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Borderwaters: Archipelagic 

Geometries between  
Indonesia and the United States 

 
 

BRIAN RUSSELL ROBERTS, Brigham Young University 
 
 

In the introduction to the 2017 volume Archipelagic American Studies, Michelle Ann 
Stephens and I at a certain point discuss the United States’s long-term and contiguous 
situation in relation to the Indonesian archipelago, which was known as the Dutch East 
Indies before the Second World War and which after the war emerged as the Republic 
of Indonesia.1 As we point out, to many observers the Indonesian archipelago may 
seem to lie quite far away from the United States, but the United States bordered this 
archipelago for most of the twentieth century: first via the Philippines prior to World 
War II, and then through the Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands after the war and into 
the 1990s, when Palau (the part of the Trust Territory that bordered Indonesia) be-
came an independent country in free association with the United States.2 As we ex-
plain: “In noting this blind spot concerning the US–Indonesian borderwaters, we are 
much less concerned with geography (simply recovering a watery border) than we are 
with metageography, or interrogating the geographical assumptions that have made 
the borderwaters illegible … among American studies scholars” even during a mo-
ment of Americanist transnationalism that has been deeply interested in borders and 
borderlands. This invisibility of the borderwaters, we suggest, depends on “the re-
ceived metageographical assumption regarding the American hemisphere and the 
United States in particular … [as] fundamentally continental spaces.”3 

Since collaborating with Stephens to edit and introduce Archipelagic American 
Studies, I have continued to think through the metageographical aspects of the archi-
pelagic Americanist category of the borderwaters, finding a useful point of entry in 
José E. Limón’s classic borderlands study, American Encounters: Greater Mexico, the 
United States, and the Erotics of Culture (1998).4 In this study’s introduction, Limón re-
calls growing up “between Mexico and the United States in the border town of Lare-
do” (2). Because he lived north of the Rio Grande, he was among the “mexicanos de 
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este lado [Mexicans from this side],” while those who lived south of the river were 
“mexicanos del otro lado [Mexicans from the other side]” (2). Mexican children of the 
two sides played by the river, where “one might … go across from either side—wading 
or on a … raft” (2). Limón continues: “So there we would play, between Mexico and 
the United States, in the early 1950s, and sometimes sit together on a makeshift raft 
and fish and swim in commonality and difference—our Huck to their Jim … . But … all 
of us Mexican children recognized other differences, as did Huck and Jim, between the 
realm of the raft—the in between—and the shores on either side” (2–3). This 
metaphor—in which Adventures of Huckleberry Finn becomes the hinge for a 
comparison between Limón’s Rio Grande and Twain’s Mississippi—can do much more 
than advance water-space as offering a hiatus from the material and epistemic vio-
lence of an imaginary land-oriented border. 

Rather, Limón’s metaphor is critically productive in ways that exceed those he 
may have anticipated. Consider, for instance, that Twain’s commentary on the Missis–
sippi underscores the way in which water moves borders.5 In his 1883 memoir, Life on 
the Mississippi, Twain reports on how “a freak of the river … has sorely perplexed the 
laws of men.” 6 At the riverine border between Arkansas and Mississippi, the Arkansas 
charter claimed territory “‘to the centre of the river’—a most unstable line,” while 
Mississippi “claimed ‘to the channel’—another shifty and unstable line.”7 Eventually, 
the river “threw [a] big island out of Arkansas, and yet not within Mississippi,” creating 
an “exceedingly valuable island of four thousand acres” that “pay[s] taxes to neither, 
owing allegiance to neither.”8 Twain’s stories of the Mississippi—combined with the 
case of, say, El Chamizal and Cordova Island along the Rio Grande’s El Paso/Ciudad 
Juárez border—are reminders of the way in which nonhuman sovereignties inherent 
in land–water shoreline dynamics may intertwine themselves in unexpected ways with 
human-scaled political sovereignties encoded in notions of este lado and el otro lado. 9 
Just as urgently, we should read Limón’s metaphor in conjunction with the archipelagic 
thought that permits Huck, in a famous scene in Twain’s famous novel, to recognize 
one night in the fog that he has not crashed into either of the continental lados but has 
crashed into an island (a node within a riverine archipelago that sprawls out into the 
Gulf of Mexico).10 Thus we are directed to look toward the borderwaters, toward the 
oceanic and archipelagic spaces that form an assemblage within which rivers, and all 
the branching capillaries of their watersheds, function as participants. 

Though often obscured by the overtly landed quality of the borderlands frame-
work, the impulse to look toward the waters has been persistent among border/bor-
derlands scholars even as it awaits fuller theorization. Discussions of the borderlands 
have fairly dripped with the oceanic and archipelagic. Recall that the foundational 
Greater Mexico and borderlands theorist Américo Paredes opens his poetry collection 
Between Two Worlds with a poem titled “The Rio Grande” (1934), which addresses the 
river and follows its “swirls and counter-currents” until “at last your dying waters, / 
Will release their hold on me, / And my soul will sleep forever / By the margin of the 
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Figure 1. The fence at Border Field State Park. Photograph by Tony Webster, 2014. Available at 
https://www.flickr.com/photos/diversey/16034498211/in/photostream/. Creative Commons License   
(CC BY-SA 2.0), https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/legalcode. 
 
sea.”11 Or recall that Gloria Anzaldúa prefaces the first chapter of Borderlands/La Fron-
tera with a poem set in Border Field State Park, showcasing the US–Mexico border 
fence running up out of the Pacific: “the steel curtain— / chainlink fence crowned with 
rolled barbed wire— / rippling from the sea where Tijuana touches San Diego” (see 
Figure 1).12 She states: “Miro el mar atacar / la cerca en Border Field Park / con sus buchon-
es de agua” (I watch the sea attack / the fence in Border Field Park / with its watery 
swells).13 Anzaldúa avers: “The sea cannot be fenced, / el mar [the sea] does not stop 
at borders.”14 

Elsewhere, the career of Renato Rosaldo has placed US southwestern border-
lands theory in dialogue with the archipelagic states of Indonesia and the Philippines, 
while José David Saldívar’s foundational The Dialectics of Our America (1991) was al-
ready pointing toward an island-troping borderlands “school of Caliban,” and his more 
recent Trans-Americanity (2012) leavens “land-based” arenas with “intercultural con-
tact zones” that “are notably oceanic.”15 Within other iterations of borders/border-
lands approaches, we have seen Andrew Lipman’s discussions of the “American coast” 
in terms of a “landless borderland,” and Walter D. Mignolo’s description of a “border 
gnosis” that complements Anzaldúa’s borderlands with the image of the Barbadian 
poet and intellectual Edward Kamau Brathwaite seeking Caribbean ways of knowing 
by “skipping a pebble on the ocean.”16  
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I follow these oceanic and archipelagic impulses in describing a borderwaters 
framework, a metageographical framework that helps make visible the United States’s 
numerous water borders today, as well as the US–Indonesian borderwaters that Ste-
phens and I have mentioned in Archipelagic American Studies. Generally speaking, the 
borderland has been evoked and imagined as encompassing the organic and landed 
affective processes of human culture as it undergoes the seemingly natural processes 
of contesting, mourning, and grappling with the melancholia evoked by a border that 
is superimposed by a state apparatus. As John Alba Cutler described in 2017: “Borders 
are historical creations, however naturalized they may have become by cartographic 
practices or nationalist discourses,” and although “borders appear as lines on a map, 
having no mass or volume, the history of borders often creates borderlands.”17 To 
describe this border/borderlands complex in other terms: the one-dimensional border 
and its epiphenomenal borderlands depend on a governmentally imposed Euclidean 
edict (a line) regarding spatial perception, and this governmentally imposed mode of 
spatial perception is attended by a seemingly organic cultural recoiling and set of con-
testations growing out of cultural currents that (analogous to Anzaldúa’s fence-attack-
ing ocean) exceed and direct their energies against the state’s superimposed Euclidean 
geometry/geography.18 In complement and contradistinction, I would frame a signif-
icant component of the notion of borderwaters as interlinked with governmentality’s 
engagement in and with modes of non-Euclidean spatial perception, in which the 
state’s imagination of borders has not been the evocation of, in Anzaldúa’s terms, an 
“unnatural boundary” but has rather been a partial function of the geological and 
hydrological—indeed I could hazard the term natural—aqueous and terraqueous ma-
terialities and processes to which governmentality has tended to affix water-based and 
water-dependent borders. 19  These water-dependent and natural–cultural borders 
(with their attendant notions of human sovereignty) become epiphenomenal to an 
arena of borderwaters where nonhuman actants (currents, waves, shorelines, and 
nonhuman animals) play roles in establishing how human borders will attain percep-
tion.20 Thus nature-fixed and nature-fluxed borders stand apart from the idealized one-
dimensional line that is the borderlands’ initiating conceit. As state imaginations have 
innovated aqueous and terraqueous notions of the border by burrowing into and en-
gaging with arenas of nature that are better described in terms of non-Euclidean geom-
etries (such as fractal and Indigenous geometries), the borders themselves have ex-
ceeded Euclidean geography, and their attendant borderwaters have become places 
where humans interact with humans on terms set partially by nonhuman and non-
Euclidean spatial models. These borderwaters would of course include the oceans (on 
the surface, suspended in blue depths, and on benthic ground) but also the farthest 
reaching of minute rills and capillaries that fractally branch into—and indeed shape—
the very surfaces and edges of land-based watersheds ranging from asphalt served by 
storm drains to jagged and mountainous continental divides.  



Journal of Transnational American Studies 11.1 (Summer 2020) 
 

55 

 
Figure 2. Lithograph of Covarrubias’s mural Native Means of Transportation in the Pacific Area, one of six 
large murals on display in Pacific House during the Golden Gate International Exposition of 1939 to 
1940. Image source: American Geographical Society Library Digital Map Collection, University of 
Wisconsin–Milwaukee. Republished with permission of the copyright holder, María Elena Rico 
Covarrubias. 
 

In describing some of the borderwaters that have constituted what I think of as 
the archipelagic states of America (a phrase I am using to refer to noncontinental terri-
tories of the United States of America), I turn toward the oceanic and archipelagic work 
of the Greater Mexican visual artist Miguel Covarrubias, whose midcentury represen-
tations of Indonesia and the United States’s Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands help me 
contextualize and theorize state, Indigenous, and nonhuman cultures as they have con-
verged and diverged across non-Euclidean modes of imagining boundaries, nonboundaries, 
and spatial area on a terraqueous planet. Covarrubias was born in Mexico City in 1904 and 
relocated to New York City in 1924 where he emerged as a major figure and force in US 
visual culture. As a denizen of New York for about fifteen years before returning perma-
nently to Mexico in 1940, he exhibited artwork in various galleries and published illustra-
tions in magazines including Vanity Fair, Time, Life, The New Yorker, Fortune, and Vogue. 
During this time he also circulated among figures of the Harlem Renaissance, illustrating 
Langston Hughes’s poetry collection The Weary Blues (1926) and Zora Neale Hurston’s 
folklore collection Mules and Men (1935), as well as publishing his own Harlem-oriented 
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collection, Negro Drawings (1927).21 Through these and many other cultural and intellectual 
involvements in the United States, Covarrubias emerged, according to Limón, as a figure 
who importantly “shaped modernist culture between the United States and … ‘Greater 
Mexico’ in the first half of the twentieth century.”22 And yet he was also a student of the 
culture of the Indonesian island of Bali and the broader Pacific, living in Bali twice (from 
late 1930 to mid-1931, and, two years later, from late 1933 to about mid-1934) and writing 
and illustrating Island of Bali (1937), a popular anthropological volume that has remained a 
touchstone in the study of Bali and has become “his most famous work.”23 Within a few 
months of Island of Bali’s publication, he was invited to create a series of murals for the 
Golden Gate International Exposition (1939–1940) in San Francisco. These murals were illus-
trated maps that brought attention to the peoples, economies, ecosystems, visual arts, 
architectural styles, and means of transportation of the Pacific world (see Figure 2 above).24  
 

 

Figure 3. Front cover of Republic of Indonesia: New 
Nation of the World, a pamphlet illustrated by Miguel 
Covarrubias and published by the Information Office 
of the Republic of Indonesia in New York City. Image 
source: Adriana and Tom Williams Collection of Miguel 
Covarrubias, Harry Ransom Center, University of 
Texas at Austin. Republished with permission of the 
copyright holder, María Elena Rico Covarrubias. 
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Covarrubias’s larger suite of visual images and written statements point toward 
modes of geographical/geometrical theorizing and territorialization that bring into dia-
logue actants ranging from plastic producers to Laysan albatrosses, from sea slugs to 
nuclear testing, and from coral reefs to postcolonial and global governmentalities. 
However, in this essay I want to focus on two specific instances of Covarrubias’s archi-
pelagic visualizations, as they surface in a pamphlet he designed in the early 1950s for 
the Information Office of the Republic of Indonesia (located in New York City) (see 
Figure 3), as well as in a map of the Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands that he pub-
lished in Life magazine in 1949 (see Figure 5). On one level, I understand Covarrubias’s 
visualizations as instances of archipelagic theorizing in and of themselves, but more 
importantly within this essay his images are metonymic of, in ways that are not neces-
sarily causally linked with, major streams of governmental theorizing that emerged 
during the twentieth century in tandem with what I am discussing as the borderwaters. 

In Covarrubias’s illustrated pamphlet, the Indonesian Information Office ex-
plained: “The 78 million citizens of the Republic of Indonesia live on a chain of three 
thousand islands extending for more than three thousand miles, from the Indian 
Ocean to the Pacific … . Indonesia’s islands have a land area of … about one quarter 
the area of [the] continental United States.”25 The pamphlet’s statistics on the size of 
Indonesia’s territory (specifically marking its land area as a quarter the size of the 
United States) are notably indebted to a land-oriented view of national territory that 
the nation-state, via Dutch colonizers, had inherited from the landlocked notion im-
plied by the Latin territōrium in which terra is a specific reference to land.26  

Juridically, this inheritance was based on the Netherlands’s Territoriale Zee en 
Maritieme Kringen Ordonnantie 1939 (Territorial Sea and Maritime Districts Ordinance 
1939), which took “Netherlands Indies territory” to encompass the land, namely 
“islands … or parts of islands,” while making only modest provisions for a 
territorialized sea: the “Netherlands Indies territorial sea” referred to “the sea area 
extending … seaward to a distance of three nautical miles from the low-water [i.e., 
low-tide] mark of the islands, or parts of islands.”27 Otherwise, sea space between the 
Dutch East Indies islands was “open sea … where foreign vessels … could sail freely.”28 
In issuing this ordinance, the Netherlands was reaffirming the substance of a Western 
international norm which “generally conceded that jurisdiction over a belt of water 
along the coast 1 marine league (about 31/2 statute miles) wide, measured from the low-
water line, may be … claimed” as “territorial waters,” with the Hague Tribunal in 
September 1910 pointing to the traditional stance that “the 3 marine miles are to be 
measured following the sinuosities of the coast.”29  

In affixing three-mile water-based borders to the very “sinuosities” of the 
coastline, the international norm had waded into questions that were geometrically 
grotesque. Consider the conundrum as recounted in one early twentieth-century argu-
ment: “Take your pair of compasses with a pencil at one end of them and proceed to 
draw a line of that sort; you will find the most intricate convolutions crossing one 
another, and that the whole thing, in fact, is impossible to carry out.”30 Here, rather 
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than borderlands becoming epiphenomenal to land-based Euclidean borders, the 
water-based borders became epiphenomenal to the phenomenon of the coastline, 
which mathematician Benoit Mandelbrot has taken as the locus classicus of non-
Euclidean fractal geometry, a mode of geometry that measures not Euclidean lines but 
“shapes they had to call grainy, hydralike, in between, pimply, pocky, ramified, seaweedy, 
strange, tangled, tortuous, wiggly, wispy, wrinkled, and the like” (see Figure 4).31 
 

Figure 4. This image of the complex Gulf of Mexico shoreline produced by the Mississippi River 
Delta illustrates the difficulty of using a sinuous coast as the baseline for projecting a border three 
miles out into the ocean. NASA image created by Jesse Allen, using data provided by the 
University of Maryland’s Global Land Cover Facility. Originally published October 7, 2007. Image 
source: https://visibleearth.nasa.gov/images/8103/mississippi-river-delta. 
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Within this fractal frame, the border itself (sea-based and coastline-set) is far from 
Anzaldúa’s model of a simple border-as-dividing-line and has come to resemble her 
epiphenomenal notion of the borderland, “a vague and undetermined place. … in a 
constant state of transition.” 32 Certainly this is the case as waves, tides, and currents 
are constantly remaking the fractal coastline to which the sea-based border is 
anchored. 
 

 
Figure 5. Covarrubias’s map of Indonesia, from Republic of Indonesia: New Nation of the World. In the 
lower left-hand corner, the larger map showcases a smaller map, a visual representation that 
resonates with a 1955 discussion that took place between the two novelists Richard Wright and 
Mochtar Lubis. Image source: Adriana and Tom Williams Collection of Miguel Covarrubias, Harry 
Ransom Center, University of Texas at Austin. Republished with permission of the copyright holder, 
María Elena Rico Covarrubias. 

Although the Indonesian Information Office’s text affirms the Euro-American 
border epistemology of the coastline, Covarrubias’s illustrations posit an alternative 
epistemology of watery geometry or ways of measuring the earth. The pamphlet’s 
larger foldout map harbors an inset map—clearly a size comparison—that has 
Indonesia’s islands nearly surrounded by a set of borders that generally range far from 
the islands’ shorelines, visually if implicitly situating the vast border-circumscribed 
waters as part of Indonesia (see Figure 5). Set within these borders, which happen to 
assume the size and shape of the continental United States, these waters advance a 
terraqueous vision of Indonesia that is not a quarter the size of the United States but 
is roughly equal to it in area. While it is not known whether Covarrubias’s size 
comparison was intended to suggest that vast water surfaces might hypothetically be 
encompassed by national borders, it is clear that his visual image aligns with the 
archipelagic vision of Mochtar Lubis, an Indonesian novelist who hosted the US writer 
Richard Wright during his three-week visit to Indonesia for the 1955 Asian-African 
Conference held in Bandung. During this visit Wright asked: “And how large in area is 
the space covered by these islands?”33 Mochtar gave an answer that was distinct from 
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the land-oriented text within the Information Office’s pamphlet but that very much 
resembled Covarrubias’s accompanying inset map. Referring to Indonesia’s territory 
as encompassing both land- and ocean-space, Mochtar answered, “[r]oughly, it is the 
size of the United States.”34 Mochtar was measuring Indonesian territory not by the 
Euclidean border nor by the coastline’s fractal border but by the archipelagic geometry 
of the Indigenous Indonesian term tanah air, literally translated as water-land, but 
which I would translate as a space that attains the affective resonances of a homeland 
(indeed, homeland is a standard translation for tanah air) but which is deterrestrialized 
and exists as a land–water assemblage. Indeed, Covarrubias’s visual representation of 
ocean-space among islands converged with a centerpiece within postcolonial Indo-
nesia’s notion of Wawasan Nusantara (often translated as “Archipelagic Outlook”), 
which takes the sea “tidak lagi sebagai pemisah, tetapi sebagai penghubung,” or not 
as a divider but as something that links.35 

This Archipelagic Outlook attained force of law, internationally in Indonesia’s 
eyes, in 1957 when it issued what has come to be known as the Djuanda Declaration, 
announcing that “the Government declares all waters around, between and those 
connecting the islands as included in the State of Indonesia, … under the indisputable 
sovereignty of Indonesia.”36 These “internal waters” (a term asserting a topological 
analogy between the seas amid Indonesia’s islands and the shoreward rivers and lakes 
that exist within land-oriented countries) were circumscribed by “the line connecting 
the outermost points of the islands of the State of Indonesia,” and beyond that line 
Indonesia claimed a “territorial sea” with a “breadth of … 12 miles” rather than three 
miles.37 The interest in circumscribing Indonesian tanah air with a set of Euclidean 
borders (called archipelagic baselines) was rationalized, in part, by an awareness 
within Indonesia not only of the security risks inherent in permitting foreign vessels 
unrestricted access to Indonesia’s internal waters but also by concerns related to an 
awareness of the fractal messiness and complications of a border that is an aqueous 
projection of not just one sinuous coastline surrounding one island but of such a 
projection repeating approximately fifteen thousand times (the pamphlet’s figure of 
three thousand islands takes into account only the inhabited islands of the Indonesian 
archipelago). As stated by one figure in Indonesia’s fight for international recognition 
of its Wawasan Nusantara, adopting archipelagic baselines would convert a country 
whose borders were a function of a “coast … more than three times that of the 
equator” into a country whose borders were “shortened [in] length … and greatly 
simplified [in] measurement.”38 The Indonesia that Covarrubias represented in the 
Information Office’s pamphlet was on the cusp of emerging as an archipelagic 
nation—rejecting the West’s notion of a three-mile fractal and seaward boundary, 
attuning itself instead to an Indigenous geometrical stance regarding tanah air that 
took oceanic space amid islands as topologically identical to internal waters of land-
based watersheds, and finding a way for this Indigenous geometrical stance to 
interface with the international world by innovating the Euclidean archipelagic 
baseline.39 
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For most US-Americans—and indeed for most people throughout the world 
who feel they know something about US geography—few countries will seem farther 
afield from the United States than will Indonesia. Hence, it would at first seem to be 
strictly an archipelagic thought experiment to read Covarrubias’s US–Indonesian super-
imposition as mapping a set of borderwaters between the two countries. And yet, as 
Stephens and I have discussed, the United States and the Indonesian archipelago bor-
dered each other throughout most of the twentieth century.40 If Covarrubias’s Infor-
mation Office map may be said to offer a thought experiment in which the interior of 
the continental United States is sopping wet with the waters of Indonesia’s tanah air, 
then his 1949 map of the US-administered Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands (TTPI) 
reminds us that the United States, literally in terms of its national geography, has 
mixed with the borderwaters of Indonesia’s northeast (see Figure 6). The United 
States, we are reminded, has been the northern neighbor of both Indonesia and 
Covarrubias’s Mexico. 

Figure 6.  
Miguel Covarrubias’s map 
of the Trust Territory of 
the Pacific Islands, Life,  
April 25, 1949, page 96. 
Republished with 
permission of the 
copyright holder, María 
Elena Rico Covarrubias. 
 
 



                                                       Roberts | Borderwaters between Indonesia and the US 62 

Covarrubias’s map of the TTPI is the lead illustration for a April 25, 1949 Life 
magazine article titled “The Trust Territory: Its 2,130 Islands Form a New U.S. Domain 
in the Pacific,” which announces that the TTPI is “a great sweep of islands running west 
and north across three million square miles of ocean between Pearl Harbor and the 
Philippines … . Although they are officially held in trust for the United Nations, they 
have been declared a strategic area in the custody of the U.S. and it can close them to 
other nations at will. They are not the property of the U.S., but for practical purposes 
they form a new ‘American empire’ in the Pacific.” 41 Contemporary with this popular 
article in Life was the more technical explanation offered by Eugene F. Bogan, a former 
US Naval officer who during World War II had established and administered the US 
military government in part of the region that would become the TTPI. Bogan ex-
plained that on 2 April 1947 the United Nations Security Council “approved a trustee-
ship agreement designating the United States as the administering authority for these 
… island areas,” a territory which “represents a great zone of thousands of small 
islands scattered over 5,000,000 square miles of sea.”42 Describing the inhabitants as 
“part of the American family,” Bogan remarked that the TTPI was “in a de facto (but 
not a de jure) sense … as much a part of the United States as Puerto Rico or the Virgin 
Islands.”43 (The hedging on the TTPI as “part of the United States” hinged on the fact 
that the United States officially considered the TTPI to be “beyond [US] borders” but 
nonetheless, and paradoxically, considered it to be a “territory of the United States” 
because it was under US “jurisdiction” via a mandate from the United Nations).44 

Covarrubias’s map situates these islands of the US-American family to the south 
of Japan and to the north of the Solomons and New Guinea, with the TTPI’s south-
western district of Palau mingling in the water with Indonesia’s easternmost claims, 
including claims to the western half of the island of New Guinea. Indeed, Covarrubias’s 
illustration has a presumably Palauan “native carving” standing in the water with its 
base in Indonesia’s tanah air.45 Another noteworthy aspect of Covarrubias’s repre-
sentation of the TTPI is the 1949 illustration’s position as what might be considered the 
middle panel within a triptych of illustrations that unfolded over the course of more 
than a decade. The 1949 illustration offers iconic representations of a turtle (above 
Bikini), a shark (north of the Solomons), and a coconut crab (amid the waters of the 
Marshall Islands and Gilbert Islands). Each of these images had appeared a decade 
earlier in his mural The Fauna and Flora of the Pacific, which Covarrubias prepared in 
1939 for the Golden Gate International Exposition at San Francisco, with the turtle 
migrating from the waters off of Mexico, and the shark moving to Micronesia from the 
waters of central Polynesia, while the coconut crab moved from an iconically rendered 
atoll of central Polynesia.46 

And then in 1950, Covarrubias’s images appeared again, this time copied from 
the Life illustration by an anonymous and less accomplished hand, in a US Naval Civil 
Administration pamphlet provided to US personnel and dependents stationed in the 
TTPI’s Marshall Islands district (see Figure 7).47 In this 1950 rendering, the turtle has 
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remained largely stationary; meanwhile, the coconut crab has moved from the south-
ern Marshall Islands to the waters of the northern Marshalls. Elsewhere, the shark has 
moved from immediately north of the Solomons to the waters amid the southern Mar-
shall Islands. Here, in contemplating the movement that unfolds across a Covarrubias 
triptych whose final panel was commandeered by the US Navy for its own purposes, 
we find something of a natural–cultural allegory. As these temporally shifting repre-
sentations of multispecies actants move across mapped regions, they may remind us 
of certain freedoms of navigation exhibited by living sea life (whether as individual 
organisms or as species), an ability to circulate that bespeaks a set of multispecies 
sovereignties which can exist apart from (or increasingly as embattled pockets within) 
human-scaled ethnogeographies and nation state–scaled geometries of sovereignty. 
Like Anzaldúa’s waves pounding against the fence, the circulating turtle, the coconut 
crab, and the shark seem to offer a natural logic for the cultural logic that has enshrined 
the notion of mare liberum, or freedom of the seas, as if the United States were merely 
following the edict of nature when it protested Indonesia’s efforts at territorializing 
the waters of tanah air via the 1957 Djuanda Delcaration.48 

Indeed, the US dedication to freedom of the seas, which disproportionately 
benefits nations with strong navies and robust maritime resources, produced an ex-
ceedingly strange geometry of the border vis-à-vis the TTPI. On one hand, as the US 

Figure 7. Map from the 1950 
pamphlet Roster of Officers, 

Enlisted Men, Civilians and 
Dependents, published by 

the US Navy Civil 
Administration, Marshall 

Islands Unit; the turtle, 
shark, coconut crab, stick 

chart, and outrigger canoe 
are roughly copied from 

Covarrubias’s 1949 
illustration for Life. 
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Navy affirmed in 1952, the US geometrical stance with regard to ocean borders was 
deeply traditional: “The United States has always been one of the world’s foremost 
advocates of freedom of the seas … . Because of this the Navy has always advocated 
the 3-mile limit of territorial waters delimited in such way that the outer limits thereof 
closely follow the sinuousities [sic] of the coast line … . The time-honored position of 
the Navy is that the greater the freedom and range of its warships and aircraft, the 
better protected are the security interests of the United States.”49 The United States 
had been careful to maintain this stance when it took the Philippines from Spain, with 
the 1898 treaty designating a latitude- and longitude-based box of ocean space and 
specifically claiming not the enclosed ocean but rather “the islands lying within the … 
line.”50 Half a century later, in the wake of World War II, the United States continued 
to proceed with care and legerdemain on the subject, as President Harry S. Truman in 
1945 issued a proclamation laying US claim to the submerged lands of “the continental 
shelf off the coasts of the United States of America,” declaring US “jurisdiction over 
the natural resources of the subsoil and sea bed … since the continental shelf may be 
regarded as an extension of the land-mass of the coast nation and thus naturally 
appurtenant to it.” But Truman nonetheless affirmed that in spite of this US claim to 
jurisdiction over the adjacent sea floor, “the character as high seas of the waters above 
the continental shelf and the right to their free and unimpeded navigation are in no 
way … affected.”51  

At the same time, as part of the spoils of World War II, the United States took 
control of the Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands, which, as had been the case with 
the former US territory of the Philippines, involved a set of islands within a latitude- 
and longitude-based box of ocean space.52 In its 1948 report to the United Nations on 
the TTPI, the US Navy included a map with the ocean-based lines that marked the 
boundaries of the Trust Territory and stated that it “covers an area of some 3 million 
square miles in the western Pacific Ocean north of the equator.”53 Yet shortly there-
after, the US Navy issued a 1950 report to the United Nations that was more consistent 
with US dedication to mare liberum, if at the same time dabbling in the geometrically 
nonsensical. On one hand, the map continued to assert that the TTPI covered an 
“OCEAN AREA [OF] APPROX 3,000,000 SQ MILES,” but the map also stated that 
“LINES INDICATE TERRITORIAL AREA … AND ARE NOT TO BE INTERPRETED AS 
BOUNDARIES.”54 These twin assertions—affirming that the territory indeed encom-
passed approximately three million square miles of ocean but denying the area’s cir-
cumscribing lines as boundaries—became a staple of US figurations of the TTPI 
through the 1970s.55 The twin assertions were absurd within the realm of Euclidean 
geometry. How can a figure’s “area” be calculated if the very lines used in making said 
calculations are disavowed as the figure’s boundaries? 56  
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Figure 8. Map published by the Office of the Chief of Naval Operations, in Report on the 
Administration of the Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands for the Period July 1, 1949 to 
June 30, 1950, Transmitted by the United States to the United Nations Pursuant to Article 
88 of the Charter of the United Nations (Washington: GPO, 1950), VI.  
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This was a disavowal of boundaries, but strangely not of the area encompassed 
by the nonboundary lines, a non-Euclidean geometrical stance that evoked a de facto 
ocean territory of three million square miles while, in a de jure way, seeking consistency 
with the three-mile rule. Of the three-mile rule’s relation to the TTPI, an Assistant Legal 
Adviser to the US State Department had stated: “It would seem that, with possible 
minor exceptions, the territorial waters of islands however situated comprise a band 
three miles wide around each individual island. Thus the treatment of islands and 
groups of islands, with respect to territorial waters, is approximately the same as the 
treatment of large land masses such as continents.” 57  The legal adviser’s proviso 
(“with possible minor exceptions”), might be thought of mathematically vis-à-vis 
Deleuze’s set theory–inspired discussion of sets, the whole, and Relation:  

If one had to define the whole, it would be defined by Relation 
… . The whole and the ‘wholes’ must not be confused with 
sets. Sets are closed, and everything which is closed is arti-
ficially closed … . The whole is not a closed set, but on the 
contrary [is] that by virtue of which the set is never absolutely 
closed, never completely sheltered, that which keeps it open 
somewhere as if by the finest thread which attaches it to the 
rest of the universe.58 

The proviso became the finest thread that opens the set of the three-mile bands to the 
much larger set of the three million square miles of ocean territory. Meanwhile, even 
as the nonboundary status of the lines seeks reconciliation with the three-mile bands, 
that same nonboundary status—evoking the outer limits specifically as nonbound-
aries—becomes the finest thread linking the three-million-square-mile set to what 
Édouard Glissant (inspired by such Deleuzean discussions as the one quoted above) 
figured as the “unfenced archipelago of the world totality.”59  

Resembling but terraqueously reemplotting and rechurning Anzaldúa’s fence-
attacking ocean, this unfenced archipelago of the world totality is a whole within 
which an archipelagic United States and an archipelagic Indonesia become subsets, 
illustrated by Covarrubias as commingling and overlapping in the borderwaters, where 
Indonesia’s Indigenous geometry of tanah air and the United States’s geometrically 
absurd aquaterritorial Euclidean/nonEuclidean backflips grate against each other. 
Here, it is not the peopled “landscape and its topography” against governmentality’s 
border “magic of Euclidean geometry,” to borrow a dichotomy and some phraseology 
from Amitav Ghosh.60 It is not governmental culture (the borderline) against human 
nature (the borderland). It is, rather, a set of assembling, disassembling, and reassem–
bling nature–cultures of human and watershed, shoreline and governmentality, tide 
and international law, coral reef and military, continental divide and oceanic basin. 
Within these borderwaters—which are as geopolitically asymmetrical as they are 
capacious in geographical and geopolitical breadth—a human-flung stone might skip 
across the sea and call forth an archipelago, in Brathwaite’s image, or, in Epeli Hau‘ofa’s 
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vision, an archipelagic “sea of islands” might supplant the image of “islands in a far 
sea” purveyed by “those who hail from continents.”61  

In speaking of “those who hail from continents,” Hau‘ofa was critiquing contin-
entalist thought, which during the past several years has seemed increasingly inade-
quate—for its drive toward monolithic synthesis, for its isolationist tendencies, for its 
constructedness.62 In response to such inadequacies, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, in 
her book Other Asias, has called for “a new continentalism” that narrates the “continent 
[as] plural,” as multiple rather than monolithic within itself, consistent with, say, Rachel 
Adams’s work on a North American borderlands of “continental divides.”63 Mean-
while, other work—by Wai Chee Dimock, Lisa Lowe, and Ranjan Ghosh and J. Hillis 
Miller—has responded to the continent’s inadequacies by moving toward what might 
be called multicontinent studies, breaking from the cloistered quality of the single-
continent model in favor of thinking through other continents, of thinking across 
continents, of tracing the intimacies of many continents.64  

Occasionally the intellectual energy of multicontinent studies may even impose 
a landed template on the ocean; indeed, arenas of study that seem nominally 
oceanic—those that go by such terms as transatlantic or transpacific—may often in 
practice denominate a mode of multicontinent studies, as the oceans become meta-
phors for cultural linkages among Europe and Africa and America and Asia, offering an 
intercontinentalized view that, to borrow a phrase from the geographer Philip E. Stein-
berg, “never gets wet.”65 Within transnational American studies, such approaches 
have been the province of a universalized borderlands paradigm, with the borderland 
emerging as emblematic of the transnational approach, joining many lands at the risk 
of papering over many waters.66 A borderwaters framework, meanwhile, assumes 
another approach to the continent’s inadequacies—not the intracontinentalizing or 
intercontinentalizing of the transnational Americanist borderlands, but a planetary de-
continentalizing, a “skepticism regarding continental presumptions to uniquely mainland 
status, combined with a dedication to the project of reimagining insular, oceanic, and 
archipelagic spaces as mainlands and mainwaters, crucial spaces, participants, nodes, 
and networks within planetary history.”67 Here we see the geo-ontologically plural, 
terraqueous, amphibious: islands and oceans, archipelagic assemblages and tanah air, 
fractal shorelines and waves, tides and sea spume, and seagull squawks that hover 
over islands that are the pinhead peaks of underwater mountains.68 
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