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Chapter 17

Territory
Part I

Stuart Elden

Introduction

William Shakespeare, writing in the late 16th and early 17th centuries, only uses 
the word “territory” twice in his plays. The word “territories” is more common, 
appearing in six plays in eleven separate instances.1 Almost all these are places where 
“territories” means effectively the same thing as “lands.” Richard II banishes the 
Duke of Hereford (the future Henry IV) from his “territories … upon pain of life, 
Till twice five summers have enrich’d our fields.”2 Banishment from territories also 
occurs in Henry VI, Part II; and is threatened in As You Like It and Two Gentlemen 
of Verona.3 In other places people are welcomed into the territories of a kingdom4 
and there is the constant threat of conquest or conflict.5

However two instances are worth a little more attention. In Henry VI, Part II, 
Lord Somerset reports on the situation in France: “That all your interest in those 
territories, Is utterly bereft you; all is lost.”6 While this may appear to be another 
use of “territories” in a sense of lands, or as a battlefield fought over and surren-
dered, the relation of interest shows that it is not simply property or a strategic 
sense, but the political control of and stake in those places. The same phrasing 
appears in King Lear, in the most intriguing reference to “territory” in his plays. 
Lear is discussing his plans for the inheritance of his kingdom between his three 
daughters:

… Tell me, my daughters,
(Since now we shall divest us both of Rule,
Interest of territory, cares of state)
Which of you shall we say doth love us most?
That we our largest bounty may extend
Where nature doth with merit challenge …7

(King Lear)
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King Lear is a play which quickly moves beyond this division of land, but this 
is the initial spur for the reactions of Lears three daughters, including the break 
with Cordelia. While the elder daughters Goneril and Regan obsequiously profess 
their love of their father, receiving lands in return; Cordelia refuses to play along, 
stating that she loves her father “according to my bond; no more nor less.”8 Lear 
fails to realize that Cordelia has no wish to join her sisters in their cheap flattery, 
and that she alone probably loves him most. But Lear is not a foolish king in making 
such a division. Rather, as Harry Jaffa has convincingly argued, Lear is struggling 
with the question of succession and the unity of the kingdom he has created.9 
Goneril is married to the Duke of Albany, and Regan to the Duke of Cornwall. 
These were the extremities of the kingdom, Albany being the north including 
Scotland. Lear has clearly decided what lands these couples should receive, because 
they are given their gifts immediately after the speeches of the first two daughters, 
but before Cordelia’s.10 In other words, Lear is not really comparing the speeches 
in order to distribute the lands, but using this as pretence to buy off the two Dukes. 
Division into three does not mean each was equal, although Lear continues to 
suggest that this is open to question. He rewards Regan’s speech with “this ample 
third of our fair kingdom/No less in space, validity, and pleasure,/Than that conferr’d 
on Goneril,” but them immediately indicates to Cordelia that she could gain “A 
third more opulent than your sisters.”11

Thus Lear gives Goneril and Albany some lands close to their existing ones; and 
the same to Regan and Cornwall, reserving the central portion for Cordelia. Cordelia 
is not yet married, being courted by the Duke of Burgundy and the King of France. 
Jaffa thus claims that Lear is being very strategic in terms of division: “it was an 
action predestined by the very means required to bring unity to the kingdom. Lear, 
it appears, delayed the division as long as possible, but he could not put it off 
indefinitely, any more than he could put off indefinitely his own demise.”12 The 
intention, he suggests, is that of “living on as king with Cordelia, with Albany and 
Cornwall acting as his deputies in regions which he could not control without their 
loyalty anyway.” In sum, he asks, “does it seem that Lear was giving up anything 
that he could, in any case, have kept to himself much longer?”13 Yet in not going 
with his plan, Cordelia receives nothing from Lear, and is spurned by Burgundy. 
She flees with the King of France, which provides a strategic advantage in the conflict 
to come.

Much more could of course be said of King Lear, one of Shakespeare’s most 
geopolitically interesting plays. But it is significant that the word “territory” is not 
frequently found in his plays, suggesting a history to the word, the concept and the 
practice. In addition several things in terms of territory can be gleaned from this 
single scene. Territory clearly implies a range of political issues: it is controlled, 
fought over, distributed, divided, gifted, bought and sold. It is economically impor-
tant, strategically crucial and legally significant. Territory is often straight-forwardly 
understood to be a bounded space under the control of a group. That understand-
ing, particularly in terms of a state exercising exclusive sovereignty within clearly 
demarcated boundaries, has not always been held, and is being profoundly chal-
lenged today, so an understanding of the political, historical and geographical 
complexities around the term may be helpful. In this chapter, the emphasis is on 
how territory emerged as a category within Western political thought. This is a story 
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that cannot be understood other than in relation to questions of land, terrain, sov-
ereignty, space and the state. This means that territory is conceptually very difficult 
to grasp. While territory can be seen as operating at a range of spatial scales, from 
the locality marked by gang graffiti, to the attempts to constitute a supranational 
territory of Schengenland, here I want to try to offer an account of how the term 
itself took on a modern meaning within Western political thought; a sense which is 
extended up or down in other analyses.

The English word “territory,” as well as related words in most Western European 
languages, derives from the Latin term territorium. While there has been some 
debate about the meaning of this word, focusing on its derivation from terra – land 
or terrain – or terrere – to terrify, to frighten – there has been less discussion about 
when the word actually meant something close to our contemporary usage.14 
Territorium in classical Latin did not mean the land over which a political unit 
extended its power. Rather, it was a simple extent of land, such as the surrounding 
agricultural lands belonging to a town or a religious order.15 Like many of 
Shakespeare’s uses, it was a synonym for land. Isidore of Seville, for instance, writing 
in the early seventh century in his Etymologiae, sets out his understanding of the 
classical tradition. He puts the notion of a territorium half way down his scalar 
understanding of units of measure. He begins with Terra, the earth; and then works 
down to terrae, single parts of land such as Africa and Italy; places [loca], which 
are expanses of land [terrae spatia], which themselves contain provinces, parts of 
which are regions which are colloquially called cantons. Territories are parts of 
regions.16 Elsewhere he continues the theme:

Measure is whatever limit is set in respect to weight, capacity, length, height and mind. 
And so the ancients divided the planet [orbem] into parts, the parts into provinces, the 
provinces into regions, the regions into places, the places into territories [loca in ter-
ritoriis], the territories into fields, the fields into hectares [centuriis], hectares into acres, 
the acres into climata [sixty feet square], the climata into hides, perches, yards, grades, 
cubits, feet, spans, inches, and fingers. For so great was their ingenuity!17 (Shakespeare, 
Isidore of Seville)

Territorium here clearly means an expanse of land, and not of especially great 
extent. It is a piece of land, somewhat larger than a single field, but predominantly 
agricultural. As he says, “a territorium is so called as if it were a tauritorium, that 
is “broken by a plow” [tritum aratro] and by a team of oxen (c.f. taurus, “bull”) 
– for the ancients used to designate the borders of their possessions and territoria 
by cutting a furrow.”18 While the etymology is, like many of Isidore’s, rather fanci-
ful, the point is important: territorium did not have its current connotations.

The use of the term through most of the Middle Ages bears this out. Gregory 
of Tours’s Histories, usually called The Histories of the Franks, regularly uses the 
term, but usually in the sense simply of surrounding lands,19 although he sometimes 
uses the compound term urbis territurio to mean a city or town and the neighbor-
ing district.20 The two are in some sense distinct: the town has a territorium under 
its rule, rather than the town itself being a territorium. He occasionally pairs ter-
ritorium with termini, border or limit, to invoke a bounded area. For instance he 
says that someone “lived within the borders of the Trier lands [intra Treverici 
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termini territurio]”;21 or that action took place “within the borders of the lands 
of Angers [infra Andegavensis territorii terminum].”22 The border is, here, not the 
defining characteristic of the territorium, but a secondary attribute. It is essential 
to recognize that in all these uses, the territorium is at most the land owned or 
controlled by a political unit, a political-economic or political-strategic relation. 
The idea that the territorium was the very extent of political power is a much 
later sense of the term.

Much careful work remains to be done in tracing the history of the term, but the 
emergence of territory in a recognizably modern sense appears to be due to the 
combination of two things: the re-adoption of classical Greek terminology concern-
ing the polis, especially from Aristotle; and the rediscovery and reworking of Roman 
law. Aristotle’s political works had been almost completely unknown in the Latin 
West in the Middle Ages, both because of a lack of availability of the texts but also 
the very limited knowledge of Greek. Initially rediscovered through Arabic transla-
tions, by the thirteenth century workable versions of the Politics, the Nicomachean 
Ethics and the Rhetoric were available to thinkers such as Thomas Aquinas.23 Greek 
terms were sometimes simply transliterated – politeia and politicus – and sometimes 
rendered as variants of civis – civitas, civis and civilis for polis, polites, and politi-
cos.24 The life of the city, citizenship and the civic – terms with a Roman heritage 
– become fused with the Greek notion of the polis. As Aquinas put it in his com-
mentary on Aristotle’s Ethics, the third part of moral philosophy concerns “the 
action of the civil community [multitudinis civilis] and is called political [politica].25 
Aquinas renders Aristotle’s zoon politikon as animal civile, but also as animale 
sociale and animale politicum, used in the Summa Theologiae and other works.26 
The living being whose nature is to be in the polis becomes the civil animal, the 
social animal, and the political animal.

The sophisticated Greek terminology for understanding political rule was of great 
value to secular rulers in their assertion of independence from papal authority. At 
this time a range of theorists were trying to articulate the scope of kingly power, or 
to clarify what powers the Emperor had in relation to the Pope. Of papal origin, 
the articulation of eternal spiritual and temporal secular power as the “two swords” 
became the dominant terms of debate. Eternal or spiritual power was over souls 
and their salvation; temporal or secular power was over human’s actions on this 
earth. The “two swords” model derives from a reading of Luke’s gospel, when Jesus 
is readying the disciples for the conflicts and persecution to come, and he tells them 
to sell their goods to buy swords.27 They tell him “Lord, behold, here are two 
swords,” to which Jesus replies “it is enough.”28 It was significant, according to the 
papacy, that Jesus said “it is enough” rather than “it is too many” or “too few.” 
They drew further lessons from the encounter between the disciples and the high 
priest and his entourage. One of the disciples cuts off the ear of a servant. Jesus 
tells him to “put up again thy sword into his place: for all they that take the sword 
shall perish with the sword.”29 Both swords – that is spiritual power and temporal 
power – belong to the church, but while the former is to be both possessed  
and used, the second is to command, rather than directly use. The church should 
therefore empower the secular arm to do its bidding, such as it did most directly 
with its crowning of the Holy Roman Emperor, or the use of Kings to pursue the 
crusades.
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Yet the political situation in Europe was considerably more complicated in prac-
tice. There were kingdoms outside of the Empire, notably England and France, and 
so the Emperor’s temporal power could not claim to be universal, even if the Pope 
did claim a monopoly of spiritual power. Indeed it was Pope Innocent III in 1202 
who declared that the French king “recognized no superior in temporal matters.”30 
This put a clear limit on the power of the Emperor: his power did not extend beyond 
the bounds of the Empire. It was then a short step for the King’s jurists to phrase 
his power as functionally equivalent to the Emperor: within his kingdom, the King 
had the same powers as the Emperor in his Empire.31 These two formulations were 
of different lineage, but taken together they asserted supremacy of temporal power 
within the bounds of the kingdom, where the spatial extent is not merely the pos-
session of the ruler, but the very limit of their power. The struggles that continued 
between the French King Philip the Fair and Pope Boniface VIII hinged on these 
issues. On behalf of the King, the most eloquent exponent was John of Paris, who 
argued that while it was possible to have a universal Church with supreme author-
ity; it was impossible to conceive of universal or world government. Temporal power 
requires the use of the sword, and since this cannot be done over large distances, 
there are limits to temporal power.32 Giles of Rome, working on behalf of the Pope, 
argued that even if there were different temporal powers, all were subordinate to 
the spiritual power of the Pope, and “kingdoms under the Vicar of Christ.”33

Various writers then tried to articulate the scope and powers of various secular 
polities. Dante used this as an opportunity to argue for the importance of a revived 
Empire, or Monarchia; Marsilius of Padua to stress the importance of the independ-
ence of cities within the Italian peninsula; and William of Ockham claimed that the 
church should, like the disciples, be poor, by which he meant not simply lacking in 
wealth but also unengaged in worldly matters.34 All of these writers, albeit in very 
different ways, wanted to remove the power of the papacy from political concerns, 
but crucially recognized that scope of political power was limited, not simply in 
terms of what it could do, but in where it operated. Yet none of them had the con-
ceptual terminology to articulate this clearly. The papacy had made the distinction 
between the two powers, looking to reserve both for itself, but opening up the way 
in which temporal power could be taken as separate. And the Emperor and Kings 
who argued against papal involvement in their own affairs also made possible later 
arguments for non-involvement in the affairs of smaller political units. Yet while 
the Greek political vocabulary took such theorists so far, and recognizably modern 
arguments are being made, there was, as yet, only an inchoate sense of what that 
political power was actually over.

It is only with the rediscovery of Roman law in the Italian city-states in the later 
Middle Ages that this question began to be properly answered. It was in the works 
of the post-glossators or commentators, working with the text of Justinian’s Corpus 
Iuris Civilis that the notion of territorium became explicitly tied to that of jurisdic-
tion. Justinian was a Byzantine Emperor in the sixth century who had codified the 
Roman law up to his time. Corpus Iuris Civilis means the body of civil law, and 
comprised imperial pronouncements of the law, a large selection of commentaries 
on them, a primer for students, and the new pronouncements of Justinian’s own 
time.35 This text was not widely known in the Latin west for several centuries, but 
a complete manuscript was discovered in Pisa in 1077. While it provided an almost 
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ready made legal system, many of its claims were unclear, being five hundred years 
since Justinian’s codification and several more since some of the parts had been 
written. The work of the first generations of scholars was that of philology and 
hermeneutics – reconstructing the text and providing explanations and interpreta-
tions. They wrote notes or glosses in and around the text, and were known as the 
glossators. Not everyone appreciated their labors, with the novelist Rabelais seeing 
them tarnishing the law books, which he described as a “fine cloth-of-gold robe, 
marvelously grand and costly but trimmed with dung.”36

Nonetheless, the lawyers following them were able to build on their labors, 
interpreting and reworking them in the context of their time. But while the Roman 
law had originally been written to apply to an empire and its constituent parts, these 
laws were now being read in the context of popes, emperors, kings and independent 
cities. The question was whether these kingdoms were imperium, or whether they 
were closer to the Aristotelian civitas or regnum, the terms used in the medieval 
translations. France could clearly not be understood simply as a provincia, nor could 
a free city simply be thought of as a municipium.37 An answer to this question came 
from the glossator Bartolus of Sassoferrato, who argued that the independent polity 
had two origins: an Aristotelian polis and an Empire on a reduced scale.38 This 
fusion of Greek political thought and Roman law is crucial, since it brought together 
two strands of ancient thought in a modern context. As Bartolus suggests:

Dominium is something that inheres in the person of the owner [domini], but it applies 
to the thing owned. Similarly jurisdiction inheres in an office [officio] and in the person 
who holds the office, but it applies to a territorium, and is thus not a quality of the 
territorium, but rather of the person.39 (Bartolus)

Bartolus’s use of territorium here is significant. He is taking the notion of land, or 
land belonging to an entity, as the thing to which jurisdiction applies, thus providing 
the extent of rule. The territorium then is not simply a property of a ruler; nor is 
jurisdiction simply a quality of the territorium. Rather the territorium is the object 
of rule itself. This runs through Bartolus’s work, where he contends that the actions 
of an individual merchant or trader were bound by the laws of the place he was, 
rather than by the city to which he belonged. This was a crucial shift from the 
personality of law to the territoriality of law.40 Bartolus also coined the phrase 
“civitas sibi princeps” to explain the status of the cities: the cities were a prince, a 
leader, unto themselves, rather than having to show deference to some higher power. 
Like the idea of the king being supreme within his kingdom, just as the emperor 
was within the empire, the idea of a sovereign city shows that the law, jurisdiction, 
is territorially defined.

This is still some way from separate independent states with discrete territories 
and clearly defined boundaries, which was something that emerged slowly, unevenly 
and unequally over the next several centuries. But it does mean that attempts to 
date the emergence of the modern state, its territorial control or the international 
system of states to the middle of the seventeenth century are misleading.41 The 
religious wars of that time, culminating in the settlement of the Peace of Westphalia 
in 1648, are continuations of the debates concerning the relation between the 
papacy, the Emperor and the constituent parts of the empire and external polities. 
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The Westphalia treaties give the jus territoralis to the polities, a territorial right, but 
this was an application rather than the beginning of the principle. The equivalent 
German term was Landeshoheit, supremacy over the land.42

The danger with the notion of territory is that a rather particular, historically 
and geographically limited, sense of the term is taken to be the definition as a whole. 
The idea of a bounded space under the control of a group, perhaps a state, is one 
that has several discrete elements which need to be interrogated. Equally the idea 
that a ruler had a monopoly of power – legitimate physical violence, in Weber’s 
phrase – within a territory long predates the idea that those boundaries were in any 
way fixed.43 Rulers believed that conquest, purchase, marriage or concession could 
increase the size of the lands under their control. Territorial redistributions at the 
end of conflicts were common until the twentieth century. And of course colonialism 
was predicated on the idea that certain lands were open to conquest by European 
powers.44 As John Agnew has convincingly argued, much work on international 
relations and geopolitics remains tied to an unproblematic assumed sense of terri-
tory, what he calls “the territorial trap.”45 What we do when we fall into this trap 
is to buy-into a state-centered narrative that naturalizes and normalizes this way of 
thinking.46 A historical investigation is one way to begin to go beyond those 
assumptions.

Territory needs to be interrogated in a range of ways. While it cannot be reduced 
to land, there are a range of political-economic elements to the way in which terri-
tory is conceived, fought over, and distributed. The historical emergence of the 
concept is of course related to the practices of feudalism and the emergence of capi-
talism. Globalization has reconfigured sovereignty-territory relations in ways that 
are still poorly understood, with a certain strand of the literature contending that 
the remaking of spatial relations has meant the end of the importance of territory.47 
Similarly, territory can be interrogated through its relation to political-strategic 
concerns. Conflict over land is peculiar in that it is both the stake and site of strug-
gle: what might be called the question of terrain. Yet, just as with land, territory 
cannot be seen simply as terrain. Alongside the importance of developments in the 
law and categories such as authority, supremacy and sovereignty, and most espe-
cially what these forms of power are exercised over, territory is dependent on the 
availability and advance of a range of techniques. Cartography and land-surveying, 
among developments in statistics, accounting and the military, make possible the 
knowledge and control of much larger expanses from a central point. It is not 
coincidental that states put a large amount of resource into the use of such practices, 
but also, more crucially, their development in the period of the fifteenth to seven-
teenth centuries.48 Territory then should not be understood as a static product or 
object, but rather as part of a rationality, dependent on calculation as much as 
control and conflict, what Michel Foucault called a “political technology.”

To assert the importance of the question of territory is not to privilege it above 
other spatial questions. Rather it is to recognize that alongside other terms such as 
place, scale, network and region, territory is part of the conceptual vocabulary of 
geography, especially political geography.49 As the German philosopher Peter 
Sloterdijk puts it, “the political is the product of collective madness and territory.”50 
Yet territory is only one form of state space, and only a historically and geographi-
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cally limited element within the wider domain of political space. But it remains a 
crucially important one. It is precisely because territory is a partial, historically 
specific, and non-exclusive way of spatial ordering that it needs to be interrogated 
more thoroughly. Yet while it has received some excellent analysis in terms of specific 
territorial conflicts, arrangements and settlements, there has been much less inter-
rogation of the term conceptually or historically.51 Such work would enable geog-
raphers to much better account for the profound changes taking place in the 
post-Cold War period concerning the relation between territory and sovereignty; 
and the challenges globalization and climate change make to any unproblematic 
thinking that relies on a fixed notion of territory as exclusive control within hard, 
impermeable borders.52
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