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Book Reviews 

Theory of the Border. Thomas Nail. Oxford University Press, 2016. ISBN: 978-0-
19061-864-3, 288 pp. 

The zeitgeist around the fall of the Berlin Wall dictated that the world 
was unequivocally marching towards an era of limitlessness. We should 
thus expect a world with fewer borders, fewer impediments to movement, 
trade, and some sort of global conviviality. Thomas Nail’s most recent 
book, nevertheless, reminds us, with the stroke of its very first line, that 
“we live in a world of borders” (1). Instead of fewer lines of division, 
borders have spread and colonised virtually all aspects of our lives. 
‘Theory of the Border’ is a provocative contribution to border studies as 
it scrutinises the very concept of ‘border’, its functions, and historical 
development at its very core. 

Nail’s main argument is clearest in the conclusion when he writes 
that “societies and states are the products of (b)ordering, not the other 
way around” (222). This is an extremely important statement because it 
moves away from the commonplace ideas that, first, borders are only 
related to states and, second, that they are mere outcomes of pre-existing 
characteristics marking the reach of their unified claims for material 
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recognition. In other words, borders are not markers of essential 
differences which require a clear-cut division in land and minds. Instead, 
he argues that borders, rather than the consequence, are in fact processes 
that “introduce a division or bifurcation of some sort” (2). That is, to some 
extent, borders create the very entity that they would, in principle, 
simply outline. 

In doing so, one of the book’s main contributions is the stripping of 
any primordiality of the border, i.e., any sense that it is a largely 
unquestionable phenomenon that, despite its errant strokes throughout 
history, was doomed to settle on whichever shape it possesses at the time 
of its defence. It is, in fact, on the ever-changing nature of these lines of 
division throughout history that the author draws his extensive and 
meticulous summary of different names and functions under which 
borders have been created and sustained, an endeavour which he entitles 
‘critical limology’ – that is, the critical study of limits – or, as he puts it: 
“the theory of the real conditions for the production of social borders” (14). 

The book is divided into three parts that could, when paired with both 
the Introduction and the Conclusion, be read separately as it is at times 
difficult to thread all three into a smooth narrative. That, however, does 
not detract either from the consistency of Nail’s arguments or his 
monumental research into historical documents and data from different 
eras and regions. 

In Part I, the author develops what he calls ‘border kinopower’, a kind 
of overarching title to accommodate his central point that “the history of 
the border is a history of social motion” (22) which rejects the existence 
of any naturally occurring borders by focusing on the active role of groups 
and powerful individuals in the creation of devices to arrange, distribute 
and control movement and displacement – hence the Greek word κινώ 
(kino), movement. The novelty here are the three core concepts of what 
he calls ‘kinopolitics’, that is, “the politics of movement” (24), namely: 
flow, junction, and circulation. The concept of flows is perhaps the most 
important idea presented in the book because, within it, lies its 
differential: if we imagined a world without borders, or even a world 
before borders, we would be left with flows, this “nonunity and 
nontotality [which] keeps moving along to infinity like a curved line” (26). 
In other words, motion is quite simply what there is, be it quantum leaps 



158 G. Simi 

Journal of Languages, Texts, and Society, Vol. 2 (2018) 

at atomic level or the somewhat chaotic stream of data across the globe, 
and what lies behind any border is an attempt to organise and control 
these flows at various levels: the sacred and the profane, the sovereign 
and the subservient, the legal migrant and the sans-papiers. The flow, 
however, is hectic and nonlinear. The junction, on the other hand, is 
when any given flow folds back on itself, creating a filter that captures 
movement within. Finally, circulation is “the regulation of flows into an 
ordered network of junctions” (28): in other words, the arrangement of 
movement into a system that allows for certain mobility whilst creating 
instances of interiority and exteriority (in or out). At first, these might 
seem like overly abstract ideas, but that is precisely the intention of the 
book, to dissect borders and look for commonalities that overcome 
empiricism. What these three concepts do is parse out a crucial 
understanding that borders create divisions by trapping and regulating 
movement, which, consequently, leads to virtually infinite possibilities of 
bordering as flows operate in a continuum – by default, endless. Any 
study of borders, therefore, should address the conditions and 
mechanisms with which motion is organised and made sense of.  

Given that the main function of any border is basically to manage 
motion, in Part II the author develops his four non-exhaustive “border 
regimes of circulation” (43): the fence, the wall, the cell, and the 
checkpoint, which are organised chronologically in terms of the period in 
which each was most prominent, chiefly from a Eurocentric perspective. 
The fence is, accordingly, the oldest border regime, representing “the 
movement to delimit an area of the earth as socially distinct” (48). That 
is, the fence creates the territory, a ‘here’ to serve as reference point. The 
wall, according to the author, is “a condition for the existence of political 
life itself” (65) for it creates a process of standardisation and assemblage 
of flows around a central power. It is important to note here that, in his 
quest to analyse concepts, the author overemphasises an excessively 
abstract approach to walls whilst somewhat failing to address what 
seems to be its most prominent aspect: defence from an external enemy, 
real or imagined. This does not invalidate Nail’s points on the wall as a 
border regime, but it does make it rather difficult to accompany his 
progression from ‘old territorial fences’ to ‘bricks’ and ‘social bricks’ (66). 
In turn, the cell dominated in the Middle Ages as a mechanism that 
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“create[d] sites of enclosure, interiority, and linked coordination of 
individuals” (109) when jurisdictions were confusing and often 
overlapping, thus requiring that power be shifted from ‘over one territory’ 
to ‘over individuals’. The final border regime is the checkpoint, whose 
function is “the redistribution of a surplus to whatever point it is needed” 
(112) – that is, it allows for a certain mobility, but it can reappear 
whenever the flow is deemed detrimental. In Nail’s words, “the aim of 
the checkpoint is not to maintain static borders […] but to maintain a 
dynamic equilibrium” (111). We might add that a checkpoint grants the 
illusion of total freedom as it is only perceptible when one is not allowed 
through – it can be ubiquitous and imperceptible at the same time. 

Throughout Part II, fittingly called ‘Historical Limology’, the author 
presents an incredible volume of data about the various types of borders 
throughout history. However, from that avalanche of data also comes the 
main limitation of the book. Part II can be read as a sort of taxonomic 
encyclopaedia in which the wealth of information, types and subtypes, 
functions and subfunctions of borders become a maze of neologisms and 
lexical reappraisals, which, although contributing to the main argument 
by providing concrete examples from different times and places, also 
undermines the general legibility of the book as a cohesive piece. 

Part III is the least illuminating portion of the book. Again, no one 
can accuse Nail of failing to provide names, dates, and numbers, but Part 
III is composed of ‘mirror chapters’, where each focuses on analysing the 
US-Mexico border in relation to the four border regimes. The book would 
greatly benefit if those mirror chapters were synthesised and attached to 
their respective chapters in Part II, so the reader could promptly make 
the connection between each border regime and how it might relate to a 
contemporary example. More daringly, experienced readers of the border 
oeuvres could simply skim over Part III and spend more time on the first 
two parts, especially Part I, which is by far the best contribution of the 
book. 

‘Theory of the Border’ is, in sum, an excellent read for anyone who is 
interested in learning about borders and the history of division at large, 
a topic that does not show any signs of leaving the research agenda soon. 
For those who are new to border studies, it is a deep, thought-provoking 
introduction. For more seasoned readers, it is a deep and thought-
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provoking invitation to rethink many of the established axioms in border 
studies and border theory. 

Gianlluca Simi 
University of Nottingham 

Viking Nottinghamshire. Rebecca Gregory. Five Leaves, 2017. ISBN: 978-1-
91017-047-2, 84 pp. 

With the advent of intense interest in Viking Age history in popular 
culture, it is not surprising that a popular desire to learn about local 
history has also increased, with Nottinghamshire being no exception. 
The monograph by Dr Rebecca Gregory provides a comprehensive 
overview of Viking influence on Nottinghamshire during the Viking Age. 
This includes the first contacts between Anglo-Saxons and Vikings, the 
Great Army’s movement through Nottinghamshire, Viking 
administration and rule, as well as changes in both religion and culture 
all based on a variety of archaeological, literary and place-name evidence. 
The monograph is very similar to a travel guide providing explanations 
of important sites and features which, for a book meant for public 
readership, is exceptionally executed. 

Since it is written for the wider public rather than academics, the 
questions being asked are: What is the history of the local area, and how 
can we rediscover it? The answers to these questions are delivered by Dr 
Gregory’s division of the book into chapters, which are thematic and also 
loosely chronological. The chapters give the reader a narrative of Vikings 
in Nottinghamshire – not just a report – which arguably is the original 
purpose of history writing. 

Keeping the type of audience in mind, Gregory not only includes an 
accurate timeline of key events, but also when key terms, new sources or 
major concepts are introduced they are bolded and connected with an 
appended glossary that gives a further background explanation of each. 
In addition, there are illustrations which support the evidence given and 
help the reader to visualize the past. Similarly, the historical locations of 
the events that Gregory mentions are also described in relation to their 
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modern equivalents. This approach deepens the readers’ understanding 
by moving from a general and impersonal understanding to a more 
complex and layered comprehension - one in which readers can closely 
relate to the inhabitants in the East Midlands during the Viking Age. 
Such comparisons and illustrations allow the reader to immerse 
themselves fully in the history of Nottinghamshire’s Viking world.  

However, in her drive to appeal to the non-academic reader Gregory, 
at times, tends to over-simplify more complex topics in an attempt to 
make them more accessible to the non-academic audience. For the most 
part this issue emerges from the over-representation of evidentiary 
material from the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. The problem is that the codex 
is presented as unified, when in reality it consists of multiple copies from 
different contexts and composed in different time periods. Hence, one 
cannot rely too heavily on the accuracy of its contents due to the 
variances between versions which can include conflicting interpolations 
by the authors. For example, the passages from the Chronicle combined 
with the consistent reference to the Danish identity of the members of 
the Great Heathen Army is likely to mislead readers into accepting the 
East Midlands’ Danish identity as fact. Rather, what should be 
emphasized is the ongoing relationship between Scandinavians settlers 
of various origins and existing Anglo-Saxons. These are not fatal flaws 
but do operate on the assumption that Gregory’s book will spur readers 
to investigate the history further. 

Notwithstanding these issues, Gregory makes two points that are 
crucial in the quest to dispel common myths and misconceptions about 
Viking history. Firstly, Gregory’s discussion regarding the composition 
of the Great Heathen Army shows that despite the popular myth that the 
Great Heathen Army consisted entirely of warrior men, there are in fact 
artefacts and evidence of the presence of women and children supporting 
the army’s activities. In addressing this, Gregory gives a human face to 
the Vikings that is otherwise seldom acknowledged in popular culture. 
The second crucial argument - which provides credence for the idea that 
the influence of Viking history can still be felt today - is Gregory’s 
insistence that the Vikings did not simply and rapidly assimilate into 
Anglo-Saxon society, and that they left behind many traces of their 
Scandinavian origins. The Great Heathen Army and those that came 
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after had a visible impact on Nottinghamshire such as Old Norse words 
in the modern English language, like take (taka) or get (geta), or forms of 
Anglo-Scandinavian sculpture, like the hogback memorial stones from 
Northern England and the East Midlands.  

Overall the book is masterfully written, it is engaging and informative 
without overwhelming the reader with academic jargon and details. It is 
very accessible and key terms and concepts are explained in a concise 
and understandable manner with smooth transitions between wider 
events and local history. It is successful in attainting its goal of providing 
basic knowledge about local history to the average reader and evoking a 
desire to pursue this living history, but also doubles as a useful point of 
departure with a noteworthy bibliography for the amateur historian or 
budding academic. 

William Pidzamecky 
University of Nottingham 

 


