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A world map is a visual story that aims to represent a perspective
of reality. One would then expect multiple visual narratives
depicting the various aspects, actors, and international relations
that shape our world. However, since the 16th century, the
standard atlas—conceived by Gerardus Mercator in the colonial
era for purposes of discovery (read: conquest)-has predominantly
told only one visual story: that of separate state-boxes. This
narrative, rooted in territorial annexation, centers on the question
of which state governs where, reducing the world’s complexity to
territorial containers on a map. As a result, a world map typically
depicts distinct, homogeneous entities, confined within national
borders represented as thin, continuous lines. And cities — despite
their dynamism and interconnections — tend to be reduced on
these maps to nothing more than isolated, fixed dots. Further,
tellingly, migration, is dominantly portrayed as an abnormality
invading these bordered boxes, often represented by oversized,
red arrows—the language of a hostile invasion (see also our
article: https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/17450101.2
019.1676031).

It is remarkable that this simplistic state-centric cartography of
borders, cities and migration has become so normalized—-
hegemonic even—that it is mistaken for objectivity and neutrality,
even though it represents only one perspective on the world. To
act as if this is the world map is surrealist. Ceci n‘est pas le
monde - this is not the world.

The consequences of this form of surreal, visual storytelling are
vast. The cartography of bordered boxes to represent the world
suggests that a state or a city functions as a self-contained,
autarkic entity, while in reality, all societies are constituted by
cross-border connections of people, goods, capital, ideas, and
legal regimes. It thus fundamentally misrepresents everything we
know from international studies, urban studies, sociology,
economics, geography, and migration. It masks historical and
relational geographical realities, international socio-economic
relations and experiences, demographic diversity, and
international legal interdependencies. And it reinforces underlying
nativist and nationalist power interests, sustaining the divide
between ‘us here’ and ‘them there".
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