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 Universidade de Santiago de Compostela 

 
 

Abstract: Academic studies of border issues have undergone considerable growth at 
the international scale in recent years with the emergence of so-called border studies. In 
this line of research dedicated to borders and their socio-spatial repercussions, geography 
clearly has a key role to play. Here, I report a state of the art of Spanish geographical 
production in the field of border studies. However, given that, by definition, border 
studies is multidisciplinary, works undertaken in related disciplines are also reported. 
Finally, Spanish production is examined in relation to the broader international context, 
with the aim of detecting any possible shortcomings and providing ideas to strengthen 
research on borders and boundaries. 
 

 

1. Introduction 
To initiate a review about border studies by speaking of the impossibility of covering 

the whole spectrum of extent research has become almost an axiom. This was, indeed, 
how I had intended to begin my contribution, but in the final stages of putting this draft 
together, Russia launched a brutal act of aggression in Ukraine. This offensive serves to 
remind us that, in a world thought “borderless” in the 1990s, state boundaries continue 
to play a primary role in territorial sovereignty, a principle that is currently under attack 
in Ukraine — and, on a recurring basis in other latitudes, albeit perhaps at distances 
more removed from Western concerns. Geopolitics is very much the order of the day 
and it reminds us that a conflict like the one that broke out in February 2022 has multiple 
economic and social implications. And all this in a context in which the Covid-19 
pandemic lingers on, a global phenomenon that has crossed borders, despite the fact 
that the measures taken to control it have been based on policies designed and 
implemented within state boundaries — and, as we shall see, within internal state 
boundaries too. 

In this review, I wish to provide a brief — in this format it could hardly be otherwise 
— state of the art of Spanish geographical research in the field of border studies. Having 
said that, I recognise that, by definition, border studies is a multidisciplinary field and, 
while the geographical approach is my main focus, each line of research identified is 
complemented, wherever possible, with a description of contributions made from within 
other disciplines (economics, sociology, anthropology, law and political science, among 
others). I should also stress that I limit my attention to studies of Spain and its 

https://doi.org/10.21138/ugi.en.2022.6
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borderlands, which means work conducted by Spanish universities or research centres 
analysing other territories is not discussed here.  

My point of departure in undertaking this review is very much my own personal 
knowledge of the field, given that it constitutes one of my primary research interests. 
However, to be as exhaustive as possible, I have also exploited various search engines 
and databases (namely GS, WOS, SCOPUS, Dialnet and Teseo) and conducted searches 
in Spain’s main geography journals. Most of the studies identified are written in Spanish; 
however, over the last decade an increasing number of articles have been published in 
English, above all in high impact journals. 

In what follows, I propose an exploration of the world of border studies with the 
aim of contextualizing studies undertaken in Spanish geography. Here, I should stress 
that, given the specific object of study, while ties with the geographies of Spain’s 
neighbours are inevitable, it is beyond the scope of the current discussion to pursue them 
further. Below, I outline the main lines of research identified, a body of work that 
considers the multiple dimensions of borders, and pay particular attention to the most 
recent studies. The review concludes by summarising the different lines of work and 
comparing the research undertaken in Spain with the work conducted in other academic 
contexts. By so doing, I seek to detect any possible research gaps and make proposals 
that might serve to bolster research on borders and boundaries in Spanish geography, as 
well as in its relations with other disciplines. 

2. Border studies as a field of knowledge at its apogee 
“It is not an easy task to suggest new research agendas for a field of study that has been 

in a state of constant flux for close to three decades. Border studies has emerged as a 

multidisciplinary and even post-disciplinary research area”. (Scott, 2020b: 1) 

“Border studies had witnessed a major resurrection during the 1990s, which echoed wider 

international political and economic events and tendencies, as well as the emerging search 

for new theoretical/conceptual tools in border research”. (Paasi, 2021: 18) 

“Proliferation of scholarly attention to borders, and the extensive and diverse research 

activity associated with it, are actually constituents of a systematic re-calibration of the 

border studies framework”. (Konrad, 2021: 713) 

These three brief quotes from recent studies, by three eminent specialists in border 

studies, serve to demonstrate the rise of this multi- and interdisciplinary field — post-

disciplinary even, in the words of Scott (2020b) — in the social and human sciences. The 

1990s are typically identified as the decade that first attracted the interest of researchers 

to borders, at a time marked by the end of the Cold War. Since then, various attempts 

have been made to draw up a (critical) agenda for border studies (Newman and Paasi, 

1995; Johnson et al., 2011; Parker and Vaughan-Williams, 2012; Scott, 2020b), in which 

certain terms and theoretical concepts have come to predominate (Kolossov and Scott, 

2013). We can point to various collective works that might serve as manuals of border 

studies to get an idea of the multiplicity of themes addressed (Wastl-Walter, 2011; Wilson 

and Donnan, 2012; Sevastianov, Laine and Kireev, 2015; Scott, 2020a), which include 

such concerns as delimitation, demarcation and management of international borders; 

geopolitics at different territorial scales; borders, territory and identity; individual and 

social borders; migration and mobility policies; border control; securitization practices; 
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border ethics; de-bordering and re-bordering processes; territorial and cross-border 

cooperation; cross-border governance; the economic system and borders; border 

landscapes; borderscapes; art and borders, among many others. Each is marked by a strong 

theoretical content, in a constant dialogue about border ontology and epistemology. 

Borders, in short, are no longer understood as mere boundaries or limits between 
nation-states, a subject for analysis by historical and political geography, but rather they 
are seen as resulting from complex socio-spatial processes, operating at different levels 
(from the individual to the collective) that end up institutionalizing them and ensuring 
they have an impact on people’s daily lives. This means, as I have been at pains to point 
out, that they are the subject of analysis in many disciplines. Thus, as well as various 
specialized research centres, such as the Nijmegen Centre for Border Research (Radboud 
University) and the UniGR-Center for Border Studies, there are a number of 
international forums that provide a collective space for debate and reflection, including 
the Association for Borderlands Studies/Asociación de Estudios Fronterizos, which has 
promoted the journal par excellence in border studies: namely, the Journal of Borderlands 

Studies12.   

While the 1990s are usually acknowledged as being the decade of the so-called 
b/ordering turn (Houtum and Naerssen, 2002), it is true that, in other traditions, most 
notably the French, major studies opening up new research lines were being reported as 
early as 1970 (Guichonnet and Raffestin, 1974; Foucher, 1986; cf. Renard, 1997 and 
Trillo-Santamaría, 2010). In France, border studies, in general, and the geography of 
borders, in particular, took root in these years. So much so, that the country’s civil service 
examinations, CAPES (Certificat d’aptitude au professorat de l’enseignement du second degré) and 
Agrégation 2022-2023, to teach secondary school geography focus, specifically, on 
borders, which has led to a boom in publications focused on preparing candidates for 
these exams (Amilhat-Szary and Hamez, 2020; Cattaruza, Monot and Paris, 2020; Sierra, 
2020), which complement other recent works (Amilhat-Szary, 2015 and 2020; Moullé, 

2017)13.  

3. Border studies in Spain: A view from geography 
I begin this section by mentioning two studies, published twenty years apart, that 

have provided states of the art of geographical studies of border areas conducted in 
Spain. The first, the work of Cabero, Campesino and López Trigal (1995-1996) 
contextualizes the studies originating in Spain in the 1970s, heavily influenced by French 
geography, and which became more prolific in the 1990s with the development of 
regional policy and the first INTERREG programmes (cf. Paül et al., 2017). Geography 

 
12 It would be interesting to discuss why, originally, the journal — as well as the association on 
which it depends — chose the term “borderlands” for its name and not a more generic term such 
as “boundary” or “border”, a choice indicating a clear change in the range of themes covered. The 
Association was founded in 1976 to study the United States-Mexico borderlands but since then it 
has become a global association that understands and studies borders in their multiple dimensions 
— although it has not taken the step of changing its name. For more information about the 
Association visit https://absborderlands.org/ [last consulted 30/3/22]. 
13 See the suggested reading lists offered by Géoconfluences to prepare for these exams: 
http://geoconfluences.ens-lyon.fr/programmes/concours/frontieres-indications-
bibliographiques [last consulted 30/3/22]. 

https://absborderlands.org/
http://geoconfluences.ens-lyon.fr/programmes/concours/frontieres-indications-bibliographiques
http://geoconfluences.ens-lyon.fr/programmes/concours/frontieres-indications-bibliographiques
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is seen as an instrument of spatial analysis and diagnosis, aimed at supporting the various 
initiatives of the Community programs. More than twenty years later, López Trigal 
(2017), in an article introducing a special issue of the journal Polígonos dedicated to 
twenty-five years of cross-border cooperation, sought to update the previous 
contribution. Here, the focus is on Spanish geographic studies of Iberian land borders 
and, in particular, cross-border cooperation. The author provides an interesting 
analytical summary of various research lines on three borders — Spain-France, Spain-
Portugal, Spain-Morocco — which stretch back to 1970 and the origins of studies of 
this type. 

López Trigal’s study (2017) is clearly a point of reference when it comes to providing 
a state of the art in the field. However, it has perhaps two limitations that can be usefully 
addressed in seeking to update our knowledge of border studies in Spain. On the one 
hand, it focuses above all on studies related to cross-border cooperation at the expense 
of other relevant themes; and, on the other, it suffers from a certain shortage of recent 
bibliographical references, particularly after the decade of the 2010s. For these two 
motives, I opt here not to focus on a single field of study and I seek to incorporate more 
recent studies, above all from the last ten years. Moreover, I propose not to be guided 
by the different sections of Spain’s international borders, but rather I organize this review 
around main thematic areas, in which the border is not conceived solely as a boundary 
between states. Finally, as mentioned, I include references from other disciplines, a 
vision that the two earlier reviews avoided. 

3.1 Historical geography of borders: delimitation, demarcation and management  
The study of the historical processes of boundary delimitation and demarcation can 

be considered a classic line of research, albeit one that has experienced something of a 
revival in recent years. For example, the work of Capdevilla (2011) on the Spanish-
French border, in which the author provides a detailed history of the boundary 
demarcation and associated conflicts, is indispensable in this respect. This line has been 
further reinforced, thanks, in large part, to various research projects coordinated by 
Jacobo García Álvarez (cf. Trillo-Santamaría, 2012), which study the processes of 
delimitation of the Spanish-Portuguese (see, among others, García Álvarez and Puente, 
2017a and 2017b; García Álvarez, 2019; Puente and García Álvarez, 2021) and Spanish-
French boundaries (García Álvarez and Puyo, 2019). Two special issues of the Revista de 
Historiografía (2015, nº 23; 2019, nº 30) bring together the efforts of some of the 
researchers involved in these projects. Such reflections provide an arena for the 
discussion of a number of widespread ideas, including the fact that the boundary 
between Spain and Portugal is the oldest in Europe (Trillo-Santamaría and Paül, 2014), 
in the sense that, like all limits of sovereignty of modern states, it is the outcome of the 
delimitation treaties and acts dating from the second half of the 19th and the beginning 
of the 20th centuries. 

This particular theme is also of obvious interest within the discipline of history. The 
work of Jané (2008), for example, makes this quite patent not only in its study of the 
Spanish-French border in the modern age, but also by linking it to the present-day and 
exploring questions related to historical memory. Likewise, a considerable number of 
studies have been made within anthropology and political science, examining identity, 
cultural practices and memory associated with the Spanish-Portuguese border (among 
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others, Pereiro Risco and Llana, 2008; Cairo, Godinho and Pereiro, 2009; Cairo and 
Godinho, 2014; Lois, 2014). Finally, various studies have been published within the 
disciplines of law and international relations, which address, for example, the 
delimitation of maritime spaces (Gutiérrez, 2004) and the complex border delimitation 
and demarcation of Melilla and its present-day implications (Acosta, 2016). 

3.2 Border landscapes  
The impact of the border on the landscape has various readings. The first can be 

linked to the theme discussed in the section above, in the sense that the international 
boundary imbues the borderlands with a particular meaning, one loaded with memory, 
culture and quite specific socio-spatial practices. For example, it has been possible to 
analyse the recovery of the memory of a particular place — in this instance, the Couto 
Mixto — by adopting a geographical perspective based on fieldwork, documentary 
analysis and literary works (Paül and Trillo-Santamaría, 2014, 2015). This link between 
artistic productions on and around borders and the representations associated with them 
has yet to be fully explored in Spanish geography (Trillo-Santamaría, 2016). However, a 
recent PhD thesis completed in the field of sculpture (Suárez Fernández, 2015) sees the 
author analyse, from the perspective of art and his own practical experience of creation, 
the effects of the border both on personal and collective memory and identity, while two 
doctoral theses written in the field of architecture — Cimadomo (2013) and Giráldez 
(2019) — explore the material, but also symbolic, impact of the physical elements of the 
border (walls, enclosures, fences) on the landscape. 

 Second, these interstitial spaces are highly significant in terms of language, a 
fundamental element in the cultural makeup of border societies. This research line, 
which could fall under the heading of language geography or geolinguistics, has attracted 
little geographical interest to date. However, valuable contributions have been made 
from within language and literary studies, which serve to complement anthropological 
and ethnological studies concerned with the protection of a particular legacy of 
borderlands. Here, the work carried out by the project “The Spanish-Portuguese border: 
linguistic and bibliographic documentation” (FRONTESPO), which has created an 

online bibliographic and digital database, is of particular interest14.  
Finally, the boundary, as a limit between political-administrative entities, has been an 

impediment to the planning and management of territories. Protected natural areas 
provide a good example of the disparate management measures taken on either side of 
the border, be it international or internal to the state (Trillo-Santamaría and Paül, 2016; 
Mulero, 2018; Vila-Lage, Paül and Trillo-Santamaría, 2020). Similarly, initiatives have 
been taken aimed at facilitating the management and planning of (cross)border 
landscapes, based, for example, on the joint mapping of the Pyrenees (Gárate and Ibarra, 
2018) or on specific plans for a specific border area, the case for example of La Cerdanya 
(Nogué and Sala, 2018). The latter is a paradigmatic example of how geography can and 
should face the challenge of analysing, diagnosing and developing joint measures for a 
landscape that cannot be understood in a disjointed, incoherent fashion, given that the 
international boundary is the result of a political agreement that divides a highly 

 
14 For further information, visit https://www.frontespo.org/ [last consulted 30/3/22]. For a 
summary of the project, see Álvarez (2020). 
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homogenous tectonic trench in the Pyrenees, not only in terms of its natural endowment 
but also socially, culturally and economically. Likewise, water basin management faces 
many of the same challenges that beset the governance of shared natural environments. 
An interesting discussion of these issues is provided by Abitia’s (2017) PhD thesis, which 
undertakes a study from the perspective of political science and sociology of, among 
others, the Miño and Limia river basins. 

3.3 Borders, security and international migration 
The border as a limit that closes off state territory and grants rights of citizenship, a 

dividing line between ‘inside’ and ‘outside’, underpins studies of the control of migratory 
flows. Here, the scale of interest ranges from the local, that is, border crossing points 
(above all, Ceuta and Melilla), to the global, with the analysis of Spanish policies of 
border control outsourcing, in particular, and those of the European Union, in general. 
This geopolitics of border controls has major implications for individuals (the migrant) 
and groups (the migrants, societies of origin, the host societies, etc.) alike. 

Geography offers us a number of pioneering studies conducted in the 1990s, in 
particular that of Gozálvez Pérez (1996), on African immigration to Spain, and indeed, 
since the end of the 2000s, such studies have multiplied. This is the case, for example, 
of Baraja’s (2006) PhD thesis examining the Strait of Gibraltar, the work of Capote 
(2014) on Moroccan immigration in Andalusia, and the studies of Xavier Ferrer-
Gallardo, which provide a critical vision of European and Spanish policies of border 
controls and securitization. Following on from his 2008 doctoral thesis, focused on the 
case of Ceuta, he has addressed this question for more than a decade — with studies 
extending from Ferrer-Gallardo (2008) to Ferrer-Gallardo and Gabrielli (2022) — as 
part of various international research networks within the framework of different 
European projects. In this time, the author has collaborated with other specialists on the 
matter from the field of political science including Ricard Zapata (Zapata and Ferrer-
Gallardo, 2012), Keina Espiñeira (Ferrer-Gallardo and Espiñeira, 2015) and the 
aforementioned Lorenzo Gabrielli, with whom he published the book entitled Estados de 
excepción en la excepción del Estado: Ceuta y Melilla (States of exception in the State’s 
exceptions: Ceuta and Melilla) (Ferrer-Gallardo and Gabrielli, 2018). 

Other geographers, with a strong international profile, have conducted much of their 
work in research centres abroad. This is the case, for example, of Sebastián Cobarrubias, 
who has worked, among other questions, on migration routes and the role of security 
forces in controlling these movements (Casas-Cortés, Cobarrubias and Pickles, 2014) 
and providing a critical vision of the cartographies of European organizations that 
manage the routes of migrants (Cobarrubias, 2019). Settled for years in Canada, Luna 
Vives continues to direct her gaze to the peninsular context, analysing, for example, 
immigration control policies in the Canary Islands (Vives, 2017) and the effects of 
outsourcing, militarization, and the detention and deportation of unaccompanied 
minors, in a comparative study conducted in Spain and the United States (Vives, 2020). 

Migration studies are not focused solely on Spain’s southern border, as we also find 
works that are interested in the eastern border of the European Union and the eventual 
arrival of these migrants to Spain. This is the case of the work of Silvia Marcu, who since 
the 1990s, has stressed the need to study these phenomena from a geopolitical dimension 
(Marcu, 2015), linked in recent years to studies on mobilities (Marcu, 2021). 
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The question of international boundaries and migratory movements is addressed by 
a wide range of disciplines, in addition to geography. Anthropology has been concerned 
with shedding light on migratory flows between Spain and Morocco (Naranjo, 2014) as 
well as providing more general reflections on relations between the two countries and 
their societies (Karzazi, Arabi and Vázquez, 2016). Sociology has also addressed this 
question with studies of refugees on Spain’s southern border (López-Sala and Moreno-
Amado, 2020) and the image of immigrants perpetrated in the press (Antolínez and 
Rivero, 2016; a subject, incidentally, recently examined from a geographical perspective 
in Amado, Trillo-Santamaría and Paül, 2021). The images and representations created 
around Moroccan migration have also been analysed in literary studies (Nisha, 2012) and 
psychology (Español, 2018). 

Finally, various studies addressing this issue have been undertaken in the field of law 
focused on the legal instruments that permit the surveillance and security of borders and 
migratory flows (Del Valle, 2019; Acosta, 2020). Studies of the southern border are not 
limited, however, to migratory control with respect to Morocco, since we also find 
references to Gibraltar’s cross-border workers (Acosta, 2017; González et al., 2021). 
Indeed, Gibraltar has attracted considerable research interest in border studies, with a 
journal — Cuadernos de Gibraltar-Gibraltar Reports — dedicated specifically to the issues 
raised by this complex space. From a multidisciplinary perspective, albeit one in which 
geography is absent, mention should also be made of issue 122 of Afers Internacionals 
(2019), entitled “Espacio fronterizo; producción securitaria, violencia e (in)movilidad 
(España, Europa y América Latina)”, which examines such themes as security 
production, violence and (im)mobility in the borderlands of Spain, Europe and Latin 
America. 

3.4 Territorial and cross-border cooperation  
As discussed, the research carried out since the 1990s, and the launch of 

INTERREG, in the field of European territorial and cross-border cooperation has 
become one of the mainstays of border studies in Spain, with research projects being 
undertaken as part of different open call funding programmes. Such publications have 
increased markedly in recent years — including various doctoral theses — and cover a 
broad range of themes, including the creation of new (cross)border regions at different 
scales (macro regions, Euroregions, Eurocities); structures of cooperation and multilevel 
governance; local development; tourism; management of Community funds; socio-
economic impact of borders, etc. For the purposes of this subsection, it is useful to 
organise the discussion around the work of different groups of researchers at different 
Spanish universities located in these borderlands. 

We start this journey with the Departments of Geography at the Universities of 
León, Salamanca and Extremadura, and with the pioneering works of Lorenzo López 
Trigal, Valentín Cabero and Antonio Campesino, which are discussed in Trillo-
Santamaría (2012) and López Trigal (2017). This line of work has been continued, among 
others, by Luis A. Hortelano in Salamanca (see, for example, Hortelano and Mansvelt, 
2017). TURFRONT is a good example of a recent project, focused, in this instance, on 
border tourism, and which has resulted in three collective books on the subject, with 
contributions from different universities (the most recent being Campesino and Jurado, 
2014). In Extremadura, Julián Mora Aliseda has published extensively on the border (or 
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raya in Spanish, raia in Portuguese), especially in relation to regional planning (Mora 
Aliseda, 2002) and more recently the management of transboundary river basins (Mora 
Aliseda, Garrido and Mora, 2018). A number of PhD theses — including Pérez Pintor 
(2011) — have also examined cross-border relations in the Extremadura-Alentejo-
Região Centro. 

In the southernmost section of the Spanish-Portuguese border, around the 
Guadiana, lies one of its most dynamic regions. This has attracted the research attention 
of Juan A. Márquez, José M. Jurado, Francisco J. Pazos and Jesús Felicidades — the 
doctoral thesis of this last author (Felicidades, 2013), supervised by Juan A. Márquez, 
studies the processes of cross-border regional construction in Bajo Guadiana and offers 
a detailed bibliographic review of this section of the border. A number of other 
individual (Márquez, 2012) and collective studies (Márquez, Jurado and Pazos, 2015) 
have focused on regional development policies in borderlands, as well as more recent 
works on Eurocities of the Iberian borderland (Jurado, Pazos and Castanho, 2020) and 
geographic information systems for cross-border regional planning (Felicidades et al., 
2021). 

If we travel up to the northern section of the border (or raia in Galician), relations 
between Galicia and the North of Portugal have been a rich vein of study in geography 
for years. For example, Lois-González (2000) presented an early discussion in a 
pioneering collective publication on the subject coordinated by the Rei Afonso 
Henriques Foundation. In 2007, his lecture on taking up his position as Professor of 
Geography at the University of Santiago de Compostela (USC) was entitled, precisely, 
Fronteras y análisis geográfico: la raya gallego-portuguesa (Borders and geographical analysis: the 
Galician-Portuguese border). In that same decade, other studies were published on 
different aspects of the borderlands, including mobility (Palmeiro and Pazos, 2008), 
structures of cooperation (Palmeiro, 2009) and the spatial dynamics of the northwest of 
the Iberian Peninsula (Lois-González, Pazos and Piñeira, 2009). In the 2010s, new 
researchers joined the Geography Department of the USC, including Juan-M. Trillo-
Santamaría. Since then, in collaboration with other colleagues, including Rubén C. Lois-
González himself and, above all, with Valerià Paül, various studies have been published 
addressing a range of different themes, including foreign action and cross-border 
cooperation (Trillo-Santamaría and Lois-González, 2014), Eurocities (Trillo-Santamaría, 
Lois-González and Paül, 2015; Trillo-Santamaría, Paül and Vila-Lage, 2021), protected 
natural areas (Trillo-Santamaría and Paül, 2018) and the economic impact of Covid-19 
in the river Miño border area (Paül et al., 2022). During these years, in addition to various 
undergraduate dissertations and master’s projects, a number of PhD theses have been 
dedicated to the theme, including Carballo (2020), a study of sociocultural relations in 
the context of the Galician Baixo Miño/Portuguese Alto Minho, and Gusman (2021), a 
study of the territorial conformation of the North Region of Portugal. These two 
researchers also published their initial research findings in earlier studies (for example, 
Lois-González and Carballo, 2014; Lois-González, Escudero and Gusman, 2019). 

In the case of the Spanish-French border, mention should, first, be made of the work 
carried out in the Department of Geography at the University of Girona. Since early 
studies centred on the so-called Cross-Border Catalan Eurodistrict (e.g. Castañer, Feliu 
and Gutiérrez, 2011), a line of research has focused on the Pyrenean context, generating 
an analytical methodology applicable to other borderlands (Feliu et al., 2018). Under the 
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supervision of Mita Castañer, two doctoral theses have been presented in the last five 
years, one linked to border landscapes (Pastor, 2017) and another to cross-border 
cooperation (Martín, 2019). Second, the Department of Geography at the Autonomous 
University of Barcelona has produced a body of research that includes Oliveras’s 2009 
doctoral thesis on the transnational space of the Mediterranean Arc. He continued his 
research with studies conducted at a more local scale, in particular, La Cerdanya 
(Oliveras, 2013); currently, Xavier Oliveras is a researcher at the Colegio de la Frontera 
Norte, where his work is focused on the Mexico-United States border — a border 
previously studied by Luna (2002) and Molla (2011). Oliveras’s thesis supervisor, Antoni 
Durà, has led a line of work on cross-border cooperation in Europe based on 
comparative case studies and which has resulted in an interesting catalogue of good 
practices for Euroregions (Durà et al., 2018). Two young researchers have formed part 
of this team: Matteo Berzi, who has continued the line of research focused on La 
Cerdanya (e.g. Berzi and Durà, 2021), in comparison with the Alps, the subject of his 
doctoral thesis (Berzi, 2017); and, Camonita (2019) whose doctoral thesis examined the 
Sicily-Malta cross-border region. Colleagues from the disciplines of political science and 
sociology have actively participated in these collective works (Colomb et al., 2017; 
Camonita, Durà and Noferini, 2020). 

Finally, it is worth noting that geographers have not set up any research groups in 
other areas of the Pyrenees — at least, not on the Spanish side — dedicated to cross-
border cooperation. For example, in the Basque Country this theme has been widely 
addressed in law, with the pioneering work of Fernández de Casadevante (1985), but 
there are hardly any studies from a geographical perspective. Similarly, while a broad line 
of work related to migration and border control has been undertaken in relation to the 
Mediterranean border, few geographical studies on cross-border cooperation policies, 
supported by specific Community instruments, have been undertaken. However, Ponce 
and Martí’s (2019) analysis of the Melilla-Nador cross-border urban complex should be 
singled out for attention here. 

Territorial and cross-border cooperation has, not unexpectedly, attracted the 
attention of other disciplines; indeed, the cases of law, political science and sociology 
have already been mentioned above. Here, law can offer special insights into the 
establishment of legal agreements on either side of an international border, and we find 
studies ranging from the analysis of the European Framework Agreement on cross-
border cooperation (1981) and its additional protocols to the regulation of the European 
Groupings of Territorial Cooperation (Del Valle, 2021). In the case of political science, 
we find, for example, the research undertaken at the University of Vigo, in conjunction 
with historians (Cancela, 2010; Domínguez and Varela, 2015). Finally, sociology is 
interested in questions related to appraisals and perceptions of the cross-border 
cooperation of various actors (Gualda, Fragoso and Lucio, 2011; González and Gualda, 
2016). The relationship between tourism and borderlands has also attracted the interest 
of anthropology, as revealed by studies conducted in the Bajo Guadiana (Hernández, 
2017), and of economics, as revealed by studies of the Galician-Portuguese border 
(Pardellas and Padín, 2013). This last discipline has also addressed the effect that the 
border has on economic (Balaguer and Ripollès, 2018; Abadie and Chamorro, 2021) and 
socioeconomic relations (Covarrubias, 2016), on labour mobility (Falagán, de Carlos and 
Lorenzo, 2013; Brillant, 2015) and on international trade (Santamaría, 2019). Finally, 
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studies linked to the educational (Moreno, Castillo and Rodríguez-Mena, 2017) and 
environmental sciences (Cots, 2017) should also be mentioned. 

3.5 Borders and internal boundaries: the deployment of a cooperative model of 
territorial organization 

The research described up to this point shows that the main priority has been the 
study of borders as territorial limits of the state, that is, its “external borders”. Thus, if 
we return to the studies in the previous subsection, academic models for the 
institutionalization of cross-border cooperation are generally associated with 
international borders and, for the most part, have been developed as part of the 
Community territorial cooperation policy at the NUTS-2/NUTS-3 level. However, a 
new research line has recently been developed focused on “internal borders” — that is, 
the boundaries or administrative limits between Spain’s regions or autonomous 

communities (hereinafter, ACs) and municipalities15. The aim here has been to exploit 

the theoretical and methodological tradition developed in studying international 
territorial and cross-border cooperation and to apply it within the state, since very similar 
effects and dynamics are detected on the borders between ACs as on international 
borders. 

In the case of Spain, the first studies conducted in this line of research can be traced 
to Romero (2006), who detected problems of horizontal territorial cooperation between 
ACs, and García Álvarez (2008), who stressed that one of the few exceptions in this 
regard was the existence of various inter-AC LEADER groups created between 2000 
and 2006 (LEADER+) at the margin of what might strictly be considered inter-AC 
cooperation and directly dependent on the Ministry of Agriculture. From a sectoral 
perspective, Oliveras and Trillo-Santamaría (2014) published a pioneering study on 
cooperation between ACs in matters of healthcare. This study openly alluded to the need 
to reflect on the role of internal borders by drawing on insights acquired from cross-
border cooperation. Within this same line of comparative approaches, we should include 
the work of two groups of researchers, one linked to the Department of Geography at 
the University of Barcelona and the other to the Department of Geography at the USC. 

The Barcelona group has developed a line of research in close collaboration with the 
disciplines of law and political science. Between 2015 and 2018, Joan Tort coordinated 
a project entitled La articulación geográfica-administrativa del hecho fronterizo: derecho, territorio y 
política en la construcción del municipio de frontera (The geographical-administrative 
deployment of the border: law, territory and politics in the construction of the border 
municipality), which studied the border municipalities between Catalonia and the 

 
15 Interestingly, a study published in 1990 openly refers to Andalusia’s frontera interautonómica (that 

is, to its border with other ACs) and to the “border effect” of this administrative limit: “The 

presence of the regional boundary supposes an additional handicap for the geo-economic 

disengagement of this space by virtue of the specific problems and dysfunctions that derive from 

the border effect” (Romero, 1990: 1). Similarly, Menéndez (2011) analyses the border effect in the 

context of Asturias and Galicia. These two references, although significant, have never been 

directly linked to border studies nor have their lines of research enjoyed any particular continuity, 

although there is no denying their originality. 
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Valencian Community and those between Catalonia and Aragon. The project culminated 
in the publication of a study, jointly edited by Tort and Galindo (2018), which has been 
the source for subsequent works published both in journals and as book chapters 
(Galindo, Santasusagna and Tort, 2019, 2020; Galindo, 2020; Santasusagna, Galindo and 
Tort, 2020). The group’s most recent publications have stressed the importance of inter-
AC boundaries in the management of the Covid-19 crisis, including a comparative case 
study of the situation on the French-Spanish border (Galindo, 2021; Galindo, Tort and 
Santasugsana, 2022). 

The USC group, led by Valerià Paül and Juan-M. Trillo-Santamaría, seeks to transfer 
the knowledge acquired about the Galician-Portuguese border to the boundaries 
between Galicia, Castile and Leon and Asturias. One outcome of this interest has been 
a study of protected natural areas in eastern Galicia and its neighbouring ACs (Paül et 
al., 2018; Trillo-Santamaría and Paül, 2019; Vila-Lage, Paül and Trillo-Santamaría, 2020; 
Paül and Trillo-Santamaría, 2021b). Recently, the group has turned its attention to the 
problem of inter-AC boundaries in the management of the Covid-19 crisis, a research 
line that has led to a parallel consideration of the problems that emerged on the 
Portuguese-Spanish border (Paül and Trillo-Santamaría, 2021a; Trillo-Santamaría, Paül 
and Vila-Lage, 2021; Trillo-Santamaría, Vila-Lage and Paül, 2022). This crisis has shown 
that, at times, it appears easier to reach cross-border agreements between neighbouring 
states — for example, the Estrategia común de desarrollo transfronterizo España-Portugal (Spain-
Portugal Common Cross-Border Development Strategy) approved for this purpose in 
2020 — than to manage horizontal territorial cooperation within the state itself (Galindo, 
2021; Trillo-Santamaría, Vila-Lage and Paül, 2022). 

As pointed out, this line of research is linked to studies that identify deficiencies in 
horizontal cooperation between ACs, conducted from within both geography (Romero, 
2017; Farinós, 2019), and law (Aja, 2014). Particular mention should be made of the 
work of Gomis (2019), which provides an inventory of all existing formulas of inter-
municipal cooperation and concludes that, strictly, there are just two cross-border 
municipal associations: one involving municipalities of Valencia and Aragon, and 
another in which Catalan municipalities are also included. Addressing the municipal level 
of governance from a perspective of borders and boundaries can also enrich urban 
studies. For example, the dossier produced by Scripta Nova (vol. 25, nº 2, 2021) is 
dedicated specifically to urban borders; however, this theoretical framework does not 
seek to enter into dialogue with border studies, but rather with the concepts of 
dispossession, resilience and resistance. Interestingly, disciplines such as economics have 
been working on the border effect in economic terms for some time, based on the 

seminal works of McCallum (1995)16. This is further borne out by Gil-Pareja, Llorca-

Vivero and Martínez Serrano (2006), in the case of the Basque Country, and by Olloqui 
and Sanz (2013) and Gallego (2015), with reference to all Spain’s ACs. 

 
 

 
16 John McCallum measured the difference in intensity in trade between the states of the United 
States and interprovincial trade in Canada, on the one hand, and international trade flows — i.e. 
between a Canadian province and a state in the United States — on the other. He showed that 
internal trade is much greater than international trade. 
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4. Final reflections and future lines of work 
In this brief state of the art, my primary aim has been to identify the main current 

lines of research in border studies as they concern Spain, emphasising the geographical 
perspective, but without neglecting those of related disciplines. Despite my best efforts 
and given the ever-increasing number of works published in this field, some studies will 
almost certainly have been omitted from this review. As such, my work should be seen 
as part of the ongoing contribution to the identification of studies related to borders, a 
task that needs to be taken up by future studies with ambitions to be more complete. In 
this way, it should be possible to both examine theoretical and methodological concerns 
and undertake comparative epistemologies, so that we might link and contrast case 
studies already published with those being prepared and those planned for the future. 

Studies carried out in the neighbouring geographies of Portugal and France, which 
logically consider the effects on the Spanish side of the border, have not been included 
in this review. Indeed, as regards analyses of territorial cooperation, the number of 
studies produced by David Giband in France, for instance, and Eduardo Medeiros in 
Portugal (most recent examples include Giband and Mary, 2018; Medeiros, 2021) is 
notable. In comparison, far fewer studies have been identified in the neighbouring 
geography of Morocco, although Attou’s (2020) study of Ceuta and Melilla is an obvious 
exception. In Andorra, the Centre for Sociological Research of the Institut d’Estudis 
Andorrans has been working on themes related to border studies for years. 

However, Spain’s borders have been the object of study of other foreign authors, 
generally linked to research visits or contacts forged with researchers based in Spain. If 
we limit these to geographical studies, in the 2000s, the work of Sidaway (2001) on 
Olivença and that of Häkli (2004) on what she called “cross-border regionalization” 
along the Catalan border are widely cited. More recently, it is the southern border that 
has captured much of the research attention. For example, Krichker and Sarma (2021) 
carry out a comparative study of the India-Bangladesh (Assam) and Spain-Morocco 
(Melilla) borders; Melilla is also the focus of Johnson and Jones (2018), who analyse it 
from the theoretical perspective of biopolitics and what they call the geopolitics of 
“border enforcement”, in relation to the control of migratory movements. Ceuta is the 
object of study of Poulaki et al. (2020), who analyse the possibilities of cross-border 
movements linked to tourist activity. Finally, Gibraltar is also a case that generates great 
interest, as shown by Bono and Stoffelen’s (2020) analysis of everyday practices in the 
Gibraltar-La Línea borderlands in times of Brexit. 

Some of the lines of research identified in this review have yet to be fully developed 
— the case, for example, of artistic productions and borders, which could be usefully 
examined from the perspective of the geohumanities. Other lines open up what promises 
to be a fruitful debate about the territorial model of the Spanish state, especially those 
that focus their attention on Spain’s internal borders. Yet, in relation to specific 
borderlands, little geographical attention has been directed to the Western Pyrenees. 

The publications mentioned in this review maintain a certain dialogue with border 
studies being undertaken internationally, especially those produced by the younger 
generations, who have had, and maintain, contact with international networks and 
publish in English. I refer above all to journal articles — some of them included in 
special issues —, but, what we lack for the time being, despite some specific examples 
(Trillo-Santamaría and Pires, 2016), are any efforts to bring this work together in book 
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format so as to provide a collective perspective on border studies, a companion guide to 
the different themes it addresses, as is the case in the Anglo- (Wastl-Walter, 2011; Wilson 
and Donnan, 2012; Sevastianov, Laine and Kireev, 2015; Scott, 2020a) and Francophone 
worlds (Amilhat-Szary and Hamez, 2020; Cattaruza, Monot and Paris, 2020; Sierra, 
2020). Mention, however, should be made here of a recent work that seeks to introduce 
border themes into current debates in geography (Farinós, Ojeda and Trillo-Santamaría, 
2019), although it does not limit itself solely to such questions. Yet, it provides evidence 
of interest in the subject’s theoretical dimension (Lois-González, 2019), the perspective 
provided by historical geography as linked to modern delimitation processes (García 
Álvarez, 2019), cross-border cooperation (Durà et al., 2019; López Trigal, 2019) and 
considerations of internal borders (Galindo, Santasugsana and Tort, 2019; Trillo-
Santamaría and Paül, 2019). 

Achieving higher levels of output and a wider dissemination of border studies 
research in Spain may require (beyond, that is, specific projects in which researchers 
from different centres collaborate) promoting two objectives: on the one hand, 
establishing stable research networks, that can link different groups working on border 
studies in a permanent and active fashion (at times it is evident that studies are being 
undertaken in parallel but with little cross-dialogue that might lead to better outcomes); 
and, on the other, and perhaps as a subsequent step, a collective research centre might 
be created, which could also bring together researchers from other latitudes, in particular, 
from neighbouring countries. International references in this regard are provided by such 
centres as the Nijmegen Centre for Border Research (NCBR; Radboud University, 
Netherlands), the UniGR-Center for Border Studies (linked to seven universities of the 
Greater Region, located between Germany, France, Belgium and Luxembourg), the 
Centre for International Borders Research (CIBR; Queens University, Ireland) and the 
International Boundaries Research Unit (IBRU; Durham University, Great Britain). 

Examples also exist of networks supported by ambitious global research projects. 
This is the case, for example, of BIG-Borders in Globalisation, linked to the University 
of Victoria, which publishes its own journal (BIG Review). Meanwhile, at a more modest 
scale, we find in Latin America, GEFRE-Grupo de Estudios sobre Fronteras y Regiones (Study 
Group on Borders and Regions), operating in a context that has seen considerable 
growth in border studies thanks to a number of leading publications, including Estudios 
Fronterizos published by the Autonomous University of Baja California. It is certainly not 
beyond the realms of the imagination to think of the possibility of a specific, collectively 
produced, journal dedicated to border studies, which without seeking to imitate the 
Journal of Borderlands Studies or Estudios Fronterizos, might hope to emulate in some ways 
the BIG Review. 

In a country such as Spain, which shares borders with five States (France, Portugal, 
Andorra, Great Britain and Morocco), the idea of such a research centre is not so 
outlandish. It could serve as a place where specialists from different organizations and 
institutions might collaborate. As well as the universities, it could usefully be supported 
by the Spanish Geographical Association (AGE), the Spanish Geographical Society 
(SGE) — which dedicated the 69th issue of the Boletín SGE to the subject —, the Elcano 
Royal Institute (RIE) and the Spanish Institute for Strategic Studies (IEEE). The 
collaboration of these institutions, for example, would be important for strengthening 
border studies in relation to international geopolitics, a subject that, to date, has attracted 
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little attention in Spanish geography. However, publications in this line have begun to 
appear, including the Geopolitical series edited by the Síntesis publishing house (2020-
2021), with four of its six titles being the work of geographers, and recent studies of 
Eastern Europe and the Balkans (Bernabé, 2020 and 2021). 

In short, there is clearly a need to continue probing into the different themes that 
emerge once it is understood that borders are not merely devices for delimiting and 
demarcating national state territory, but that they have also to be considered in their 
ontological plurality, at a range of different scales and levels. And in undertaking this 
epistemological task, a geographical perspective is undoubtedly critical as is the 
contribution of the other human and social sciences that can help discern the multiplicity 
of facets — social, territorial, political, cultural and economic — affected by the border. 
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