
 

 
 

 
General Seminar Program 

 
 

“ENDURING FRONTIERS”:  GEOGRAPHICAL, POLITICAL – CULTURAL? 
 

(Robertson Hall, Bowl I, Princeton University) 
 

General: 
 

The Liechtenstein Institute on Self-Determination at Princeton University (LISD) is 
pleased to invite you to participate in a series of three in-depth discussion seminars on 
enduring problems raised by frontiers drawn upon the political map. Do such lines 
correspond to geographic realities? Or when do they instead reflect sheer mental 
projections driven by given historical constraints – ethnic, cultural, strategic? 
 
Frontiers projected upon maps indeed define limits supposedly dictated by unchanging 
geographical layout – rivers, mountains – but often do appear founded on imperial 
strategies or predicated on cultural and sectarian divides with sometimes disastrous 
consequences today: ranging from African and Middle Eastern upheavals or Yugoslav 
breakup or current tensions around Russian and Chinese territorial waters, to recent 
populist-fueled anxieties over migrant inflow across European and US borders. 
 
Participants in these three successive seminars with projected maps will each draw on 
their regional expertise to address the logic, past and future, of world frontiers: on land, 
on water, and also through the air – very much including cyberspace.  
 
Participants in all three seminars during the 2016 Fall Term will further be invited to take 
part in a special related event during the 2017 Spring Term. 
 
 

1st segment: 13-15 October 2016 
 

1)      Frontiers and Empires on Land 
 

Earliest states grew along river-watered territories where distinct cultures evolved – 
bordered by natural barriers like deserts, mountains, dense forests, seas. Early empires 
juxtaposed several river-based cultures but remained vulnerable to attack by 



impoverished but warlike dwellers of forests or deserts which they attempted to wall out. 
Later empires and rival political entities became technologically empowered to overcome 
traditional geographic and ethnic barriers and draw arbitrary zones of influence – 
jeopardized, however, by late 20th- and early 21st century upheavals often reasserting 
traditional frontiers, while populist politicians in Europe and the United States resurrected 
notions of walled borders against migrant inflow. 
 
 

2nd segment: 17-19 November 2016 
 

Frontiers and Empires on Water 
 

The world’s main navigable lines, and repeated efforts by naval powers to dominate 
these, demonstrate how much water connects as well as divides. While far-flung 
Polynesian navigation proved the tenacity of ancient human waterborne expansion, the 
maritime commerce of the classical Old World linked Mediterranean ports through 
Egypt’s isthmus with the spice trade of the Indian Ocean – which China once dominated 
but relinquished to Muslim seafarers in the 15th century. Iberian discovery of the 
Americas in 1492 and circumnavigation of Africa by 1498 linked all the world’s oceans 
and brought them under European then American supremacy: successive wars waged by 
Renaissance Portugal, Imperial Britain then the modern US, for example, sought to 
ensure their access to the Persian-Arabian Gulf – regarded since 1912 as the world’s most 
vital oil lane. Current US security guarantees to Pacific nations like Japan or the 
Philippines, however, face increasing challenge by China’s own maritime resurgence - 
with China even building artificial islands to push claims on water – while Arctic 
warming threatens new naval rivalries. 
 
  

3rd segment: 15-17 December 2016 
 

Frontiers and Empires Through Air and Cyberspace 
 

This session questions whether lines of influence once marked upon land or through 
water retain full pertinence since superseded by aircraft or overridden in an age of instant 
telecommunication - as in the corrosive rôle of Radio Free Europe and the BBC in the 
former Soviet Empire, or worldwide propaganda online even by non-State actors like 
ISIS to survive loss of a shrinking home territory. How far can national sovereignty 
extend to cyberspace - or outer space? The stark reality of environmental degradation 
however pulls strategic issues back to land and water while also yet further transcending 
traditional frontiers – like Chernobyl’s cloud passing through Western European air, or 
rising seas respecting no shore in either hemisphere. 

 
[Participants in all three seminars during the 2016 Fall Term will further be invited to 
take part in a special related event during the 2017 Spring Term; attending students are 
invited to submit essays on the seminars’ themes – the twelve best will be selected for an 
LISD publication] 



 
THREE SEMINARS 

 
ON 

 
 FRONTIERS  AND  EMPIRES  

 
ON LAND (I) 

 
ON WATER (II) 

 
THROUGH AIR  AND  CYBERSPACE (III) 

 
 
* 

 
Schedule of Seminar (I)  

 
 

I. “FRONTIERS AND EMPIRES ON LAND” 
 

13-15 OCTOBER 2016 
 

 
Thursday 13 October 2016 
Bendheim Hall 012, Map Room 
 
19:30—: Speakers’ dinner; introductory remarks on “Political Geography’s Dilemma” 
by Wolfgang Danspeckgruber, director, LISD (Liechtenstein Institute on Self-
Determination at Princeton University); Michael Barry (Fellow, LISD) and Benjamin 
Sacks (PhD Candidate, Department of History, and Graduate Student/DIRMAIS Fellow, 
LISD, Princeton University; Fellow, Royal Geographical Society). 
 
 
 
Friday 14 October 2016 
Robertson Hall, Bowl I, Princeton University 
 
Morning session: 9:30-12:30 
 

General Backgrund 
 

Michael Barry (Princeton): “Mapping the World From Cyrus to Balfour” (slideshow of 
shifting borders and changing geographic and political perceptions through maps – 
especially of the Middle East, Africa and Europe - drawn since the age of the ancient 
Persian Empire until the dawn of the twentieth century) 



 
Questions 

 
North America 

 
Douglas Massey (Princeton): “Raising New Walls?” (the US-Mexico Border from its 
nineteenth-century delineation under pressure of US territorial expansion to present-day 
political and social tensions in light of the Trump presidential campaign) 
 

Questions 
 

Café & Refreshments  
 

South America 
 

Bridget María Chesterton (Buffalo State): “South America’s Three Border 
Fratricides” (the 1864-1870 Paraguayan War, the 1879-1883 War of the Pacific with 
Bolivia’s loss of access to the sea, the 1932-1935 Chaco War: lingering consequences)  

 
Questions 

 
12:30-13:30: Lunch 

 
Afternoon session: 13:30 to 18:00 
 

Europe 
 

James Gow: “Europe’s New Crisis: Migrants Across Borders” (the European Union’s 
political strains – from Brexit to the rise of populist right-wing parties in Austria, France, 
Germany, Holland, Hungary - under massive refugee and migrant inflow in 2015-2016) 
 

Questions 
 
 
 
 

Africa 
 

Khalid Medani (McGill): “Sudan’s Border Fratricides (from British colonial 
mapmakers in 1898 to breakup in 2011 with continuing strife in both Sudan and South 
Sudan today – and why) 
  

Questions 
 

Café & Refreshments  
  



West Asia 
 

Benjamin Sacks (Princeton): “Frontiers in Blood” (the 1916 Sykes-Picot Agreement, 
1917 Balfour Declaration, and their aftermath - carving the Ottoman Near East between 
Britain and France in World War One, ensuing emergence of embattled new States)  
 

Coffee and questions 
 

South Asia 
 

Michael Barry (Princeton): “Frontier of Dread” (how Imperial British India’s Durand 
Line of 1893 turned through Cold War confrontation into today’s lawless Afghan-
Pakistani borderland - stretching from China to the Gulf – with world consequences) 
 

Coffee and Questions 
 

East Asia 
 
Tsering Wangyal Shawa (Princeton): “ Frontiers of Ice” (how their race for 
supremacy over Tibet helped define the nineteenth-century frontiers between the Russian 
and Chinese Empires – with consequences to this day) 

 
 
Saturday 15 October 2016  
Robertson Hall, Bowl I, Princeton University 
 
10:00-12:00: Morning session  
 

Presentations 
 

Michael Barry (Princeton): “Keep Out the Hordes - Old Walls, New Walls” (slideshow 
of walled borders from the age of Imperial China and Imperial Rome to the present day’s 
new barbed frontiers) 
 
Benjamin Sacks (Princeton): “Defining the World Chessboard” (arguing the case for 
recognizing the importance of geography – and its study - in political thinking) 
 

Concluding General Discussion 
 

 
[END] 

   
 
 


