could be seen as representing a
threat to the monopoly of sovereignty exercised by the territorial state. To
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permit more than one sovereign to function within one territory would
create imperium in imperio, a dispute over jurisdiction.

Moreover, individual liberty could be guaranteed only if there is
limited possibility of coercion and interference by other organizations in
state ‘protection’ and regulation of individual citizens. Yet, non-state
forms of political community can be defended precisely in terms of their
contribution to political freedom and the pursuit of the good life. The
arguments of Jefferson and Tocqueville about the stimulus to democracy
provided by membership in local primary groups relied upon this point
of view.

Second, and also related to a spatially exclusive definition of political
identity, is the rigid separation between those people within the ter-
ritorial space pursuing ‘universal’ values (politics) and those outside
practising different, and inferior, values. This is one dimension of the so-
called problem of the Other, in which the people of states other than one’s
own are represented and incorporated into the world of sovereign states
either as ‘barbarians’, uncivilized and dangerous but capable of co-
existence, ‘heretics’, very dangerous dissenters who threaten the stability
of the system of states and who must be suppressed or converted, or
‘primitives’, those who have not yet gained recognition as states and
await incorporation into the ‘community of nations’ (Rosow, 1990: 294-9)

In the contemporary world these Others are less easily marginalized
than in the past, even as the classic representations of them persist. In
particular, massive international migrations, the emergence of middle-
level or world-regional ‘superpowers’ (e.g. India), and the deterritorializ-
ation of the communications media combine to limit the confinement of
Others in spatial reservations. It has become increasingly obvious to
more people that the spaces occupied by Others have long been con-
nected to the rest of the world, especially to its Civilized Territories,
rather than separated or autonomous. Until recently, however, ‘The
presumption that spaces are autonomous has enabled the power of
topography to successfully conceal the topography of power’ (Gupta and
Ferguson, 1992: 9).

Third, and most misleadingly in terms of the actual ‘content’ of state
territoriality, the security-spatial sovereignty nexus involves viewing the
territorial state ‘not in its historical particularity, but abstractly, as an
idealised decision-making subject’ (Ashley, 1988: 238). The actual pro-
cesses out of which different states have arisen are obscured in favour of
an ideal-type territorial state. By way of example, consider the different
processes of expansion and incorporation by which the modern states of
Britain, the United States, and Germany were created. Modern Britain
was the outcome of conquest and dynastic inheritance of adjacent
territories by a succession of English monarchs over 600 years working
from an initially limited regional base. The United States came about
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through the settlement of a vast continental tract by immigrants from
Europe and Africa engaged in an expansion that took only about 150
years. Modern Germany was created in the mid-19th century by the
incorporation of many small German-speaking principalities into a
Prussian-dominated reich. Each of these is a territorial state but each has
distinctive origins, geographic scale, and founding mythology. Students
of comparative politics appreciate this. But the peculiar intellectual
division of labour in the social sciences has students of international
political economy bundling all of these states together. This has under-
mined the possibility of seeing the various states as bringing unique
contributions in values and behaviour to the system of states, especially
in terms of predispositions towards favouring either economic or mili-
tary relationships with other states (Rosecrance, 1986).

The lack of interest in the creation of specific states has allowed the
European confusion of ‘state’ and ‘nation’, particulary strong in the
English language, to legitimize the idea of a world made up of singular
territorial states through a claim to ethnic or national representation by
states when in fact most states are not ethnically homogeneous (Ra’anan,
1991). The states are the same, it is nations that differ. It was the success of
German and Italian unification in the 19th century that confirmed the
‘nation-state’ as the paradigmatic political unit. This naturalized the
territorial state in either one of two ways. The first, notable in the German
and Italian cases, was through the dual nature of a nationalism that
offered both the universalistic, progressive ideal of the American and
French pioneers of the 18th century and a collective political identity
based on the ‘awakening’ of an archaic volkgeist (folk-spirit). The second,
exemplified by the British, American, and French cases, was by the
imposition of an ethnic or cultural representation of the national history
on an older civic model of statehood.

Fourth, and finally, the principle of state sovereignty ‘denies alterna-
tive possibilities because it fixes our understanding of the future oppor-
tunities in relation to a distinction between history and progress within
statist communities and mere contingency outside them’ (Walker, 1990:
14). The only alternatives for political organization as we can imagine it
are either continuing division into territorial states or integration into a
global superstate. This rests on the view that government through states
is necessary because of the axiomatic untrustworthiness of people. ‘If
men [sic] were to be safe in each other’s company, they needed a
fundamentally external guarantee of their security — a familiar Hobbe-
sian argument’ (Dunn, 1979: 23). But this is not an argument without its
own problems. As Locke suggested, the trustworthiness of government
remained the larger question: ‘This is to think that Men are so foolish that
they take care to avoid what Mischiefs may be done them by Pole-cats or
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Foxes, but are content, nay think it safety, to be devoured by Lions’ (Locke,
1967 edn, quoted in Dunn, 1979: 24).

In fact, the territorial state as a primary mode of political organization
is no older than the 18th century, though it has older roots. This is so
despite the best efforts of international relations theorists to find it in the
Greece of Thucydides or the Italy of Machiavelli (Garst, 1989). The
European medieval world was one of local and hierarchical rather than
territorial and horizontal allegiances. As late as the Elizabethan period in
England, the dominant ‘world picture’ was still that of ‘an ordered
universe arranged in a fixed system of hierarchies’ (Tillyard, 1943: 13).
Great power could be exercised by small places; city-states such as
Venice, Florence, and Liibeck were world powers. This may never occur
again in the way it did before, although the emergence of Hong Kong,
Singapore, and Kuwait as important financial and industrial centres is
suggestive of a move towards ‘node and network’ forms of political-
economic organization. What is more important to note here is that the
spatial scope of political organization has not been set for all time in a
particular mould. The territorial state is not a sacred unit beyond histor-
ical time. The state-centring of conventional renditions of international
relations assumes precisely that.

THE DOMESTIC/FOREIGN POLARITY

Regarding territorial states as the ‘nodes’ of international political econ-
omy, many theorists adopt what can be thought of as a version of abstract
individualism (Inayatullah and Rupert, 1993). Its theoretical origin lies
with Hobbes’s world of ‘war of all against all’ in which territorial states
are understood as individuals struggling against one another for wealth
and power. In this construction, the territorial state is viewed, as in the
political economy of mercantilism, as a single, abstract individual: a
domestic polity or economy, understood as an identity, in an environ-
ment of international anarchy. This is an especially important feature of
so-called neo-realist arguments (Milner, 1991).

Mercantilism was aloose set of practices and policies followed by many
European states in the 17th and 18th centuries. It was never a coherent
economic theory or doctrine. Its most important characteristic was an
overt economic nationalism. This was based on the idea that the world’s
wealth was basically fixed in size and that, consequently, one state’s gain
could come only at the expense of another state’s loss. States were thus
locked into a permanent and deadly competition for wealth and trading
advantage.

In the context of the general economic stagnation of the 17th century
this perspective had a certain plausibility. However, the view that
national economies were the basic building blocks of economic activity
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in general became strongly grounded in economic and political philoso-
phy. We are its inheritors. The liberal political economy of Adam Smith
and his successors, with its emphasis on comparative locational advant-
age and the logic of rational (self-serving) individual action producing
collective optima, has provided a coherent alternative. But it has always
been vulnerable, especially during periods of economic stagnation or
depression, to charges of depoliticizing resource allocation and devalu-
ing place and social solidarities in the service of general consumer or firm
welfare (Agnew, 1984; Neff, 1990).

Under early industrial capitalism the spatial division of labour was
strongly organized on a state-territorial basis. The leaders who built
many modern territorial states, from Hamilton in the United States to
Bismarck in Germany and the Japanese oligarchy of the Meiji Restoration
in Japan, all used economic policy to buttress their political ambitions.
Over time, however, the increased mobility of capital and the decreased
importance of transport costs have produced a global geography of
economic activities not readily captured by state-territorial representa-
tions of economic characteristics or performance (Massey, 1984; Knox
and Agnew, 1994).

But despite this secular trend in spatial practice, the subordination of
the economic to the political in an essentially mercantilist formula is still
characteristic of the dominant realist and neo-realist approaches to
international political economy. This is perhaps most obvious in some
contemporary examinations of the US-Japan trade relationship, in which
two territorial economies are regarded as the major actors when in fact its
major features are intra-industry and intra-firm trade and investment
rather than interterritorial competition (e.g. Mastanduno, 1991). The
historically contingent nature of state—economy relations thus continues
to be collapsed ‘into a single abstract unity’ (Rupert, 1990: 429) in which
the long-term complementarity of wealth- and power-seeking by ter-
ritorial states is assumed a priori.

Carr (1939: 116) gave an attempt at grounding interterritorial competi-
tion empirically when he asserted, during a very abnormal time in
modern history (1939), that: “‘We have now therefore returned, after the
important, but abnormal, laissez-faire interlude of the nineteenth cen-
tury, to the position where economics can be frankly recognized as part of
politics.” He thus characterized the epoch of interimperial rivalry as the
normal condition of international relations. This helped to define eco-
nomic as well as political life as following the fault lines of state bound-
aries. It also fixed the geographical scale of significant economic and
political activities as that of the territorial state.

These intellectual choices eliminate the possibility of seeing the ter-
ritorial state and its power as dependent on the interaction between
global and local (including state-territorial) processes of political-
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economic structuration. Cox (1981) suggests that territorial states are in a
constant condition of reconstruction at the intersection of global and local
material conditions. From this viewpoint, showing how the domestic
and the foreign come together under different historical circumstances
rather than separating them into permanent opposition becomes the
overriding task.

Three ‘historical structures’ of global geopolitical order for the period
1815-1990 can be identified in which the political-economic position and
meaning of the territorial state changed profoundly. The first global
geopolitical order lasted from about 1815 to 1875 with the Concert of
Europe and Britain’s economic and naval ascendancy. The mercantilist
system was supplanted to a degree by the norms and practices of liberal
capitalism carried into the rest of the world by British businessmen and
political leaders.

The second geopolitical order was one of ‘rival imperialisms’ (1875—
1945) in which state economic activities expanded, interstate rivalry
grew, and nationalism intensified. In this period there was open conflict
for domination among the ‘leading’ states, largely through territorial
expansion and commitment to military industrialization. No one state
was hegemonic in the way Britain had been in the previous period. A
good case can be made for the view that during this period, particularly
after 1914, most of the externalities of economic activities were captured
within territorial states or territorial empires. For example, levels of
world trade and investment declined precipitously and only recovered
relative to total levels of economic growth in the 1960s.

The third order (1945-90) was one in which interstate competition and
conflict were largely transformed by the US reconstruction of the indus-
trial capitalist states along liberal capitalist lines. The new ‘neo-liberal
state’ characteristic of this order sought ‘its security as a member of a
stable alliance system and its economic growth as a participant in an
open world economy. Its task [has been] to adjust the national economy
to growth of the world economy, to facilitate adaptation rather than to
protect existing positions’ (Cox, 1987: 219-20). A new integrated world
economy was created under American auspices after the Second World
War.

Since the late 1960s, and as global integration increased, this geopoliti-
cal order came under strain. The three main geographical pillars of the
liberal world economy, the United States, Western Europe, and Japan,
have become increasingly competitive with one another (Van der Pijl,
1984). But their common stake in an expanding world economy encour-
ages commitment to some variety of ‘transnational liberalism’.

Whatever the merits of the periodization, the main point is that the
domestic/foreign opposition constitutes a shifting interaction rather
than a fixed polarity. How misleading the mercantilist reading is in
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contemporary conditions is illustrated by one statistical item that many
people (especially economists) spend a good deal of time worrying
about, the United States trade deficit (Julius, 1990:81). In terms of the
territorial books, the deficit was $144 billion in 1986. If the trading and
foreign direct investment activities of US-owned companies abroad and
foreign firms in the United States are included in the calculations,
however, the huge territorial deficit becomes an ownership surplus of $77
billion. By comparison, Japan's territorial and ownership trade balances
are much closer, showing how much more deterritorialized American
firms are than Japanese ones. Most important, an ownership measure of
trade raises the basic question of how foreign transactions should be
thought of in a non-mercantilist world economy in which perhaps 40 per
cent of trade between territorial states is carried on within companies
(Reich, 1991).

The competitiveness of many firms in a wide range of industries is
now determined by non-territorial factors: access to technology vested in
firms, marketing strategy, responsiveness to consumers, flexible man-
agement techniques. All of these are the assets of firms not of areas. Large
firms grow because of their success in deploying their internal assets.
Multinational firms cannot be readily restricted from switching their
relatively mobile assets from place to place or state to state. Indeed,
territorial states now compete with one another to attract these mobile
assets to their territories. In this new world of territory-transcending
industry and finance who is regulating whom?

THE TERRITORIAL STATE AS CONTAINER OF SOCIETY

To the extent that its existence is problematized at all, ‘society’ means in
international political economy what it means in most everyday usage:
the social order or organization within the territory of a state. Thus we
commonly encounter such phrases as ‘Italian society’ or ‘American
society’. This reinforces the totalizing power of the territorial state as a
primal force; everything is subordinate to it. Only rarely, as in Bull (1977),
is the system of states regarded as analogous to a society. By and large the
main contours of society are seen as coincident with the borders of the
state.

The historical etymology of the term “political’ gives an important clue
to the definitional subordination of society to state. Today the term
presupposes the existence of the territorial state. ‘That an impersonal
structure of domination called the state is the core of politics is an idea so
deeply embedded in our ways of thinking that any other conception of it
appears counter-intuitive and implausible’ (Viroli, 1992: 284). Yet this
was not always the case. In early Renaissance Italy the term ‘political’ was
intimately associated with society. Politics was ‘the art of preserving the
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respublica, in the sense of a community of individuals living together in
justice’ (Viroli, 1992: 2-3). Only during the 16th and 17th centuries did
politics become the ‘art of preserving a state, in the sense of a person’s or
group’s power and control over public institutions (for instance the stato
of the Medici)’ (Viroli, 1993: 3). The best known political theorists of
Renaissance Italy, Machiavelli and Guicciardini, struggled to reconcile
the two, but later theorists abandoned the challenge. ‘There was not, and
there could not be, room for both: either the city of all and for all, or the
state (stato) of someone’ (Viroli, 1992: 5).

The close association of society with the territorial state was further
reinforced at the beginning of formal sociological thinking in the 19th
century. A principle of what Smith (1979: 191) calls ‘methodological
nationalism’ came to prevail among a wide range of thinkers. Irrespective
of their other profound differences and in degree of its centrality, such
figures in the development of modern social science as Durkheim, Weber,
and Marx, all shared a territorial definition of ‘society’. This is most
obvious in such works as Durkheim’s Suicide, Weber’s Economy and
Society, and Marx’s (with Engels) The German Ideology (with reference to
capitalist if not communist society). To Durkheim, arguably the most
influential of the major figures in later American social science, the
territorial state was both the creator and the guarantor of the individual’s
natural rights against the claims of the local, household, communal and
other ‘secondary’ groups. The state guaranteed social order. But as a
‘container’ it also provided a territorial unit for the collection of statistics
about social and economic processes that empirical social science re-
quired. The categories of the state census came to be the main operational
categories of empirical social science.

The intellectual division of labour that emerged in the rapidly expand-
ing universities in the late 19th century reinforced this sense of reality.
Fields_such as sociology, political science, and economics had in their
origins the practical interests of states in, respectively, social control, state
management, and accumulation of wealth. At their roots they were state-
territorial in focus. It is not surprising that derivative fields such as
international relatrions or international political economy should share
this orientation.

Reference to local or regional settings, except as ‘case studies’ of
presumptively state-wide processes, or to ‘global’ processes, was largely
closed off by the ‘nationalizing’ of social science and its subservience to
the territorial state (Agnew, 1989). Only outside the modern world, in the
traditional societies where states did not yet exist, were other geograph-
ical scales of analysis appropriate. This sense of the territorial state as the
container of (modern) society has been reproduced in the main currents
of international relations. Only inside the state territory is there social
order; outside is anarchy and danger.

69

This content downloaded from
85.70.110.147 on Thu, 15 Oct 2020 07:40:04 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



ARTICLES

Mann (1984, 1986) has argued persuasively that a state-centred society
has had a definite historical existence but that the pertinence of state
territorial boundaries to what is meant by society is by no means either
self-evident or of transcendental relevance. In the ancient Greek polis the
nature of the social relationships of the city-state defined the possibility
of the pursuit of the virtues (MacIntyre, 1981: 152). “The outer world was
only significant if it threatened invasion or promised plunder’
(Mazzolani, 1970: 16). But this paralleling of social and political organiza-
tion was unusual. Prior to modern times society was rarely state defined.
But in the 20th century ‘states are central to understanding of what a
society is’ (Mann, 1984: 212). This is because ‘where states are strong,
societies are relatively territorialized and centralised’ (p.212). “The ter-
ritoriality of the state has created social forces with a life of their own’
(p-210). These include:

the existence of a domestic market segregated to a degree from the
international market, the value of the state’s currency, the level of its
tariffs and import quotas, its support for its indigenous capital and
labour; indeed its whole political economy is permeated with the
notion that ‘civil society’ is its [the nations-state’s] domain.
(Mann, 1984: 210)

The state-defined society, therefore, is ‘the product of the usefulness of
enhanced territorial-centralisation to social life in general’ (p.211) as
groups in civil society (dominant economic classes, churches, military
elites) ‘entrust power resources to state elites . . . because their own
socio-spatial basis of organisation is not centralised and territorial’ (pp.
210-11). However, as Mann is quick to add, * This has varied considerably
through the history of societies, and so consequently have [sic] the power
of states’ (p.211).

This last point is the essential one in the present context. The territorial
state-society is a historically and geographically contingent one. In
particular, the modern European territorial-state system ‘resulted from
the way expansive, emergent, capitalist relations were given regulative
boundaries by pre-existing states’ (Mann, 1984: 209). But these relations
have never been readily contained. Only when they are is the territorial
state of central importance in structuring social processes. The territorial
state has been ‘prior’ to and a ‘container’ of society only under specific
conditions. The growth of the ‘welfare’ state and the social changes it
allowed, for example, were possible only while capital was relatively
immobile beyond state boundaries (Johnston, 1993).

The fusion of the territorial state with society, therefore, is not neces-
sarily an intellectual illusion. But what is illusory is its treatment as an
Hegelian ‘rational unity’. Actual territorial states, based on a circum-
scribed territory, involve the creation of unified and homogeneous
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spaces in which the various social practices — culture, knowledge, educa-
tion, employment — are rationalized and homogenized. Making spatial
exclusivity is vital to the incorporation of social practices under state
regulation. But because space was subordinated in some instances to the
state and became, in Lefebvre’s terms (1991: 281), merely ‘classificatory’
and ‘instrumental’, the state’s spatial unity and internal homogeneity
were taken for granted as a ‘reality’ of social life in general. Lefebvre traces
this ‘timeless’ conception of state-centred space to the influence of
Hegelian idealism. He notes (Lefebvre, 1991: 279): ‘For Hegel space
brought historical time to an end, and the master of space was the state.’
There could be no society without the state. Far from Hegel’s immediate
influence, indeed in circles that might disavow his every aphorism, this
understanding has prevailed. The territorial state unthinkingly serves as
the container of society. What better basis for its self-evident importance
could there be?

THE TERRITORIAL TRAP

There is an historiography to the three geographical assumptions. The
second two are relatively recent, dating in their current construction from
the 19th century, even though they have older intellectual sources. They
can be thought of as interacting with the older and more fundamental
assumption of territorial sovereignty. But they are not simply extensions
of it; they have distinctive sources, and they are related to the assumption
of state sovereignty in different ways.

In the first place, sovereignty as construed by mainstream approaches
implies a relation of similarity among all states in which differences in
political and economic practices are defined and demarcated by state
territorial boundaries. The third geographical assumption, therefore, is
closely tied to the assumption of territorial sovereignty because the state-
society identity is only possible on the assumption of state territorial
sovereignty. This is the way in which the understanding of the sov-
ereignty is shared by bureaucratic and popular cultures; practices based
on sovereignty such as citizenship, emigration and immigration, polic-
ing, trade, national defence, and diplomacy are so pervasive that society
is easily defined by them (Milliken, 1990). It is ‘common sensical’ to see
the territorial state as the container of society when the state is sovereign.

Territorial sovereignty is also intrinsic to the second geographical
assumption, the domestic—foreign opposition. The state’s resolution of
the problem of order within its boundaries contrasts with the foreign
anarchy beyond them. Outside state boundaries there is only struggle for
power between the individuals of international relations: sovereign
states. There is an essential conflict of interest between states in which
one state’s gain is always another state’s loss unless, in more liberal and
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idealist accounts, the states can negotiate a temporary regime of coopera-
tion over their antagonistic interests.

The territorial trap, therefore, is circular and cumulative. The geo-
graphical assumptions are not linear and additive. They interact to
produce mutually reinforcing accounts of international political econ-
omy, be they realist, neo-realist, or idealist, that are state-centred and in
which the space occupied by states is timeless. Theorizing is thus put
beyond history by its geographical assumptions.

EMERGING SPATIAL FORMS

The theories of writers such as Waltz and Keohane outlined earlier came
to prominence during the Cold War when, one could claim, their orienta-
tions to state territoriality had a certain validity. The global conflict
between the United States and the Soviet Union effectively froze the
world political map into a relatively fixed form for 50 years. Over the past
20 years, however, spatial practices, the ways in which space is produced
and used, have changed profoundly. In particular, both territorial states
and non-state actors now operate in a world in which state boundaries
have become culturally and economically permeable to decisions and
flows emanating from networks of power not captured by singularly
territorial representations of space (Nye, 1988; Stopford and Strange,
1991).

This dramatic change has led some commentators into speculation
about the ‘disappearance’ of space. Much like at the turn of the 20th
century when Futurists saw the speed of new technologies like the
telephone and airplane displacing or homogenizing space, so today there
are those who see management of speed replacing control over space.
One proponent of this view is Virilio (1986; 1989). Emphasizing the
impact of new military technologies on warfare he claims that: ‘Territory
has lost significance in favor of the projectile. In fact the strategic value of
the non-place of speed has definitely supplanted that of place’ (Virilio,
1986: 133). Der Derian (1990) follows this logic in suggesting that with the
proliferation of information technologies we can think of ‘geopolitics’
being replaced by ‘chronopolitics’ or the spatiality of ‘virtual reality’
beyond military applications. The whole world is now mastered in a
Cathode Ray Tube rather than on the ground.

Certainly, the pace of economic transactions has quickened exponen-
tially over the past 20 years (Knox and Agnew, 1994). Wealth is no longer
tied very closely to territory. An interesting example of this is how little of
the accumulated wealth of Kuwait was accessible to the Iraqi army after
its invasion of Kuwait in 1990. Much of it was stashed away in foreign
assets and bank accounts. This illustrates a more general point made
eloquently by Luke:
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The essentially fictive nature of many contemporary nation-states
. . . is exposed by the Kuwaiti and Iraqi experiences in the Gulf War
[of 1990-1]. As a classically styled authoritarian state, using mod-
ernist myths of military conquest, supreme leadership, national
mission, and chiliastic global change, Iraq - like fascist Spain,
Portugal, Argentina, Japan, Italy or Germany before it -
demonstrated the bankruptcy of spatial expansion, place domina-
tion, and territorial imperialism in the informational flows of
contemporary world systems. Kuwait, on the other hand, as a
bizarrely postmodern fusion of pre-modern feudalism with infor-
mational capitalism, is more of a place-oriented stream within the
global flow of money, ideas, goods, symbols, and power. As a point
of production and consumption in the flow, however, Kuwait far
outclassed Iraq in global significance, even though it had fewer
people, less territory, and a smaller military force. . . . Iraq took
Kuwait’s real estate but failed to capture its hyperreal estate.
(Luke, 1991: 326)

This suggests, contra Virilio, that space is not identical to state ter-
ritoriality. Kuwait has a spatial identity as a node in the network of
informational capitalism. This identity now has distinct advantages in
terms of garnering and protecting wealth. Kuwait could have others fight
for it because of its importance as a node in the emerging global
capitalism. But Kuwait still exists grounded in space as well as situated in
time. The prophets of homogenization, of time conquering space, con-
fuse state territoriality with space in its entirety.

Be this as it may, the signs of a new spatial organization departing from
the conventional spatial representation of state territoriality are every-
where. On one scale there is fragmentation or localization; what Eco
(1987) calls ‘the return of the Middle Ages’. The Soviet Union, which was
in part an attempt to weld many regional ethnic groups into one state, has
broken up along its ethnic fault lines. The replacement states are trapped
between the desire to acquire the accoutrements of statehood (flags,
currencies, militaries, etc.) and the need to collaborate economically with
one another. In the former Yugoslavia Serbs and Croats fight violently
with one another and with the Moslems of Bosnia over national dif-
ferences that in a multicultural milieu like New York City would not seem
of major import. Many French-speaking Quebecois openly advocate
separation from a state, Canada, that has already given them consider-
able autonomy. In nominally secular India radical Hindus suggest that
the country should become more Hindu, initiating a renewal of regional,
linguistic, and religious enmities. In Africa the territorial states inherited
from colonialism have failed to establish national identities that override
local and ethnic loyalties, leading to complaints that they are ‘failed’ or
‘quasi’ states (Jackson, 1990).
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Regions, religions, and ethnicity everywhere challenge territorial
states as the loci of political identity. In many countries social classes and
established ideologies appealing to ‘class interests’ have lost their value
as sources of identity. Increasingly, the links between the places of
everyday life in which political commitments are forged and the ter-
ritorial states that have structured and channelled political activities are
under stress. New loyalties everywhere undermine state political
monopoly.

On another scale, in the Uruguay Round of the GATT, states are
negotiating about opening up trade in services, which would involve
them admitting more foreigners and ‘foreign’ ways of doing business
into their territories. Foreigners are already migrating at rates rarely
experienced in modern world history. In Europe the dominant political
issue of the 1990s is the movement towards a more unified European
Community and whether membership should be expanded or political
unification deepened. The world’s financial service industries are in-
creasingly globalized, operating around the clock without much atten-
tion to state boundaries. Many manufacturing industries have branch
plant and research facilities scattered across the globe. Even that most
sacrosanct of state powers, the power to wage war, is becoming the
mercenary activity that Machiavelli decried in his day. The 1990-1 Gulf
War, the first major post-Cold War conflict, involved the US in a major
exercise in coalition building, cost sharing, and use of the United Nations
that smacks more of collective security with the US as its military arm
than of unilateral action by a single nation-state.

Why have these apparently contradictory spatial forms of fragmenta-
tion and globalization emerged together? The most obvious point is that
globalization is not synonymous with homogenization. The globalized
world economy is based on the transnational movement of the mobile
factors of production: capital, labour, and technology. As this movement
has occurred at an increasing pace, localities and regions within states
have become increasingly vulnerable to economic restructuring. Pre-
viously, during the heyday of the welfare state in Western Europe and
North America and the state socialism in Eastern Europe, the Soviet
Union, and China, regional economic policies, national wage agreements
and welfare policies, and/or state repression had produced increased
equalization across regions within states. With increasing economic
competition and increased capital mobility and the collapse of state
socialism, the outcome has been increased uneven development and
spatial differentiation rather than homogenization.

Wolin captures the major point most eloquently when he writes:

Compelled by the fierce demands of international competition to
innovate ceaselessly, capitalism resorts to measures that prove
socially unsettling and that hasten the very instability that capital-
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ists fear. Plants are closed or relocated; workers find themselves
forced to pull up roots and follow the dictates of the labor market;
and social spending for programs to lessen the harm wrought by
economic ‘forces’ is reduced so as not to imperil capital accumula-
tion. Thus, the exigencies of competition undercut the settled
identities of job, skill, and place and the traditional values of family
and neighbourhood which are normally the vital elements of the
culture that sustain collective identity and, ultimately, state power
itself.

(Wolin, 1989: 16-17, emphasis added)

One result has been an evolving redefinition of economic interests from
national and sectoral (age group, social class, etc.) divisions to regional
and local levels. The struggle for jobs and incomes takes place within a
global spatial division of labour that no longer parallels territorial-state
boundaries. Another has been that political identities are no longer
anchored in singular nation-state identities. For one thing, increasing
numbers of people live in what Said (1979: 18) has called ‘a generalized
condition of homelessness’: a world in which identities are less clearly
bonded to specific national territories. Refugees, migrants, and travellers
are the most obvious of these homeless. But the issue is more general, as
suggested by the anthropologists Gupta and Ferguson:

In a world of diaspora, transnational culture flows and mass move-
ments of populations, old-fashioned attempts to map the globe as a
set of culture regions or homelands are bewildered by a dazzling
array of post-colonial simulacra, doublings and redoublings, as
India and Pakistan apparently reappear in post-colonial simulation
in London, pre-revolution Iran rises from the ashes in Los Angeles,
and a thousand similar cultural dramas are played out in urban and
rural settings all across the globe.

(Gupta and Ferguson, 1992: 13)

From this perspective, globalization has provided the context for frag-
mentation. Without the first, reducing expectations of and loosening ties
to the state, the second, disturbing and reformulating identities, could
not occur.

Of course, the territorial state, especially in Western Europe and North
America, has continuing strengths within its borders. National political
identities are still strong within many territorial states. Mann's (1984)
‘society-defining’ state is still not exhausted despite attempts in the 1980s
to spread the gospels of economic liberalization and privatization of
state-provided services. States are major employers and through their
demand for goods and services they are also important economic actors
in their own right. The state still provides ‘legitimation services’ through
social spending and potential levers over economic transactions that a
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fragile position within the world economy has not totally undermined.
States, especially the more powerful ones, are not yet pitiful giants.
Labour, investments, and, sometimes, monetary policies can still have
tremendous impacts on retaining and attracting investments (Parboni,
1984; Garrett and Lange, 1991).

At the same time, however, states must now mobilize more actively
than in the past to attract and keep capital investment within their
borders and open up foreign markets for their producers. Much contem-
porary economic discussion in the United States is about how best to do
this. One group preaches a ‘geoeconomic doctrine’ in which the US (and
‘its’ capitalists) is portrayed as in an economic ‘war’ with Japan (in
particular) (see O’Tuathail, 1993b). Another group accepts the advent of
transnational capitalism and argues for policies that will encourage
investment in the US territorial economy irrespective of its ‘national’
origin (e.g. Reich, 1991). As Reich puts it, ‘Who is Us?’ is the question of
the day.

Finally, the territorial state has a continuing normative appeal. In his
classic work Politics and Vision, Wolin made the case as follows:

To reject the state [means] denying the central referent of the
political, abandoning a whole range of notions and the practices to
which they point - citizenship, obligation, general authority. . . .
Moreover, to exchange society or groups for the state might turn out
to be a doubtful bargain if society should, like the state, prove
unable to resist the tide of bureaucratization.

(Wolin, 1960: 417)

However, such a juridical state should not be confused with the absolute
sovereign of conventional modern political theory. Territorial states as
we have known them are not necessarily the best instruments for Wolin’s
political life. On a ‘cosmopolitan ideal’ of democracy, for example, Pogge
(1993) advocates a worldwide multilevel scheme of political units to
encourage a ‘vertical dispersal of sovereignty’.

The main point in reviewing the continuing strengths of territorial
states is to suggest that globalization and fragmentation do not signal
their terminal decline; the Final Fall of the territorial state. But at the same
time, and the main point of the paper, the world that is in the process of
emergence cannot be adequately understood in terms of the fixed ter-
ritorial spaces of mainstream international relations theory.

CONCLUSION

By means of three geographical assumptions the territorial state has
come to provide the intellectual foundation for the mainstream positions
ininternational relations theory - realist, neo-realist, and liberal. The first
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assumption, and the one that is most fundamental theoretically, is the
reification of state territorial spaces as fixed units of secure sovereign
space. The second is the division of the domestic from the foreign. The
third geographical assumption is of the territorial state as existing prior
to and as a container of society. Each of these assumptions is problematic,
and increasingly so. Social, economic, and political life cannot be on-
tologically contained within the territorial boundaries of states through
the methodological assumption of ‘timeless space’. Complex population
movements, the growing mobility of capital, increased ecological inter-
dependence, the expanding information economy, and the ‘chronopoli-
tics’ of new military technologies challenge the geographical basis of
conventional international relations theory.

The critical theoretical issue, therefore, is the historical relationship
between territorial states and the broader social and economic structures
and geopolitical order (or form of spatial practice) in which these states
must operate. It has been the lack of attention in the mainstream literature
to this connection that has led into the territorial trap. In idealizing the
territorial state we cannot see a world in which its role and meaning
change. In international relations theory territorial space has most defi-
nitely conquered time. Only historical-geographical consciousness can
release us from its dead hand.
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