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Let me introduce the topic with an example taken from Eastern Europe.The problem of spatial justice has become of actuality with the fall of communism, notorious for the closing of borders, physical and spiritual. The fall of the regime and the possibility to move and change your life resulted in a massive production of retrospective complains of injustice of the type: ‘I could have been happier if I had lived elsewhere’. Such proposition opens up many questions – what is ‘elsewhere’, and does the verb ‘could’ have a subject, and finally who is the ‘I’ that somehow does not depend on location in space?


In fact, if we put aside a small number of really conservative writers like Solzhenitsyn, who idealized the pre-communist past of their countries, most accusation of the regimes in Eastern Europe were based on the comparison with the West, for its goals - namely to modernize, to guarantee mass consumption – were modeled on those of its supposed contrary, capitalism. Communism appeared to be bad because elsewhere it was better. Spatial projection simply expressed the ambivalent relation to the envied other, who is an object of identification.


Moreover, complaints of the regime skyrocketed just after 1989. Except for a handful of pronounced dissidents, the years of late communism had not been perceived as a prison by the large majority, and 18 years after the change up to 2/3 of those who remember it in East European countries are nostalgic for that type of society. Paradoxically, it was the liberalization of movement and the opening of borders that produced the insupportable feeling that it could have been otherwise. The field of possibilities that suddenly opened up was projected back onto the past.


Tsvetan Todorov, having left Bulgaria at the age of 24, remembers that within his bohemian circle they never spoke seriously of politics, as power (i.e. the way things were) was considered to be something like a natural phenomenon. It was out of the question to change one’s life by going elsewhere, so one did not consider it. In his case, the desire to leave came with the possibility to leave, created by a rather unusual combination of factors inaccessible for the ordinary Bulgarian. The feeling of immutable fate - maintained by wired entanglements and police – suspended the questions about justice just as the way belief in the gods used to in ancient times. And that is precisely what fate is about: it makes you accept your place in the world. Then all of a sudden, for no one expected the collapse of communist rule in countries like Bulgaria, fate dissolved into thin air and, in the field of possibilities that had opened up retrospectively, difference was projected onto space. ‘I could have been a German had they not forced me to be a Bulgarian’.

The 1990s were in Eastern Europe a time of existential panic. One reason was, of course, the deterioration living conditions due to the brutal primitive accumulation of capital. The Albanian boats crowded with people up to the mast remain the strongest image of the so called ‘transition’. What I am stressing here is the shift of perspective, where the ‘I’ takes over the role of fate in symbolic, sometimes irrational terms. Victor Turner uses the term of ‘social drama’ to design the period of general instability that accompanies social change, when the hierarchies are no longer valid, but new ones have not yet appeared and when ritualistic behavior compensates the crumbling structure of society and charismatic phenomena are common. As to the individual, psychoanalysis would speak of ‘acting out’ – the emotional expression of repressed desires, often by destructive or anti-social behavior. The post-iron-wall emigration rush of the 90s has something of an acting-out ritual designed to pass from the secure world of fatality towards the one of open possibilities: a ritual destruction of your biography and status in the attempt to attach yourself as subject to your life.


Then the panic gradually calmed down, the feeling of injustice sunk to the bottom of consciousness, and the new spatial arrangement was established where one was less sure for his or her place in the world, and had to be ready at any moment to move, to adapt.


I call spatial justice the projection onto space of inequality; a form of naturalization of difference. 


In a relativist vision, justice depends on local conditions; say, being beaten up by one’s husband is a scandal in some parts of the world, but a sign of emotional involvement in others. Or, take remuneration for the same job, which is generally adapted to place with the argument that ‘living standards are lower’. Such reasoning in fact acknowledges the fundamental difference between places; if they have lower standards of living, they should go on having them. Spatial relativism seems natural because in history justice has mostly applied to territories under a certain rule, nation states, administrative units, etc. 


In a radical universalist vision the position in the world should not matter and spatial locatedness is unjust as such. In the West, it goes back to the Jewish God who has no specific place in the world and manifests himself through the word. The reason for the appearance of such revolutionary concept was that Jews were a wandering nation chased from their homeland. Christian universalism and the modern notion of human rights keep the trace of this original homelessness and wandering.


Finally, spatial justice could be put in relation to individual trajectory. Space is not only the constellation of points, but also the one of the histories narrating how one has come to where he/she is. Do they deserve the place they have in the world, did they do something to change their condition? We obviously have here a dialectical relation between the relative (places obviously differ) and universal principles (the individual is judged outside spatial locatedness). From the ancient coming true of fate to the Kantian autonomy of the individual, it is the subject of the movement in space that changes, but not the form: one’s place in the world is judged according to the journey accomplished to get where he/she is. 


I will not venture to philosophize on the relation between justice and place, but rather try to reflect upon the ways the question of justice is put in a period of accelerated mobility. 


There is on one side the wide spread conviction that the masters of the global world are mobile, the subordinates are localized. The cosmopolitan class of experts, investors, expatriates, diplomats, tourists, lecturers, etc. pass from hotel to hotel, work on laptops in transcontinental jets, have credit cards and mobiles from all parts of the world; the rest are doomed to stay home. For Manuel Castells space is a social relation and the global world opposes the space of flows of the elites to the (older) space of places. Jacques Attali goes further saying that today it is the nomads who rule over the sedentaries. 


Being able to travel seems to be nowadays an essential element of the living standard expressed by the modern ritual of tourism having become the ideal of the middle classes throughout the developed world and gradually disseminated to larger parts of the population (MacCannell, 1999: 42). Tourism is a way to affirm one’s own social position – the higher you are in society, the farther you travel, the more diverse and fascinating experiences, etc. Its precursor, pilgrimage, used to be a journey to the beyond, or rather, to some of its manifestations in our world. MacCannell argued that such an act of leaving home and returning - resembling the “fort-da” game of Freud’s young nephew - aims at marking home as a distinct place in an ever more homogenous world (MacCannell, 1999: 200). Thus the supposed otherness of the places the tourist visits is staged, so that the experience is in fact preconstructed and sold in a package with service and accommodation.  


The main thing about this kind of mobility is that physical movement through space does not imply change of the identity of the traveler. Ever since Thomas Cook’s first package tour in 1841, the main objective of the touristic business is to prevent surprises and incidents: even on cannibal tours you get your favorite English breakfast. Tourism plays with marks and images you already know, simulating experiences that would not go too deep into the self. This is its ritual aspect: in a ritual existential dimensions of the human life are performed under human control (say, a funeral is a second parting with the member of the group that has nothing of the unexpected and overwhelming event of death itself). In a similar way tourism performs movement under control, ritual movement. 


We could generalize this principle: travel without change has always been the distinctive character of the upper classes. The master travels with his suite, habits, his possessions, his principles. The mentioned cosmopolitan pseudo-nomads dominating the global world are at home all over the globe: they would only go where people speak English, money functions the way they know, intergovernmental arrangements protect them, etc. Terrorism today, as ideological confrontation before impede free movement and thus challenge their domination, but in the long run the strategy turns out to be a sort of self punishment, because where those nomads do not go, economy turns into desert. From the symbolic point of view their figure expresses the capacity – gradually being thought as a sort of human right – to keep your identity wherever you are, to carry it with you, so to say. If an expert, say, sent by the EU to inspect an accession country, would change his or her criteria according to local realities, he or she would be bad experts and possibly dismissed.


The vision of the mobile masters and the sedentary slave is not quite correct – parallel to the flows of power, there is an ever increasing fluidification of the working force. An ever growing number of common people are doomed to travel in search of work, when they are not fleeing some war or disaster. The official figure of 3% of the world population being at any moment away from home does not seem rather big. Nevertheless, it varies according to regions. In Bulgaria seasonal and long term emigrants are certainly over 13% of the population: no one knows their exact number, especially after the entry into the EU; and, of course, they vary enormously according to definition. 


Shall we also take into consideration internal migration when national borders are not crossed? In the case of China’s ‘floating population’ it amounts to quite a number – in 2005 the ‘People’s daily’ announced that it had topped 140 million and thus exceeded 10% of the 1,3 billion population of the country. It seems to have doubled since 1993, the main direction of mobility being from the rural inland to the industrial coastal regions
. Of course migrating from the province of Quindai to Guadong is hardly easier (or nearer) than leaving Turkey for Germany or Romania for Spain (and at that, there are inner restrictions for the floating people that are in most respects stricter than the ones for inter-state migration within Europe). The figures for Mexico, another source of emigration, show a similar trend: there are some 8,7 million Mexicans in the USA
, and you need to add some 5 more who do not have a legal status arriving thus again at somewhat over 10% of the population. The short-term flows across the border are more difficult to study, but according to some scholars up to 90% in the regions near the frontier are involved in transborder flows. To get an impression of the importance of the phenomenon we should keep in mind that the ‘migradollars’, the remittances send back home were 26 billion in 2006 and that the figure has doubled since 2003.


Let me underline that mass migration usually is not spontaneous. Booming economies have been importing working force establishing thus ethnic networks within the host country that created conditions for further migration even after the end of the human import policy. Such were the two “bracero” programs in the USA (1917-1921 and 1942-1963; bracero = day laborer, arm-man) or the German bilateral treaties for the recruitment of “Gastarbeiter” (guest worker) signed with Italy (1955), Greece (1960), Turkey (1960), Portugal (1964) and Yugoslavia (1968). As different as it could seem to us, the policies of conditional mobility under Stalin’s forced industrialization in the 1930s had the same goal and the same results. I will not go as far as Noam Chomsky to say that the industrial countries conscientiously destroy the economies in the Third world in order to have a ready supply cheap and mobile labor force, but in the case of Stalin, the village was certainly destroyed on purpose to supply the missing working class for the cities. 


In periods of capitalist expansion, as the one we are living now, the percentage of floating people – those having left home, but not yet fully integrated abroad – usually hovers around the 10 percent. To take Bulgarian communist industrialization in the 1960s, 11% of the residents in Sofia did not have a permanent residence permit: they were performing unwanted jobs and obeying power under the threat of being sent back to the village. Taking into account that a nuclear family in the migration countries numbers at least five members (two parents, two children and a grand parent), one can see that mobility concerns more than half of the population, who receive remittances and presents, perform various forms of long-distance kinship, welcome the migrant at holidays, dream of following him or her towards the better world, etc. Migrants live in a temporary world without well defined rights; they are the extra-market resource capitalism is parasitizing on Immanuel Wallerstein has been speaking of.


I constructed an ideal-typical opposition between mobility of cosmopolitan elites (symbolized here by tourism) and mobility of peripheries migrating in search for work or security (‘tourists and vagabonds’, in Zygmund Bauman’s terms). In a way, those two types are like communicating vessels - the more tourists in a country, the less floating people and vice versa. What I wanted to stress here is that ‘high’ mobility implies, ideally, no change of identity – you are supposed to be the same lofty cosmopolitan anywhere in the world. The ‘low’ one, on the contrary, is constantly forced to change, to adapt, to comply furnishing thus underpaid labor force and under-righted citizen. 


Mobility thus makes visible the essence of these two categories – the master has identity that will not change even when displaced; the inferior is made even more subordinate by mobility, as he or she have to undergo a deep metamorphoses in the process. It seems more natural for the Bulgarian engineer, having lost his job, to become a simple construction worker when moving to Spain. It is easier to make the Chinese peasant work twice harder in a faraway city, under austere, semi-monastic conditions. The movement in space makes change and effort to seem natural, for ‘that’s how things are here’. 


On the level of the imaginary, if the phantasm of immobile mobility of the cosmopolitan elites is potentially limitless thanks to the development of technology, metamorphosis has its limit in the finitude of human life – Tsvetan Todorov argued that one cannot change his or her culture more than 2-3 times in a lifetime. Remember the paradox of post-socialism: the opening up of borders does not necessarily make people happy, as the possibility to be elsewhere makes you doubt about your actual place in the world. Globalization is essentially a general opening up of borders, not because of the establishment of some universal principle of spatial justice, but through generalized mobility through a space that has become marked by even more inequality. From there, on one hand, the phantasm of limitless pseudo-mobility embodied by the elites; on the other, the panic of the limited time and force of the concrete body that will not be able to cope with the global mobility machine (in the 19th century, industrial machines produced a similar feeling).  


One can see the reason for the fights around identity in the first decade of triumphant globalization, the 90s.: they were about power, not about culture. 


We are not quite sure what the relation between justice and space should be today. A sovereignist, resisting global mobility, seems to be a relativist as the rich protect their richness; but then he will explain that the right to protect your world is universal. A liberal globalist seems to defend the universal right of the individuals to chose their place in the world; but then, in the generalized existential competition, it is the fittest who survive.


If we would say that the person has the right to be independent of the concrete place he or she occupies, the world is reduced to some pure sight, where according to Baudrillard, the front window of the car is replaced by the TV or computer screens. Places become thus pure fictions, mobility is a ritual consolidating the power of the new elites. We could acknowledge then that places are essentially different and confinement is unjust; people should have the right to chose for themselves where to be. But is the one who leaves and the one who arrived the same person, or have they been fashioned by the journey? 


It seems as if no one is to blame for spatial difference. There is no transcendental agency onto which to project the responsibility, there is even no power to fight against; it is your entire fault if you are here, if you are there. We have arrived at what Foucault called the ‘liberal dispositif’. Unlike the disciplinary one of confinement and panoptic surveillance, where control is carried out by confinement and blockage, the liberal one does so by directing human flows, by leaving open possibilities for circulation rather that restricting it (Foucault 2001: 50; Deleuze 1989). 

The newly acquired liberty of movement has abolished the existential aspect of sociopolitical space one inhabits: any social or political problem can be solved, on an individual basis, by flight. Zygmunt Bauman has called this state of the world “Liquid modernity”, pointing out that power no longer operates through coercion and conflict, but through avoidance and evasion. (Remember the famous cynical dictum by the British economist Joan Robinson “There is one thing that is worse than being exploited – not being exploited”.) In the new global arrangement the strongest menace is that power will desert (say, transfer the factory to a site of lower wages) leaving chaos behind. 

But on the other hand, the strategies of resistance also operate through avoidance and evasion. Instead of staying where you are and fighting for your interests, you are ready at any moment to desert the battle and seek your luck elsewhere. In Eastern Germany they called it ‘voting with your feet’ (will states have to attract citizens tomorrow, the way economies attract flows of capitals today?). Analysts prowdly announced recently that the economic problems of the Eastern German provinces have been finally overcome by… the transfer of almost one forth of the population to the West. The question is not whether these people or at least their children will really live better and what the human cost of such transfer might have been. The question is how often can it be done to resolve economic difficulties? And does it really aim at resolving them, or is it, rather, a new way of disciplining the masses and consolidating the invisible power of the contemporary world? 
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