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REDEFINING
BOUNDARIES: THE
IMPERATIVE OF
UNDOING BORDER
IMPERIALISM

In  an  age  defined  by
unprecedented  human
mobility and deepening
global  inequality,  the
concept  of  the  border
has become one of the
most  contested  and
c o n s e q u e n t i a l
geopolitical tools of our
time.  For  millions  of
people, borders are not
neutral lines on a map;
they are instruments of
division,  control,  and
dispossession.  The
p h r a s e  u n d o i n g

border  imperialism
captures  a  growing
intellectual and activist
movement  that  seeks
t o  d i s m a n t l e  t h e
systems  of  power,
history,  and  violence
embedded  in  modern
borders. To understand
why  this  effort  is  so
critical,  we  must  first
unpack  what  border
imperialism  is,  how  it
operates,  and  what  it
means  to  truly  work
toward a more just and
interconnected world.

WHAT IS BORDER
IMPERIALISM? A
FRAMEWORK OF
CONTROL

Border  imperialism
refers  to  the  ways  in
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w h i c h  p o w e r f u l
nations—particularly
those  with  colonial
h i s t o r i e s — c r e a t e ,
e n f o r c e ,  a n d
weaponize  borders  to
m a i n t a i n  g l o b a l
hierarchies.  It  is  not
simply  about  physical
fences  or  passport
control.  Rather, it  is a
sys tem  tha t  uses
territorial  boundaries
t o  r e g u l a t e  t h e
movement  of  people,
resources,  and  capital
in  ways  that  benefit
the Global North at the
expense of  the Global
South.  This  framework
draws  on  co lon ia l
l e g a c i e s ,  w h e r e
European  powers
arbitrari ly  divided
continents,  displaced
i n d i g e n o u s
popu la t i ons ,  and
created artificial states.
These imposed borders
often  ignored  existing
ethnic,  cultural,  and
linguistic  realities,

setting  the  stage  for
decades of conflict and
inequality.
T o d a y ,  b o r d e r
imperialism  manifests
in the militarization of
b o r d e r s ,  t h e
cr iminal izat ion  of
migration,  and  the
creation  of  a  global
apartheid  where  one's
birthplace  determines
access  to  sa fe ty ,
opportunity,  and basic
h u m a n  r i g h t s .
Undoing  border
imperialism  therefore
requires  a  cr i t ical
examination  of  these
s t r u c t u r e s  a n d  a
c o m m i t m e n t  t o
building  alternatives
rooted  in  jus t i ce ,
solidarity,  and  human
dignity.

THE HISTORICAL
ROOTS OF BORDER
VIOLENCE
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Colonial
Cartograp
hy and
the
Legacy of

Division
The  modern  border
system  is  a  d i rect
i n h e r i t a n c e  o f
European  colonialism.
A t  t h e  B e r l i n
C o n f e r e n c e  o f
1884–85,  European
powers  carved  up
Africa  into  territories
with  little  regard  for
the  people  who  lived
t h e r e .  S i m i l a r
processes  occurred  in
Asia, the Americas, and
the  Pacific.  These
arbitrary  lines  were
drawn  to  faci l itate
resource  extraction,

labor exploitation,  and
administrative  control.
Indigenous  nations
were  f ragmented,
communit ies  were
separated,  and  new
forms  of  identity  and
a l l e g i a n c e  w e r e
imposed.  The violence
of  these  borders  did
n o t  e n d  w i t h
decolonization;  it  was
transformed.  Post-
colonial  states  often
i n h e r i t e d  a n d
re in f o r ced  these
boundaries, sometimes
adding their own layers
o f  e x c l u s i o n  a n d
repression.
Understanding  this
history is  essential  for
undo ing  border
imperialism  because
it reveals that borders
are  not  natura l  or
inevitable.  They  are
h u m a n - m a d e
constructs that can be
r e i m a g i n e d  a n d
restructured.  The
movement  for  border
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justice  draws  on  the
long  t rad i t ions  o f
indigenous  resistance,
anti-colonial  struggle,
and  migrant  solidarity
tha t  have  a lways
cha l lenged  these
imposed  divisions.

The Rise
of the
Nation-
State and
the
Politics of
Exclusion
The  consolidation  of
t h e  n a t i o n - s t a t e
system in the 19th and
20th  centuries  further
entrenched  border
imperialism.  The  idea
that each state should

h a v e  a  s i n g l e ,
homogeneous  national
identity  required  the
exclusion  of  those
d e e m e d  " o t h e r . "
Borders  became  tools
for  policing  identity,
ethnicity,  and  political
belonging.  This  was
particularly  evident  in
the  United  States,
where  the  Mexican-
American  War  and
subsequent  treaties
redrew boundaries and
displaced communities.
Similarly,  the  partition
o f  I n d i a  i n  1 9 4 7
created  one  of  the
l a r g e s t  f o r c e d
migrations  in  history,
with borders drawn by
British  officials  who
had  never  set  foot  in
t h e  r e g i o n s  t h e y
divided.  These  events
underscore how border
imperialism  operates
through  both  physical
v i o l e n c e  a n d  t h e
c r e a t i o n  o f  l e g a l
c a t e g o r i e s  t h a t
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determine who belongs
and who does not.

CONTEMPORARY
MANIFESTATIONS
OF BORDER
IMPERIALISM

The
Global
Border
Regime:
A System
of
Inequality
T o d a y ,  b o r d e r
i m p e r i a l i s m  i s
maintained  through  a
complex global regime
of  laws,  technologies,
and  institutions.  The
Schengen  Area,  for
example,  allows  free

m o v e m e n t  f o r
European citizens while
s i m u l t a n e o u s l y
externalizing  border
control  to countries in
North  Africa  and  the
Middle East. The United
S t a t e s  h a s  b u i l t
hundreds  of  miles  of
f enc ing  a l ong  i t s
sou thern  bo rder ,
deployed  advanced
s u r v e i l l a n c e
t e c h n o l o g y ,  a n d
implemented  policies
l i k e  t h e  M i g r a n t
Protection  Protocols
(Remain  in  Mexico)
that  force  asy lum
seekers  to  wai t  in
dangerous  conditions.
Australia's  "Pacific
Solution"  involves
offshore  detention
centers  that  effectively
o u t s o u r c e
respons ib i l i ty  for
r e f u g e e s .  T h e s e
measures  a re  not
isolated; they are part
o f  a  c o o r d i n a t e d
system  that  channel
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mobility  and  restrict
t h e  f r e e d o m  o f
movement  for  the
majority of the world's
population.
A key aspect of border
imperialism is the way
it  profits  from  human
suffering.  Private
prison  companies,
defense  contractors,
and  technology  firms
all  benefit  from  the
expanding  border-
industrial  complex.
Undoing  border
imperialism  requires
not only policy change
but  also  challenging
the economic interests
that profit from division
and exclusion.

Environm
ental and
Climate

Dimensio
ns
Border imperialism also
i n t e r s e c t s  w i t h
environmental  justice.
As  cl imate  change
accelerates,  increasing
numbers of people are
displaced  by  drought,
flooding,  and  other
e n v i r o n m e n t a l
disasters.  Yet,  the
global  border  regime
often  prevents  these
climate  migrants  from
seeking  safety  across
n a t i o n a l  l i n e s .
Moreover,  wealthy
nations  contribute
disproportionately  to
carbon emissions while
imposing  strict  border
controls on those most
affected  by  the
r e s u l t i n g
e n v i r o n m e n t a l
c h a n g e s .  T h i s
ecological dimension of
border  imperialism
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highlights the need for
a holistic approach that
c o n n e c t s
environmental  justice,
migration  justice,  and
anti-colonial  struggle.
Undoing  border
imperialism  in  this
c o n t e x t  m e a n s
recognizing the right to
m o b i l i t y  a s  a
fundamental  human
right  and a  necessary
response to  ecological
crisis.

KEY STRATEGIES
FOR UNDOING
BORDER
IMPERIALISM

Policy
Reform
and Legal

Challenge
s
One  crucial  arena  for
change is national and
international  policy.
Advocates  work  to
reform  asylum  laws,
e n d  d e t e n t i o n
practices,  and  expand
legal  pathways  for
m i g r a t i o n .  T h i s
includes  pushing  for
the  ratification  of  the
Global  Compact  for
Migrat ion,  ending
fami ly  separat ion
p o l i c i e s ,  a n d
d e c r i m i n a l i z i n g
u n d o c u m e n t e d
m i g r a t i o n .  L e g a l
challenges  in  courts
h a v e  a l s o  b e e n
i n s t r u m e n t a l  i n
checking  executive
o v e r r e a c h  a n d
protecting the rights of
migrants and refugees.
However, policy reform
alone is insufficient if it
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does  not  address  the
deeper  structures  of
inequality  that  drive
migration  in  the  first
place.

Grassroot
s
Movemen
ts and
Communi
ty
Organizin
g
At the grassroots level,
communities  around
t h e  w o r l d  a r e
organizing  to  resist
border  violence  and
build  alternatives.
M i g r a n t  r i g h t s
o r g a n i z a t i o n s ,

i n d i g e n o u s  l a n d
defenders,  and  anti-
deportation  networks
are  creating  solidarity
economies,  sanctuary
spaces, and mutual aid
systems  that  operate
across  borders.  These
movements  o f ten
p r i o r i t i z e  t h e
leadership  of  those
most  directly  affected
by border imperialism,
i n c l u d i n g
u n d o c u m e n t e d
migrants,  refugees,
a n d  i n d i g e n o u s
p e o p l e s .  T h e y
demonstrate  that
undo ing  border
imperialism is not an
abstract  ideal  but  a
d a i l y  p r a c t i c e  o f
s o l i d a r i t y  a n d
resistance.  Examples
include  the  No  More
Deaths  humanitarian
aid  network  in  the
Arizona  desert,  the
Migrant  Just i ce
movement in Vermont,
and  the  Caravan
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phenomenon in Central
A m e r i c a ,  w h e r e
thousands  of  people
have  co l lec t ive ly
asserted their  right  to
move.

Reimagini
ng
Citizenshi
p and
Belonging
A deeper  challenge  is
reimagining  what  it
means to belong to a
political  community.
Some  scholars  and
activists  argue  for  a
p o s t - n a t i o n a l
citizenship  based  on
r e s i d e n c e  a n d
participation  rather
than  birth  or  blood.
Others  advocate for  a
more radical  approach
that  de-centers  the

n a t i o n - s t a t e
altogether, drawing on
indigenous concepts of
territory,  stewardship,
and  relationality.  For
example,  the  idea  of
" b i o r e g i o n a l i s m "
proposes  organizing
soc i e t i e s  a round
ecological  regions
rather  than  political
boundaries.  These
alternative  visions  are
central  to  undoing
border  imperialism
b e c a u s e  t h e y
challenge  the  very
l o g i c  o f  n a t i o n a l
s o v e r e i g n t y  a n d
territorial  exclusivity.
T h e y  i n v i t e  u s  t o
imagine a world where
mobility is free, where
c o m m u n i t i e s  a r e
interconnected,  and
where  borders  no
longer  determine  life
chances.

CHALLENGES AND
CRITIQUES

The project of undoing
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border  imperialism  is
n o t  w i t h o u t  i t s
c h a l l e n g e s  a n d
critiques.  Some  argue
that  open  borders
would lead to a race to
the  bottom  in  labor
s tandards ,  soc ia l
services,  and security.
Others  point  to  the
practical  difficulties  of
i m p l e m e n t i n g
alternative  systems.
T h e r e  a r e  a l s o
concerns about how to
protect  vulnerable
popu la t ions  f rom
exploitation  in  the
absence of state-based
protections.  These are
legitimate  questions
that  require  careful
c o n s i d e r a t i o n .
However,  proponents
of border justice argue
t h a t  t h e  c u r r e n t
system  is  a l ready
caus ing  immense
h a r m ,  a n d  t h a t
incremental  reforms,
while  necessary,  must
be  part  of  a  larger

v i s i o n  o f
transformation.  They
also  emphasize  that
undo ing  border
imperialism  does not
mean  the  absence  of
a n y  f o r m  o f
g o v e r n a n c e  o r
regulation,  but  rather
the creation of systems
that  are  democratic,
e q u i t a b l e ,  a n d
accountable  to  al l
people,  not  just  those
w h o  h o l d  c e r t a i n
passports.

THE ROLE OF
SOLIDARITY AND
GLOBAL
COOPERATION

Ultimately,  undoing
border  imperialism
cannot be achieved by
any  single  nation  or
movement  alone.  It
r e q u i r e s  g l o b a l
cooperation  grounded
i n  a  s h a r e d
commitment to human
dignity  and  ecological
sustainability.  This
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includes  respecting
i n d i g e n o u s
s o v e r e i g n t y ,
supporting  economic
justice  initiatives  that
a d d r e s s  t h e  r o o t
causes  of  migration,
a n d  b u i l d i n g
i n t e r n a t i o n a l
institutions  that  are
truly  democratic  and
inclusive.  Solidarity
must  be  the  guiding
p r i n c i p l e — a
recognition  that  our
fates  are  intertwined
and that the liberation
of one is bound up with
the  liberation  of  all.
F rom  the  migrant
w o r k e r  c r o s s i n g
borders for survival to
the  refugee  fleeing
persecution,  from  the
indigenous  community
defending its ancestral
lands  to  the  climate
activist  demanding  a
l ivable  planet,  the
struggle  for  a  world
w i t h o u t  b o r d e r
i m p e r i a l i s m  i s  a

struggle  for  justice
itself.

CONCLUSION: A
CALL FOR
TRANSFORMATIVE
CHANGE

Borders  have  long
served  as  instruments
of power, division, and
dispossession.  From
t h e  c o l o n i a l
ca r tography  tha t
carved  up  continents
to the modern border-
industrial complex that
profits  from  human
suffering,  the  system
of  border  imperialism
has  inflicted  immense
harm  on  millions  of
p e o p l e .  Y e t ,  t h i s
s y s t e m  i s  n o t
permanent.  History
shows that borders can
be  redrawn,  laws  can
be  changed,  and  new
forms of belonging can
be  imag ined .  The
m o v e m e n t  f o r
undo ing  border
imperialism  offers  a



12

12 Undoing Border Imperialism 2025-11-22

bold  and  necessary
vision  of  a  more  just,
more  compassionate,
a n d  m o r e
interconnected  world.
I t  c a l l s  o n  u s  t o
challenge the violence
of borders, to stand in
solidarity  with  those
who cross them, and to
work  co l lec t ive ly

toward a future where
freedom of  movement
is a reality for all. The
journey is long, but the
path is clear: we must
commit to undoing the
imperial  legacies  that
divide  us  and  build
instead  a  world  that
honors  our  shared
humanity.


