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Teichopolitics: Re-considering Globalisation
Through the Role of Walls and Fences
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This article considers the trend in many countries towards secu-
ritised immigration policies and “hardening” of borders through
the construction of walls or fences. In contrast the borderless world
of globalisation, it identifies these attempts to strengthen control of
borders as teichopolitics: the politics of building barriers. This arti-
cle analyses the different types of hardened borders that exist today
and proposes a typology of frontlines, fences/walls, and closed
straights. Then the article maps the locations of these barriers and
argues that although other justifications ranging from smuggling
to terrorism are often put forward, these barriers are mostly con-
nected with managing immigration flows. Indeed, many of these
barriers are located on important economic or social discontinuity
lines, precisely where the system reveals its underlying logics. These
walls and fences symbolise the emergence of a privileged few who
actually live the promise of globalisation and defend its privileges
through teichopolitics.

INTRODUCTION

The events of the first decade of the new millennium upended two com-
mon assumptions about the process of globalisation: first that it generates
a “borderless world” where walls and fences would become increasingly
anachronistic and second that it promotes the free flow of capital, goods,
and people around the world.1 From the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 to
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218 Stéphane Rosière and Reece Jones

violence of the 11 September 2001 terrorist attacks in the United States, bor-
ders were mainly studied through the prism of globalisation. According to
many of these theorists, the most important facts were the disappearance of
borders and the retreat of the state as it was replaced with new regional and
global political, social, and economic configurations.2 During the 1990s, bor-
ders were studied as a laboratory of globalisation and mostly considered as a
remainder of an old territoriality even if, as Newman and Paasi (1998) sagely
put it, “not all authors agree with ideas that suggest the disappearance of
boundaries”.3

This view, of course, was proven correct. Far from the optimistic
representations of many scholars, the contemporary world is characterised
by the increasing enclosure of territories between sovereign states through
the construction of walls and fences on international borders and within
sovereign states through the development of various methods of sustaining
inequality such as gated communities. Even beyond the construction of
physical barriers, this reality is underlined through new restrictive immigra-
tion laws that have been put in place around the world from Italy to the
United States.4 Rather than welcoming flows of people, these symbolic and
physical barriers institutionalise privilege through legal exclusions and the
blunt force of barriers.5

The terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001 totally changed the academic
landscape as well, and the process of “opening” of borders turned, more or
less, to a process of “hardening” of borders.6 “Hardening” refers to building
any kind of closure system – we consider here the word “barrier” as a neu-
tral term (even if no word is intrinsically neutral), including all kind of walls
or fences – to prevent undesired entrance or immigration flows. Hardening
does not mean completely closing, but rather the attempt to control all cross-
border movements and to direct them to appropriate check-points. This
hardening process generates an asymmetric space; “asymmetric because of
the power to decide upon the separation, which is monopolised by the most
powerful party, while the other becomes de facto separated”.7 This harden-
ing attempts to filter out bodies and goods that are marked in some way
as unacceptable through new systems that give priority access to preferred
travellers. These increasingly sophisticated biometric systems utilise the data
on millions of cross-border movements to identify an unusual pattern that
signals an unwanted flow.8 However, the securitisation of airports, check-
points, and passport systems relies first on the attempted closure of the vast
stretch of border in between these sanctioned crossing points.9

The contemporary world is now characterised by the massive develop-
ment of barriers on international borders. The total length of such systems
is variously calculated and not precisely known, as such information is
often considered secret to protect national security. The French geogra-
pher Michel Foucher estimated that roughly 18,000 km (11,184 miles) of the
world’s terrestrial borders were actually “closed” by walls or barriers. This
figure matches the 20,000 km estimated by the scholars of the Chaire Raoul
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Teichopolitics 219

Dandurand of the University of Québec in Montréal.10 Following a different
method of calculation, Ballif and Rosière estimated the total of 41,000 km of
terrestrial “closed borders” (including marches, frontlines, fences and walls
actually built up, or in the planning stage – which of course increases the
total length of ‘barriers’).11 Hassner and Wittenberg point out the immediacy
of these changes by calculating that “three quarters of all post-World War II
barriers were initiated after 2000”.12 (See Figure 1.)

In order to conceptualise this new paradigm of long stretches of closed
borders and the hardening of crossing points this article introduces the term
teichopolitics. This neologism, coined by Ballif and Rosière (2009), is linked
to notions of biopolitics and biopower proposed by the French philosopher
Michel Foucault. These connected notions refer mainly to the practice
of modern states and their regulation of individual lives and populations
through “an explosion of numerous and diverse techniques for achieving
the subjugations of bodies and the control of populations.”13 In the case
of teichopolitics, biopower is manifested in the denial of the right to move
although this right is proclaimed by the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights.14

The word teichopolitics is coined from the ancient Greek word τειχoς

(teichos) meaning “city wall”. Teichopolitics is, in short, the politics of
building barriers on borders for various security purposes. The next section

FIGURE 1 Border barriers: A world map (color figure available online).

Source: Habiter laboratory, 2010.
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222 Stéphane Rosière and Reece Jones

discontinuous barrier on short sections of the Mexico border.21 The purpose
was not to prevent people from leaving the US (as with the Soviet Bloc
barriers), but rather to prevent foreigners from entering the territory. This
structural difference was often underlined to justify why the barriers erected
by Western countries were very different from Soviet “walls.” Nevertheless,
the control of migration/movement remains a strong common point between
these barriers.

In the past decade, the dual fear of migration and terrorism often jus-
tifies the new attention to security at the border. For example, after the
11 September attacks in the US and a series of bombings in India, the Indian
government accelerated the construction of a barrier on the Bangladesh
boundary.22 Curiously, terrestrial borders are hardened after these events
even though the link between the terrestrial border and terrorist attacks
seems weak or nonexistent. In many of the cases the perpetrators came
through ports of entry and with valid documents. Nevertheless, these secu-
rity concerns resulted in the construction many new barriers worldwide
(Table 1).

Although advocates of border security in many countries tend to
describe past borders as being predominately closed, with today’s open
borders as the exception, the opposite is more accurate. In previous eras it
was never necessary to have a completely closed border. Indeed, in 2012
we estimate that fully 13.2 percent of the world’s borders are marked with a
barrier of some kind (32,891 km of 248,000 km).23

TYPOLOGY OF BORDER BARRIERS

Teichopolitics is not simply about building walls or fences. Instead, it encom-
passes the whole range of barriers that limit the movement of people and
goods across borders including administrative measures and military instal-
lations which often support the barriers. Here we consider four types of
border closure, which together capture the broader trend towards securitised
borders.

Frontline

The first type of closure border refers back to the older military purpose
of boundaries and is characterised by the existence of an empty space (no
man’s land [sic]) separating two zones of military installations. This type of
border closure has become increasingly rare as the vast majority of states
have been integrated into the sovereign state system and have joined the
UN which condemns the use of force in bilateral relations.24 Most of the
contemporary frontlines were primarily erected during the Cold War period
and have been in place for many years. They often mark a disputed area
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Teichopolitics 223

TABLE 1 World border barriers: Location, length and typology (all lengths in kilometres)

Country 1 Country 2 Walls-fences Front lines

World Border Barriers (alphabetically, with name of decision-maker first)
Abkhazia Georgia 80
Botswana Zimbabwe 813
Brunei Malaysia 21
China North Korea 1416
Cyprus (green line) 180
Ethiopia Eretria 912
European Union (Schengen

area)
Russia, Belarus, Ukraine,

Moldova
4278

Greece Turkey 206
India Bangladesh 4053
India Pakistan (Line of Control) 740
India Pakistan (without LOC) 2172
Iraq (US administration) Jordan 238
Iraq (US administration) Syria 605
Iran Pakistan 909
Israel West Bank 785
Israel Gaza strip 51
Israel Egypt 266
Israel Jordan 238
Israel Lebanon 79
Israel Syria 76
Karabakh Azerbaijan 220
Kazakhstan China 1533
Korean DMZ 239
Kuwait Iraq 240
Morocco ‘sand wall’ 2720
Russia North Korea 19
Saudi Arabia Iraq 814
Saudi Arabia UAE 457
Saudi Arabia Yemen 1458
South Africa Mozambique 491
South Africa Zimbabwe 225
South Ossetia Georgia 100
Spain Morocco 17
Syria Turkey 818
Thailand Malaysia 506
Turkey Armenia 267
United Arab Emirates (UAE) Oman 410
United States Mexico 3140
Uzbekistan Kyrgyzstan 1099
subtotal 27624 5267
total 32 891

% 83.9 13.1

where two states continue to claim territory on the other side and a peace
treaty has not yet been negotiated (Korea, Cyprus, Israel/Palestine, Kashmir).
The longest example of a frontline is in Western Sahara where Morocco built
2,700 km of fortified sand walls, which represent 51.6 percent of existing
frontline on Earth. Nevertheless, frontlines still represent roughly 13 percent
of hardened borders in the world (Figure 2).

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

A
A

G
 ]

 a
t 0

7:
03

 1
3 

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

2 

szabolcskisspal
Highlight

szabolcskisspal
Highlight



224 Stéphane Rosière and Reece Jones

FIGURE 2 Types of border-barriers.

In addition to the demilitarised zone that separates the two Koreas,
the other prominent remaining example of a frontline is the Line of Control
(LOC) that runs through the mountains of Kashmir between Pakistan and
India.25 When the British partitioned South Asia and created the new states
of India and Pakistan in 1947, they allowed Princely States, which technically
had sovereignty over their territory, to decide which country they wanted
to join. The princely state of Kashmir had a majority Muslim population
and was expected to join Pakistan. However, the Maharajah was Hindu, and
after determining that independence was impossible, opted to join India.
Immediately the armies of both India and Pakistan entered Kashmir to gain
control over the territory. The Line of Control marks the frontlines where
the armies met. Despite the imposing terrain (which includes the high-
est battlefield in the world on the Siachen Glacier at over 6,400 metres
above sea level) neither country is willing to make a territorial concession,
and the Line of Control has remained militarised ever since. Despite being
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Teichopolitics 225

an unrecognised boundary, the frontline is well fortified including 550 km
(340 mi) of double-row fencing on the Indian side.

Fences and Walls

The second and third types of barriers are fences and walls, which are the
most emblematic artifacts of teichopolitics. Despite the stigma associated
with building walls after the construction of the Berlin Wall in August 1961,
since 2000 many countries around the world have initiated or expanded
these barriers (Figure 1 and Table 1). In most cases, the barriers had been
under consideration for some time and the underlying cause was often immi-
gration, smuggling, or defining the state’s population or territory. However,
the overt justifications often revolve around the immediate threat open bor-
ders pose in terms of terrorism and security.26 In total, fences and walls
represent roughly 87 percent of contemporary terrestrial border barriers.

Although similar in their spatial organisation (Figure 2), there are some
important differences to consider between fences and walls. Semantically,
the term wall has a pronounced negative connotation while the word fence,
in relation to wall, is much more positive. The term wall suggests total
closure and echoes the Berlin Wall (August 1961– November 1989) and
dictatorship while the term fence evokes notions of agriculture or even the
white picket fences of suburbia that produce ‘good neighbors’ as Robert
Frost wrote facetiously in Mending Wall. Consequently, simply analysing the
language used to describe a particular project can demonstrate the speakers
view on it. For example, in Israel the West Bank barrier is referred to as
the ‘security fence’ or the ‘anti-terror fence’, while in the West Bank it is the
‘wall’ or the ‘Apartheid wall’.

On a more material or technical level, the difference between fence and
walls suggest different costs, purposes, and perceived effectiveness. Fences
sound more temporary as they can be erected quickly, they do not com-
pletely block the vision of the other side, and are less expensive. Walls seem
more finalised, eliminate the line of sight across the border (and the danger
of snipers), and are more expensive. Fences characterise many underdevel-
oped countries’ barriers (Botswana/Zimbabwe for instance) while walls are
currently more likely to be erected in developed countries. One kilometre
of the Israeli barrier along West Bank costs around $2 million to construct.
At the opposite end of the spectrum, the 500 km long (in 2004) 2.4 m high
220-volt electrified fence on the Botswana/Zimbabwe border resembles a
fence at the edge of pasture more than an international border.27 In total, it
cost $3.14 million (in 2004)28 or about $6,330 per kilometre. This is approxi-
mately 316 times cheaper than the high-tech Israeli barrier.29 Many countries
compensate for the lack of high-tech means by an overinvestment in troops.
India is an example of this, with its enormous Border Security Forces which
number 240,000 men and women divided in 186 battalions.30
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Teichopolitics 227

to develop, deploy, and integrate technology and tactical infrastructure . . .

to gain and maintain effective control of U.S. land border areas”.37

The Secure Fence Act, enacted on 26 October 2006, symbolises this
political trend. This act, which passed both the US House of Representatives
and Senate with bipartisan support including then Senators Joe Biden, Hilary
Clinton, and Barack Obama, partially funds the “possible” construction of
a 1,125-km barrier along the Mexican border. It was nevertheless rapidly
constructed, and as of January 2010, 80 percent of the fence project was
complete. The barrier varies in different landscapes with many sections con-
sisting of a fence that is 6.5 m tall (21 feet) and 1.8 m (6 feet) deep in the
ground, cemented in a 0.9 m (3 foot) wide trench with concrete. In addi-
tion to physical barriers, the US also experimented with a virtual fence.
In 2006, after the vote of the Secure Fence Act, the Boeing Company was
chosen by the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) to build the vir-
tual fence in a contract projected to be worth more than $2 billion. Boeing
set up a consortium with various partners including Kollsman Incorporated,
the American-based subsidiary of Elbit Systems Ltd., based in Haifa, which
is the largest non-governmental defence company in Israel and which had
worked extensively on the Israeli barrier. Despite the substantial funding,
the virtual fence failed many early tests and, at present, has been put on
hold.38 The result is a massive security project on the US-Mexico border, but
nevertheless, still two-thirds of the border is unfenced, which raises con-
tinued questions about the feasibility of completely securing such a long
border through difficult terrain.

Closed Straights

The final type of border barrier is the closed (or hardened) maritime strait.
This kind of barrier is often forgotten by scholars but is very important for
the purpose of controlling undesired migration flows. Straits are hardened if
they coincide with strong wealth or political discontinuities (developed/less
developed countries or free country/dictatorship) and are characterised
by important undesired immigration flows. Examples include the Strait
of Florida between the West Indies and the USA, the Gibraltar strait
between North Africa and the EU or the Arafura and Timor seas between
Indonesia and Australia). Such straits consist of a virtual fence implemented
on the immigration side (the wealthy coast) and are organised around
control towers to which various alarm systems, satellite, radar, and airplane
reconnaissance are connected. These systems aim to detect the arrival of
unauthorised boats and allow police vessels to be deployed to intercept
them before they make landfall.

One of the best examples of an increasingly ‘closed’ straight is the
Mediterranean Sea, particularly at the strait of Gibraltar. The Spanish
system of coastal surveillance called Sistema Integrado de Vigilancia Exterior
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228 Stéphane Rosière and Reece Jones

(SIVE) – “integrated system of external alert” – was launched in 1999 for
the purpose of detection, identification, tracing and interception of illegal
migrants and it is today one of the more ambitious ‘liquid walls’ existing in
the world, which is placed under the supervisory control of the European
FRONTEX agency. This surveillance system, originally only deployed in
the strait of Gibraltar, aspires to prevent all illegal migration from Africa.
To be more efficient, it was extended to include the entire southern Spanish
coastline from Portugal to Almeria.39 Implemented in Algeciras in 2002, the
SIVE was extended from that time to Tarifa and Malaga and to the Canaries
(Fuerteventura and Lanzarote) in 2003, Cadiz and Huelva (2004), Ceuta and
Melilla (2005) and Almeria (2005). Further expansion of SIVE to the Baleares
and Valencia regions is already planned (the decision was to be made in
2009 but the harsh financial situation of Spain obliged it to postpone the
scheduled plan). In spite of financial difficulties, if such a trend goes on the
SIVE could include all Mediterranean Spanish littoral (and even all of the
European Mediterranean coast) in the future.

The SIVE system is already efficient enough to push away the illegal
migratory routes, which results in a logic of bypass and which increases
death rates among immigrants, a result similar to the US-Mexico border
where immigrants are forced to cross increasingly harsh and dangerous sec-
tions of the border.40 As the French scholar Guillaume Le Boedec showed,
after the erection of the SIVE system, the Gibraltar route was cut and a
decline of total arrests on the Gibraltar Strait is discernible after 2000 (but
stabilised after 2004). But the number of arrests increased in the Canary
Islands and more peripheral sites as a consequence.41 Rather than prevent-
ing immigration, the closed straits pushed immigration to maritime routes
that are longer and potentially more lethal.

A STRICT HIERARCHY OF FLOWS

Mobility is an increasingly paradoxical dimension of our societies.
Communication and trade implicate flows, and flows are not only an aspect
of globalisation but the sine qua none of its existence. They are supposed
to reveal the dynamism of the global economy and signify the transnational
age. Transnational corporations rely heavily on these connections and
international organisations such as the World Trade Organization (WTO)
promote global trade by easing the movement of particular types of goods
and people. At the same time, global flows remain the nightmare of govern-
ments, administrations, and security agencies, as the expansion of the world
economy produces extreme imbalances of power and wealth. The border
barriers of teichopolitics are therefore instructive because they demonstrate
that all mobilities and flows are not valued, but rather that globalisation
implies a strict hierarchy of flows which can easily be sketched. Financial
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Crossing borders, people and goods have to pass through multiple networks and complex identification
devices. Making sense of these mutations requires sustained in-depth analysis as well as a wide range of
modes of inquiry, critical methodologies, and interdisciplinary engagements, that can open the path for
creative research (Van Houtum, Kramsch, and Ziefhofer 2004; Rumford 2007; Wastl-Walter 2012,
Wilson and Donnan 2012).

While atlases express stability, or rather give the illusion of it, the antiAtlas wishes to reintroduce borders’
dynamic nature and complex manifestations, and to provide a critical approach to border representations.
We assert that systematic graphic visualization of space is neither the most acceptable nor the most
desirable way of understanding borders. This does not mean that we disqualify the traditional map, as we
do not contest the usefulness of maps as knowledge tools. What we claim is that maps’ systematic
compiling does not provide an adequate understanding of the complexity of borders. Maps are not only
political but also epistemological devices. They are not simply representations of territories and borders,
but they also contribute to their production. Border making is intrinsically linked to map drawing, as
maps make the border conceptually as well as practically possible. Maps are models that determine the
forms of their production and lay the conditions to produce relations in space.

The study of territorial shape is less essential today than examining borders’ physical inertia, their
contextual materialization and dematerialization, as well as their social construction and highly
technological nature. Increasingly, borders appear as evolving devices with electronic and biological
characteristics that function as bases for mobile control and surveillance. At the same time, they shape
exchanges, generate formal and informal rules, and produce random definitions of what is legitimate and
what is not. What is at stake, thus, is to understand the border as a perpetually changing process, using an
alternative set of representations that do not reify power positions the way atlases do. In this sense, we
prefer the path of multiple investigations to unearth the multifaceted nature of border-making processes.
Beyond their topography, borders address sociological, psychological, anthropological and ontological
issues. This means that we need to pay attention at the same time to their locations, forms and shapes, as
well as to their modes of existence, constitutive processes and imaginaries.

From Territorial Control to Flows and Risk Management
The transformation of borders is intimately connected to the ways globalization has altered spatial
interactions of all kinds, such as production chains, communication and defense systems, work and
culture (Appadurai 1996). Freedom of mobility has been conceived through an economic perspective
(Peck 2010; Amable 2011). Contemporary public policies that are usually qualified as “neoliberal” have
been over-discussed and reinterpreted (Hilgers 2012), but it is widely admitted that they have promoted
national reforms that include “free trade” and labor flexibility (Jacoby 2008, 2011), while promoting
altogether on a global scale accounting standards (Mattli and Büthe 2005; Richardson and Eberlein 2011),
banking prudential norms (Goodhart 2011; Young 2012), and fiscal consolidation (Kleinbard 2012;
Blanchard and Leigh 2013; Hebous and Zimmermann 2013). At the same time, there are new strategies
which aim at containing migratory pressures through the selective filtering of human flows (Shamir 2005).

These transformations have resulted in a contradiction between economic practices that increase unequal
global development and the need to implement sustainable and fair global development (Sassen 2008).
There is also a gap between national governments’ policies, which are limited by their sovereignty, and the
need to regulate transnational processes through global governance frameworks (Kramsch and Hooper
2004; Ba and Hoffmann 2005).

To address these contradictions, national governments have assigned state borders the function to
guarantee people’s security in a world characterized by transnational mobility of people, capital, goods and
ideas. In other words, borders are supposed to allow a high level of mobility while protecting against social,
economic, political, and public health risks the mobility of people generate.

Journal of Borderlands Studies | 29.4 - 2014
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While state borders are clearly more and more represented as legally intangible, it becomes increasingly
problematic both for analytical purposes (Steinberg 2009; Johnson, Jones et al. 2011) and in terms of
securitization (Brunet-Jailly 2007) to locate the border control within specific and stable places. The
lines between domestic and external security have become blurred to such an extent that these
domains are difficult to separate clearly. Yet, the role of borders does not decline. What is declining is
the relative share of controls implemented at borders compared with the forms of control prior and
after the border crossing. This share is declining due to the difficulty of distinguishing between
internal and external origin of migrations, terrorism, economic and financial flows, software piracy and
pollution.

In this context, border control is conceived and implemented in a selective and individualized manner.
Seen in terms of risks, human, commercial and information flows become targets of surveillance, and
border control becomes a form of risk management. Because these movements overflow the national
space, security strategies now have to be conceived on a global scale and are heavily reliant on digital
technologies that collect and store vast amounts of data about cross-border flows (Muller 2010; Dillon and
Lobo-Guerrero 2008).

The main objective of border security policies is not so much to stop these flows as it is to improve the
mechanisms to filter and channel them. Consequently, borders are functioning today as firewalls,
aiming to facilitate legitimate traffic while containing unwanted people and commodities perceived as
security risks (Walters 2006). For example, borders could be very porous to capital, but not to workers
with low levels of formal education. The implementation of this new logic of control has led to an
unprecedented process of integration of technology-based surveillance systems, such as, biometrics,
numeric and satellite networks, RFID, drones, robots, radars, CO2 detectors, and others, used to
embed borders into bodies and flows in order to detect, identify and follow their movements. In this
way, flows can be monitored continuously along their entire journey (Popescu 2011). The main
rationale for this convergence is based on the misplaced belief that technological automation will,
inevitably, strengthen border control capabilities by reducing enforcement costs and eliminating human
error.

Following these developments, border security is more concerned with the prediction and the
management of the effects of risks rather than with their actual causes. This logic is in accordance with
neoliberal thinking that sees addressing the root causes of various issues as more costly than dealing
with their effects (Agamben 2014). In addition, the “datafication” of human and goods mobility and
practices, as well as the emergence of the “bigdata” paradigm, have further reduced the focus on causes
and meanings of processes we observe. Given the amount of data that can be collected and processed
by computers, it becomes easier to analyze an event and what is linked to it in order to find out
regularities and probabilities, than to understand the factors determining it (Cukier and Mayer-
Schönberger 2013). This shift of focus in border control practices and representations could explain the
actual convergence of free trade policies on the one hand, and growing security control apparatus on
the other.

Shifting Forms of Mobility and Changing Border Regimes
Keeping flows under surveillance today means that border controls managed by police, custom services
and private companies get partially redeployed away from the formal state borderlines and inside the
national territory as well as inside other states’ territories. Customs may manage extraterritorial operations
(Baldaccini 2010). Visa checks are carried out in the country of migrants’ origin, not only in embassies but
also in private offices (Infantino 2010). Simultaneously, check points are multiplied in order to track
people and providers of goods who have managed to circumvent surveillance systems. Lastly, in order to
exclude certain categories of flows, special zones such as detention centers, staging areas in airports, or free
zones have been created on uncertain juridical basis (Bigo 1997; Rahola 2007; Bernardot 2009; Mountz
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