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Abstract: In the early modern period, borders could be mutable, imprecise, and represent far more than
the lines on a map or delineation between sovereign states. In this essay, as well as introducing the eight
articles that form the body of the special edition, we set out the key ideas that serve as a common theme
and thread across this collected body of work. First, the idea of ‘securitisation’ is examined, and consid-
eration given to how it has been used by both scholars in International Relations and more recently in
historical studies. Second, we consider the concept of ‘border making’ and explore how re-examining our
preconceptions about the idea of borders can change the way we examine important questions related
to state and imperial formation, identity, and the meaning of community. Finally, the possibilities for
using borders and security as entry points into asking new questions about ‘emotional global history’
are discussed, and how this could be useful for thinking more carefully about the tensions, frictions and
entanglements, as much as connection and exchange, that are at the core of globalising processes that
have done so much to shape the world as we know it today.
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Borders are more than lines on a map, they can be defined by laws, by customs, by
language and by emotions, and they can be as hard to pin down as they are prone to
change. In recent times, we have witnessed plenty of instances that have shown how
borders are not inviolable or fixed: whether in the actions of Brexiters in the United
Kingdom to resurrect and strengthen barriers within Europe; efforts of the African
Union to break down long-imposed barriers to better battle climate change; or the
imposition of COVID-19-induced controls that banned entry overnight between
regions that had seen free movement for decades. In each case, shifting priorities and
conceptions of what borders are for and how they can be used to serve one commu-
nity or another, have resulted in changes to the way borders function, even if the lines
on maps that represent them have remained unmoved.

In the early modern period, borders were similarly mutable, and as well as com-
ing to define sovereign territories or delineate space on maps or surveys, they were
also used as a means by which communities could secure themselves from perceived
threats. During periods of uncertainty, such as during this period of increasing glo-
balisation and imperial expansion, borders could be activated, and put into use, by
people who sought to control or mitigate against the increased mobility and intercul-
tural interaction that such processes brought about. In this special issue, each article
sets out to understand how such border making practices came about as a response to
these historical shifts, and to reflect on how individuals living within newly bordered
communities, or crossing over borders, understood these changes and the impact of
borders on their lives.

This special issue is focused on the period between 1500 and 1850, and presents
eight articles that each engage with the idea of ‘securitisation’ to ask new questions
about how borders were constructed and managed in the early modern world. During
this time, the connections tying the world together changed: broadly speaking, the
contacts became increasingly influential, common, direct and personal. This process
of globalisation was by no means a smooth coming together, however. Rather the
opposite, the entanglements of the premodern world disrupted existing trade routes,
brought about vast colonial settlement and migration, and brought in its wake mili-
tary, economic as well as epidemiological threats.! As well as increased connectivity
globally, this period also witnessed the spread of mapping and surveying as a means
of constructing national and imperial borders across the world; in this special issue,
we see those developments not as contradictory, but as resulting from one another.?
Across these articles, each author brings attention to the fact that this period of glo-
balisation was not one in which borders ceased to exist, but in contrast was a period
in which borders gained new importance and became connected to other scientific

' Bayly (2004); Belich et al. (2016).
2 Akerman (2009); Branch (2014).
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and political practices. Together, these eight studies, with wide geographical and
chronological spread, represent an effort to contribute to the discussion of what bor-
ders have been, became, and why, and thereby further our understanding not only of
borders, but also how they can shed light on broader histories of trade, empire and
globalisation.

In global history, the questioning of the nation state as a primary analytical frame-
work is an important theoretical foundation, as are spatial analyses and, as a field, it
seeks to move beyond an understanding of historical process that are defined by such
borders and instead seeks to trace developments that cross them.? Despite, or perhaps
because of this aim, the making of borders remains under-theorised within global
history scholarship, and to some degree also empirically understudied.* In response to
this challenge, this special issue will thus draw on interdisciplinary scholarship related
to both border making and political theory—especially the concept of ‘securitisa-
tion’. In doing so, each article combines insights on border making from the field of
geography with theories of perceived security and insecurity, and the resulting control
of borders from the field of international relations, and makes use of the intersections
between these fields to explore early modern practices of border making. These stud-
ies will take us on a journey across the globe, from the Baltic states to colonial Brazil,
to the Sultanates of Sumatra and the Qing empire, and back to Europe and the Italian
city states.

The articles in this special issue demonstrate the fruitfulness of considering border
making as a response to uncertainties and a changing world. The authors’ findings
also, however, illustrate that neither the perceived uncertainties nor the response to
them can be easily disentangled. While the cross-border mobility of some types of
actors, commodities or knowledge were quickly restricted, others were not, nor did all
political shifts follow the same pattern of threat and restriction. Rather than a natural
response to any and all external pressure, the closing, changing or creation of borders
was one of many potential strategies employed, and each were defined by the specific
contexts in which they took place. What these studies do suggest is that attention to
border making in global history might not so much require an update of the political
history of empire as much as it necessitates the integration of the last decade’s devel-
opments of the history of emotions. What sparks a shift in border policy is not so
much a particular event, as the emotional reaction to it.> By shifting our perception
towards an understanding that borders can be constructed emotionally, culturally and
communally, as much as by states or empires, we can begin to ask new questions about
how they function and how they shape our globalising world.

3Middell & Naumann (2010).
4Wang (2017); van der Vleuten & Feys (2016).
SThis goes back to works such as Robin (2006).
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On securitisation

By recognising how border making was a broad social and political process, we
can more effectively use analyses of it to reconsider periods and interactions when
the enforcement of existing border policies, or their adaption to meet changing cir-
cumstances, was deemed of paramount importance. In this collection, each article
focuses on moments of increased interregional encounter, whether in the form of
cross-cultural diplomacy, trade, colonisation, international work migration or captiv-
ity. Resulting borders that occurred as a consequence of these events can thus also be
considered as a response to the concomitant uncertainty of a changing world, which
makes efforts to create certain borders a process of ‘security thinking’ on the part of
individuals and communities as much as by states.

To explain this process, the authors across this collection have applied the theory
of ‘securitisation’ to their analysis of these moments of early modern encounter and
what they reveal about border making. Securitisation is a theory that was developed
within the field of International Relations that seeks to explain how the construction
and labelling of ‘threats’ on a social and emotional level can be used to generate sup-
port for stronger ‘security’ measures, such as border making. It thereby shows how
security concerns within a state or polity are not a natural given, but something care-
fully designated by so-called ‘securitising actors’ who have the social or institutional
influence to engage wider communities in responding to perceived threats. That makes
issues of security not a matter of fact, necessarily, but an effect of the persuasive artic-
ulation of a ‘threat’ by a certain actor. Indeed, a central aspect of securitisation theory
is how political actors employ rhetorical structures when framing ‘security’ issues, and
shows how words do not merely describe reality, but can constitute reality, triggering
political responses.® Contemporary and commonly studied examples include the secu-
ritisation—that is, the presentation of something as a threat—of immigrants, globali-
sation or religious difference, as a means of obtaining public support for ‘securitising’
policies. Dorothée Goetze’s article in this issue exemplifies the use of similar discourse
in an early modern context, showing how Lithuanian nobles in the Swedish Baltic
empire attempted to rhetorically frame and reframe their understanding of perceived
threats to the order of the empire in order to obtain political favour—a strategy that
was, in that case, ultimately unsuccessful.” For the study of early modern borders,
then, this approach provides a useful tool for examining how the unwieldy process of
border making could be both a top-down development imposed by states, empires, or
corporations, but also a personal, even emotional affair, which was influenced by the
communities affected.

¢ This goes back to Buzan (1983); Buzan et al. (1998); see also Buzan & Hansen (2009).
"Goetze (2021).
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This approach, of connecting ideas related to securitisation with the analysis of
historical border making, was the focus of an international conference held at the
University of Bonn’s Centre for Dependency and Slavery Studies in February 2020,
where the articles here were first presented, discussed and developed. Building on these
deliberations, the articles in this special issue challenge traditional interpretations of
border making by carefully reconstructing how a range of different actors partici-
pated in border making, how they felt about and understood these changes, and how
borders could be shaped by communal and social forces as much as political power.
In doing so, we are indebted to the work of international relations scholar Christoph
Daase, who presented a discussion of several historical analyses, particularly of the
medieval period, in which the concept of securitisation was applied to a period long
before the modern state existed. His conclusion was that the concept is useful for his-
torical analysis in multiple ways—but that it has yet to find very much traction.® Sari
Nauman’s article opens up this special issue with a detailed analysis of the concept of
securitisation and its potential historical use, also exploring the possible problem that
arise when applying a theory from International Relations—a field which already in
its very name clearly assumes the existence of modern nation states—on a world in
which such centralised states did not yet exist.” As Nauman shows, the application of
this theory can indeed help historians to explain the complex creation of threat and
border within and between empires and polities, but it also requires a careful consid-
eration of what constitutes a state.

What is more, the theory of securitisation helps us ask questions about power rela-
tions inherent in the making of borders, and the perceptions of threat. Some actors
administer security, others receive security, and yet others are created as targets of
securitisation—that is to say, they are presented as a danger. Thereby, security con-
cerns produce uneven power relations.!® Such hierarchies could be racialised, but as
shown in the article by Rolla, they could equally well be defined by class.!' The power
relations similarly affected the referent object, that is, the thing that is presented as
being threatened and as in need of protection. In these examples, that referent object
could be a colonial regime, such as in the case of Veevers’s article on the British
colonial enterprise on Sumatra, but also a societal system, as the Lithuanian nobles
in Goetze’s article argued, or even the stability of the Chinese empire, shown to be
the referent object in Barend Noordam’s article.!? In each article in this collection,
securitisation provides a focus that encourages the re-evaluation of border making

8 Daase (2012).

°Nauman (2021).

1 For this critical approach, see Williams (2003); Floyd (2011).
"Rolla (2021).

2Veevers (2021); Goetze (2021); Noordam (2021).
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that integrates communal and social perspectives with political determinations and
state-defined borders.

In this respect, engagement with securitisation also presents a useful opportunity
for each author to intersect with recent work on the history of emotion. In the past
two decades, this field has shown how emotions not just influence politics, but con-
stitute them." While many studies, especially those that link fear and political state
policies, concern themselves with the modern period (the Cold War and the post-So-
viet era feature prominently), there are also studies showing the potential of a much
longer time perspective. In his study of 13th-century Livonia, for example, the histo-
rian Wojtek Jezierski uses the concept of emotional landscapes and ‘empathy walls’
to describe the making of the polity of Livonia, and the relationship between settlers,
crusaders, missionaries and the native population.'* Emotions have also been linked
to the making of the British empire during the early modern period, and used to
explain ideas of home, threat, and economic and cultural dominance.”® By consid-
ering the emotional politics of border making, the authors here are contributing to
the intersection between history and political theory—one that is based on the expe-
rience of creating borders, and perceiving a need for them. This need is not a simple
top-down affair based on a ‘rational’ evaluation of future needs. Instead, the key to
understanding the social side of borderlands history, we argue, is to take seriously the
feelings of concern that drive practices of border making, and how those feelings were
affected by processes of globalisation in the early modern world.

On border making

Rather than presuppositions for a polity to exist or as natural effects of the closer
commercial ties between regions in the early modern period, borders here act as the
objects of study. As recent research has shown, global histories of the early modern
period have much to gain from seriously considering border making as a process: such
a view highlights not only what was perceived as a pressure—or even a threat—by
communities and states, but also the resources called upon to counter this.!® Focusing
our attention to this process has the potential to break up any monolithic view of the
state, and highlight the multiplicity of actors presenting parallel or competing claims
to what a border should be and how it should function. Indeed, as Tamar Herzog
argues: ‘rather than being determined by treaties or military confrontations’ borders

13See Laffan & Weiss (2012).

14 Jezierski (2020).

5Lydon (2019).

1 Historical discussions of this theory include Adelman & Aron (1999); Ludden (2011).
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represent ‘the end result of multiple activities by a plethora of agents’ whose actions
‘defined the territories of their communities and state’.!” We can observe that pro-
cess, especially, during moments of rapidly increasing global interaction—whether
through trade, migration or conquest. In the modern era, the experience of globalisa-
tion ‘actually created a demand for the use of modern tools of spatial abstraction’ as
a means for delineating borders.!® That process developed gradually, and in step with
the process of globalisation itself: scientific mapping and world making is increas-
ingly tied to the very idea of empire, in the way that it was conceptualised during the
early modern period. While both this process of empire and the intertwined devel-
opment of scientific mapping has been much studied for Europe, it was certainly not
unique to it."

For a long time, border studies within history, geography or international relations
have focused on the making of ‘hard’ borders, that is political territorial boundaries,
and their delineation in maps and in law. As the field has evolved, more and more
attention has been paid also to ‘soft’ borders: fluid, porous, lived and imagined con-
tact zones and delineations. In recent years, the division between hard and soft bor-
ders has been questioned, and they are now commonly stressed as parallel aspects
of the processes of border making—indeed, that is the view applied in this special
issue.” This combined approach allows for a complex view of borders, the actors
who created them, as well as and the communities affected by them. Contemporary
researchers now ask questions such as who acts as a ‘carrier of a political border’ in
their everyday life, maybe even involuntarily, but stress that such everyday bordering
does not represent a weak, or ‘soft” border, and highlight that such a process can
generate borders as absolute and functional as that of state-imposed regimes.?! This
broadening of the understanding of borders actually goes hand in hand with the
logic behind the development of the theory of securitisation. By end of the Cold War,
some scholars in International Relations were dissatisfied with a narrow focus on the
political stability of states. Feminist scholars, especially, played a key role in challeng-
ing the idea that the state was the sole provider of security; on the contrary, the state
was often the cause of insecurities for women, and these scholars demonstrated how
gender, war, foreign policy and issues of security were intertwined.? This nuanced
understanding of power relations relative to different groups’ experiences of the same

"Herzog (2015).

18 Branch (2014: 105); see also Massey (2005).

1 For a broad overview, see Heffernan (2014); for a non-European example, see Yee (1994); or Aksan &
Goffman (2007).

2 The combining of these two seemingly contradictory visions has led to novel re-interpretations of often
sidelined regions in global history. See, for example, Shao (2011).

2 Brambilla (2015).

22 See for example Muehlenbeck (2017).
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processes, also facilitates the analyses of historical examples: religious, political and
economic borders were created simultaneously in the early modern period, but—as
the authors of this volume demonstrate—they had different porosity and meaning for
different actors.

As this special issue serves to illustrate, borders represent complex ecosystems,
acting both as barriers and crossings, points of contact and conflict, and places of
exchange and enforcement. As such, borders would be porous and solid simultane-
ously, and act as spheres of forced and voluntary integration parallel with processes
of conscious exclusion.”> Who or what could pass these boundaries, and what was
perceived as the relevant border at any given moment, reveals much about the organ-
isation of specific communities and the hierarchies within them. For example, in her
study of 18th-century Turin included in this issue, Nicoletta Rolla shows how any
group that could be considered ‘vagrant’ was perceived as a unwanted, and were often
presented as threatening the stability of the city.?* In contrast, Laura Di Fiore’s article
details how migrant workers and artisans in southern Italy in the 19th century could
be seen as a sought-after and crucial workforce even while their movements were con-
sidered suspect.? It was thus not cross-regional migration per se that was targeted,
but borders were set up to reach particular groups, with a particular kind of mobility.
In global, colonial contexts, too, we see similar patterns and challenges in border
making. Veevers, for instance, shows how the English East India Company sought to
employ strictly delineated ideas of border making in 17th- and 18th-century Sumatra,
but struggled to implement these in the face of the island’s highly mobile workforce
and complex political landscape.?® In Mariana Boscariol’s article, in contrast, we see
how Portuguese efforts to penetrate into trading networks in West Africa and China
were stymied by local efforts to impose and maintain strict border regimes.”’” In each
case, and across the articles in this collection, we see how early modern borders rep-
resented complex systems that had to be negotiated, adapted and enforced in light of
changing local and international pressures.

Borders and security: towards an emotional global history

By applying the lens of securitisation to understand border making in the early
modern world, in a number of different contexts, the articles in this special issue

2 For more on these parallel processes, see Ahmed (2000).
2 Rolla (2021).

% Di Fiore (2021).

2 Veevers (2021).

2Boscariol (2021).
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also intersect with a number of themes common in debates on early modern global
history.

A classic example is how borders affected migration, and how their recreation
or application became an effect of flows of migration.® As we can see in Nauman’s
article,” the experience of Baltic refugees in the 18th-century Swedish empire show
how this group was at times perceived as a danger to the stability of the state, leading
to new security measures. This can be compared to the study presented by Rolla, in
which groups classified as vagrants in Turin were also singled out as disruptive, and
their access to the city restricted.® As the article by Joachim Ostlund shows, however,
attention to migration does not only shed light on those attempting to move or gain
access, or efforts to restrict them, but also those subject to forced migration.*! He
provides a dramatic example in the North African captivity and ransom of Swedish
sailors in the 18th-century Mediterranean, arguing that the payment of this ransom
eventually became not only a community issue, but also a state concern: while the
threat affected individuals, and private commercial ventures, to free this group even-
tually became a matter that concerned the state as a whole. Just as the theory of
securitisation has developed to pay more and more attention to non-state actors also
in the shifting of state policies, state and non-state actors work in parallel to interpret
the outside world; to apply a strict analytical division between them might obscure
more than it reveals.

Another way in which border making might help explain early modern global
connections is the circulation of knowledge. In Noordam’s article, we are presented
with a view of how contacts between the Ottoman and the Qing empire developed
between and through different official embassies, and he uses the example of mili-
tary technology to see the limits of that exchange.” However, Noordam also shows
how the presentation of the foreign as a threat, even in relation to useful knowledge
that might be obtained through such links, should be understood as part of national
political concerns, as much as part of foreign policy. This helps raise the issue of how
borders differed between types of flows, for example that certain types of knowledge
could travel easier than others.* A similar example related to this theme is that of
Boscariol’s case study in West Africa, in which trade is clearly both encouraged and
delineated at the same time.* This control shows clearly how the flow of goods could

B For an overview, see Manning & Trimmer (2020).
»Nauman (2021).

 Rolla (2021).

31 Ostlund (2021); and see Eltis (2002).

32 Noordam (2021).

3This point has been raised by Proctor (2008); Finn (2010).
¥ Boscariol (2021).
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be perceived as less threatening than the presence of those perceived as outsiders, and
how early modern states balanced profit versus the seriousness of potential dangers,
just as modern states do.

Across these articles, the authors clearly show how the making of borders and
the globalisation of the early modern world were not contradictory, but in fact inter-
twined processes. Despite this fact, many insights from geographers and International
Relations scholars about how border making functions, and how it intertwines eco-
nomic, cultural, social and political concerns, are not really put to work in global
history. While a classic approach to global history is to try to move beyond the nation
as a framework, one way to do that might be to focus on the complex making of bor-
ders themselves. To use a simile: gender history has demonstrated that the questioning
of the male norm might require attention to the construction of masculinity itself,
not only to examples of femininity breaking that norm. Much in the same way, ques-
tioning the nation state and national borders might mean that we need to pay it more
attention, not less. Doing so might allow us to connect to the field of global history’s
increasing focus on the losers of globalisation, its frictions and entanglements, and
the disconnections that can be identified within this process. Thereby, global history
might represent one of the fields that has the most to win by the focus on border
and security that this special issue proposes, as it can help not only identify the exis-
tence of friction and disconnections, but explain why they arise, and consider them as
response to an insecurity that is also emotional.

Conclusion

Taken together, the authors demonstrate how attention to the making of borders can
illuminate many key issues not only of how the early modern world changed, but also
of the reactions that change sparked. Connections led to exclusions based on class,
profession, religion and ethnicity—and they did so by presenting certain groups as a
menace, and sparking fear. Thereby, this issue shows the value of paying attention to
diverse practices of border making, especially for global history. What is more, it high-
lights the analytical potential for historians to draw upon theories from International
Relations when approaching global border making, and points to the necessity to also
consider emotional concerns in that process.

Theories such as that of securitisation certainly stem from a particular histor-
ical context, and it is not uncomplicated to apply ideas based on a world of mod-
ern nation states and inspired by the end of the Cold War to a world where the
nation states had not yet formed, and the political system looked different alto-
gether. The key takeaway from combining such a theory with historical examples
spanning the early modern world is to consider security concerns, regardless of
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the form they take, as a basis for the making of borders—which, in turn, paves the
way to explore an emotional world making. People’s worries, hopes and dreams
might be explored as a reaction, and as something that in turn helped shape the
global connections in the early modern era; this is a venue that deserves to be
explored more in the future.
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