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Introduction
This book tells a story about lines—how they were imagined, drawn, argued over, and
enforced, and how they continue to organize life and death. In colonial Africa, borders
were not mere cartographic conveniences; they were instruments that fused
knowledge and force. European mapmakers, treaty writers, and soldiers
collaborated—sometimes deliberately, sometimes chaotically—to convert imperial
ambitions into geometry. The resulting frontiers often cut across polities, ecologies,
and kinship networks, producing distortions that outlived the empires themselves.

The narrative begins with the cartographic imperative that animated nineteenth-
century expansion. As European powers raced to claim territory, maps served as proof
of discovery, tools of negotiation, and blueprints for conquest. Lines inked in
metropolitan conference rooms were treated as facts on the ground long before
surveyors could confirm them. Where rivers bent, meridians stood in; where
mountains were unknown, straight lines substituted for knowledge. In this way, the
aesthetic of the neat boundary—clean, thin, and final—masked the messy realities of
travel, trade, and seasonal movement that had long linked African regions.

Treaties and charters translated these maps into “paper sovereignty,” granting
companies, protectorates, and crown colonies the right to rule spaces only partially
understood. Military power then made these abstractions tangible: campaigns were
planned with sketch maps; outposts and forts followed drawn routes; border
commissions hammered posts into the soil to alchemize a claim into a frontier. Yet the
human costs were immediate. Families found themselves on different sides of a line
that neither they nor their ancestors had ever recognized; pastoralists saw migration
corridors truncated; market towns were reoriented toward distant capitals.

The book’s method mirrors the layered nature of these processes. It combines archival
maps and diplomatic records with field studies in borderlands where people daily
negotiate the limits of the state. Historical atlases are read alongside surveyor
notebooks; international legal minutes are juxtaposed with oral histories and
contemporary GIS data. This mixed approach reveals not only how borders were
made, but also how they were lived—with workarounds, quiet resistances, and new
solidarities that the original draftsmen could not anticipate.

While independence reconfigured authority, it rarely redrew lines. The postcolonial
commitment to maintaining inherited borders—the principle known as uti
possidetis—sought to prevent war by privileging stability over revision. It succeeded
unevenly. Some disputes hardened into armed conflict; others were channeled into
courts and commissions. Meanwhile, borderlands evolved into spaces of both
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constraint and opportunity: checkpoints taxed movement even as traders stitched
economies together; refugees sought safety across lines that were at once porous and
policed.

Understanding contemporary disputes and integration efforts requires holding these
histories and practices together. Regional bodies from ECOWAS to the EAC and SADC
have experimented with freer movement, shared infrastructure, and joint
management of resources. These initiatives, however, operate atop colonial
geometries that still shape where roads run, who can cross, and which communities
are legible to the state. Climate stress and environmental protection add further
pressures, pushing herders, farmers, miners, and conservationists into new forms of
negotiation and conflict.

Borders of Empire offers tools to read maps critically and ethically. It asks the reader
to see a boundary not as a single line, but as a layered artifact: a legal text, a set of
monuments, a patrol route, a memory, a rumor, a livelihood strategy. By tracing how
imperial cartography, treaties, and military power produced artificial borders—and by
listening to those who inhabit them today—the chapters that follow aim to clarify why
certain flashpoints persist and how more humane arrangements might be imagined.
The goal is not to romanticize a borderless past, but to understand the choices that
made the present lines and the choices still available to repair them.
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CHAPTER ONE: Drawing the Continent: The
Cartographic Imperative
The nineteenth century pulsed with a restless energy in Europe, an era defined by
industrial revolution, burgeoning nation-states, and a voracious appetite for resources
and markets. This grand narrative of progress, however, cast a long shadow,
particularly across the African continent. As steamships shrank oceans and telegraphs
conquered distances, the blank spaces on European maps of Africa became
increasingly intolerable. These voids, often filled with speculative beasts or artistic
flourishes, were not simply an absence of knowledge; they were an affront to the era’s
scientific rationalism and a tantalizing invitation to imperial expansion. The
cartographic imperative was born from this confluence of curiosity, capital, and
conquest.

Before the scramble intensified, European engagement with Africa was largely coastal,
driven by centuries of trade in enslaved people, gold, and other commodities. Early
maps reflected this reality, depicting detailed coastlines and major river estuaries,
with vast, often inaccurate, interiors. These were the maps of merchants and
mariners, focused on navigation and commerce rather than territorial dominion.
Portuguese navigators, for instance, meticulously charted the West African coast,
establishing trading posts and influencing local polities, but their maps rarely ventured
deep inland. The knowledge they gathered was pragmatic, designed for profit and safe
passage, not for the delineation of future empires.

The Enlightenment, with its emphasis on systematic observation and classification,
began to shift this paradigm. Explorers like James Bruce, Mungo Park, and René Caillié,
driven by a mixture of scientific curiosity, personal ambition, and national pride,
pushed into the interior. Their journeys, often arduous and fraught with danger,
yielded precious scraps of information about rivers, mountains, and the diverse
societies inhabiting the continent. Park’s mapping of the Niger River, for instance,
while incomplete, sparked immense European interest in the river's potential as a
highway to the interior. These early expeditions were, in essence, intelligence-
gathering missions, slowly replacing myth with geography, albeit often fragmented
and subjective.

The Royal Geographical Society, founded in London in 1830, epitomized this growing
cartographic zeal. It became a powerful clearinghouse for geographical information,
funding expeditions, publishing journals, and awarding medals to explorers. Similar
societies sprang up across Europe, fostering a competitive environment where
geographical discovery was intertwined with national prestige. Maps ceased to be
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mere navigational aids and transformed into instruments of statecraft. Each river
traced, each mountain range depicted, each indigenous kingdom located, contributed
to a mosaic that European powers would later assemble into national claims.

The underlying assumption, often unspoken, was that Africa was a terra nullius – a
land belonging to no one – ripe for the taking, despite the evident presence of
established African polities, complex trading networks, and sophisticated land tenure
systems. European mapmakers, often thousands of miles away, imposed their own
conceptual frameworks onto a continent they barely understood. This imposition was
not benign; it was an act of epistemic violence, erasing existing geographies and
superimposing a new, European-centric order. The very act of drawing a line on a map
implied a claim to knowledge and, by extension, a claim to control.

Technological advancements in the 19th century further fueled the cartographic
imperative. Improvements in chronometers, sextants, and later, the introduction of the
plane table, allowed for more accurate observations of latitude and longitude. The
burgeoning printing industry made it possible to reproduce maps in greater quantities,
disseminating geographical knowledge and solidifying European perceptions of Africa.
Photography, too, played a role, offering visual "proof" of discoveries and fueling
public imagination. The map, therefore, became a powerful propaganda tool, a visual
shorthand for national ambition.

The "Scramble for Africa," conventionally dated from the 1880s, was not solely a
political or economic phenomenon; it was fundamentally a cartographic one. Before
military columns marched and treaties were signed, the scramble unfolded on paper.
Foreign ministries in London, Paris, Berlin, and Lisbon pored over the latest maps,
calculating spheres of influence and sketching potential boundaries. The lines drawn in
these European capitals often bore little resemblance to the realities on the ground.
They were conceptual lines, products of geopolitical chess games played with little
regard for the human and environmental landscapes they bisected.

This era also saw the rise of systematic surveying, albeit initially on a limited scale.
Military officers, often trained in engineering and cartography, accompanied
exploratory missions or were specifically dispatched to map strategically important
areas. These early surveys, while rudimentary by modern standards, provided the
groundwork for future, more precise delineations. They aimed to transform the
qualitative observations of explorers into quantifiable data, turning vague descriptions
of terrain into measurable distances and defined features. This shift from descriptive
to prescriptive mapping was crucial for the emerging imperial project.

The cartographic imperative was not simply about depicting what was there; it was
about creating what would be there. A map was not just a representation of reality; it
was an active agent in shaping it. By drawing a line, a mapmaker was asserting a
claim, laying the groundwork for future administration, and implicitly challenging the
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claims of others. The act of mapping became an exercise of power, a precursor to
physical occupation and control. This anticipatory mapping, where the map preceded
thorough exploration, characterized much of the early phase of colonial boundary-
making.

One of the most striking examples of this phenomenon was the reliance on abstract
geographical features, particularly parallels of latitude and meridians of longitude.
When precise geographical knowledge was lacking, European diplomats and
cartographers resorted to these convenient, if arbitrary, lines. A meridian, a purely
imaginary line connecting the North and South Poles, offered a clean, unambiguous
boundary on a map, even if on the ground it traversed mountains, deserts, and
densely populated areas with equal indifference. This geometric approach to boundary-
making would have profound and lasting consequences.

The logic behind using such artificial lines was pragmatic, from a European
perspective. They were easily definable on a map and required no complex
negotiation with local populations. They offered a semblance of order and rationality
to the chaotic process of carving up a continent. However, these lines often ignored
existing African political, social, and economic structures. They severed communities,
disrupted trade routes, and arbitrarily grouped disparate peoples together or split
homogenous groups apart. The "neatness" of the map masked a future of profound
human dislocation and conflict.

Furthermore, the cartographic imperative was deeply intertwined with the prevailing
scientific racism of the era. Maps sometimes depicted “tribal” boundaries, often based
on superficial observations or biased ethnographic accounts. These early ethnological
maps, however flawed, contributed to the reification of “tribes” as distinct and often
mutually antagonistic entities, thereby laying the groundwork for future policies of
indirect rule that often exploited these perceived divisions. The act of mapping, in this
context, contributed to the construction of a racialized geography of Africa.

The competitive nature of European expansion meant that nations rushed to produce
and publish maps as evidence of their claims. A new map showing a particular area as
falling within a nation's "sphere of influence" was a powerful diplomatic tool, signaling
intent and challenging rivals. These maps became central to diplomatic negotiations,
particularly in the lead-up to and during the Berlin Conference. The aesthetic of a
complete, internally consistent map conveyed an image of control and legitimate
authority, even if the underlying knowledge was speculative or simply fabricated.

The production of these maps was not a singular, unified effort but a complex
interplay of various actors. Explorers provided initial sketches and observations;
missionaries contributed information about indigenous populations and settlements;
traders supplied details about routes and resources. These disparate pieces of
information were then synthesized by professional cartographers in European capitals,
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who often had never set foot on African soil. The resulting maps were thus composite
artifacts, reflecting a multitude of perspectives, biases, and agendas.

The cartographic imperative also extended to the naming of geographical features.
European explorers and cartographers frequently replaced indigenous place names
with European ones, further asserting dominance and erasing pre-existing African
geographies. Mount Kilimanjaro, for instance, known by various local names, was re-
christened by Europeans, a symbolic act of appropriation. This renaming was not
merely an act of convenience; it was a deliberate strategy to embed European
presence and control into the very fabric of the land.

The quest for a definitive map of Africa became an obsession. Each new expedition
sought to fill in more details, correct previous errors, and extend the reach of
European geographical knowledge. This desire for comprehensive mapping was driven
by both scientific curiosity and imperial ambition. The more complete the map, the
more "knowable" the continent became, and thus, the more amenable to European
administration and exploitation. The map was both a record of discovery and a
blueprint for dominion.

The idea that the lines on a map could create reality was a powerful, and ultimately
destructive, European invention in the African context. It allowed European powers to
conceptually divide and conquer the continent before the physical act of conquest was
fully realized. The lines drawn in European chancelleries, often with little to no
consultation with African leaders or understanding of African societies, became the
foundational elements of the colonial project. These lines, imbued with the authority of
European cartography and international law, would become the "borders of empire."

The cartographic imperative laid the groundwork for the formal partitioning of Africa. It
transformed a continent of diverse polities and fluid boundaries into a geometric
puzzle, ready to be carved up by European powers. The subsequent chapters will
delve into how these initial cartographic assertions were formalized through
diplomatic agreements, enforced by military power, and eventually became the
enduring, often contentious, borders of postcolonial Africa. But it all began with the
lines on a map, drawn with the confident strokes of imperial ambition.
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