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Challenging the Sacred Space of the Nation (State): an Argument for Soft Borders

Julie Mostov

Introduction

In this paper, I focus on the dangerous and violent consequences of fixing and naturalizing ethno-national differences through traditional notions of nation-state sovereignty. I argue against the privileging of the nation-state as the primary and exclusive form of political association and for the decoupling of citizenship rights and protections from ethno-national identity. Given our contemporary landscapes of mobility and immobility, failing sovereigns and competing ethnocrats, new global actors, crises, and challenges we need to be rethinking our notions of political association beyond container states and fixed territorial spaces. The practice of fixing identities into differential political statuses and arbitrary geographic borders – or sacred spaces - is not only dangerous but also out of synch with new technologies of time and space. While many pundits suggest that it is the lack of defined or secure borders that encourages violent conflicts and tempts traffickers to defy checkpoints and border guards, I argue that it is the proliferation of hard borders (symbolic, legal, and material walls, fences, and frontiers) that incites violence, provides mechanisms for domination, and undermines opportunities for peaceful and sustainable political association. This is not a utopian argument for world government, but an attempt to rethink the spaces, places, and players of political association recognizing and appreciating complexity and interdependency, fluidity and connectivity. 

The paper draws on my earlier interrogation of traditional notions of sovereignty in the context of ongoing processes of fragmentation and integration and my concern that the linkage of citizenship to nationality in this context exposes many individuals to conditions of extreme vulnerability and violence.
 Boundary-setting strategies play a key role in establishing and maintaining local and global inequalities and the current division of the globe into hard-border states diminishes the options for effectively responding to these skewed relationships of power. The soft border approach, however, offers an alternative based on transnational citizenship exercised within and across multiple and fluid spaces of political association.

Background 

During the breakup of the former Yugoslavia numerous journalists and pundits confidently explained the violence and tragic death and destruction in terms of ancient hatreds – “those people cannot live together.”  This was not my understanding. I saw a different story – one of power struggles over territory and resources and  political and economic interests waged through narratives of heroes, mythological battles, real and imagined suffering at the hands of “others” – and over ethnicized bodies and sacralized spaces.

These conflicts were not spun out of air by would be ethnocrats – the conflicts had roots not only in economic and political interests – but in a politics of naming – a politics of national identity bolstered by gendered rhetoric, myth and memory and “naturalized” boundaries (territorial and symbolic). 

While framed in the language of self-determination and sovereignty – there was little room for the actual exercise of citizenship – indeed in the national narratives of guardians, warriors, heroes and traitors, there was no place for citizens. 

Thus, my elaboration of the politics of national identity, which I call, ethnocracy, led me to re-examine traditional notions of sovereignty in the context of its increasing violation and mutation in contemporary practice, that is, within the framework of twin global processes of integration and fragmentation. In the picture that emerged from my study, I saw weak states, displaced people, territorial wars, and hardening of boundaries (territorial and symbolic) juxtaposed with landscapes of movement – flows of capital, weapons, drugs, information, disease, and some people. In this picture, relationships of inequality and violence were reflected in differential opportunities for movement and differential status of belonging.

At the same time, I encountered alternative imaginaries and negotiations of space in cross-border initiatives and on-going defiance and contestation of hard borders – this led me to imagine a different way of conceptualizing political space and relationships of cooperation. The work does not romanticize movement but recognizes the cruel grasp of border politics on people’s lives. It rejects a notion of sovereignty that encourages fixing political identities and hierarchical geographic spaces and facilitates the movement and well-being of some at the expense of others. It is critique of the sacred space  and status of the nation-state and a proposed alternative to this politics of fixed borders and naturalized boundaries.

The Politics of National Identity:

My critique of the politics of national identity draws on my understanding of the politics of naming and fixing of identities in the former Yugoslavia and successor states and feminist theories that reveal the power and practice of naturalizing hierarchical gendered binaries. My argument emphasizes the ways in which hard border thinking and institutions provide a framework for skewed relationships of power, exacerbating ethno-national conflicts, and producing conditions of extreme vulnerability. These boundary setting practices support (reproduce) relationships of inclusion and exclusion within designated nation-spaces and block or severely limit sustainable solutions to conflicts and avenues for economic and cultural exchange/development.

I use the term ethnocracy to talk about a particular type of politics of national identity in which power is concentrated in the hands of leaders who promote themselves as uniquely qualified to define and defend the national interests and in which the ruled are collectivities defined by common culture history, religion, myths, and presumed descent.  In order to create political and cultural landscapes that fit their political strategies and aims, ethnocrats attempt to change the demographic make-up of the community and the character of political subjects. Seeking to destroy complex social relations, which might offer resistance to their strategies, they destroy independent social institutions and stunt the development of civic culture.
  Hoping to gain control over the human and material resources of the nation, they combine elaborate historical narratives, national myths, and warnings of national extinction
 with modern technologies of banking and media. The transition from state to private ownership has provided a gray area in which well-positioned ethnocrats have made use of both centralized resources and administrative structures and unregulated economic activity to block democratic economic development. 


The struggle to establish ethnocracy as I understand it involves five interrelated processes: 1) the changing of boundaries, that is, a redrawing or creation of territorial and symbolic boundaries, boundaries between different collectivities and boundaries between individuals; 2) "nation-building"
 in which the Nation is "recovered" in its unadulterated form, along with a national ideology, vision, and "way of being." The Nation's primordial links to the past are reconstructed and celebrated, giving blood ties a central place in national identity; 3) "state-building" in which political and cultural institutions are constructed to ensure the dominance of the "recovered" Nation and to redefine the criteria of citizenship and the bearers of political rights; 4) the replacement of one collective subject with another, reducing the number of legitimate political subjects, and controlling access to the public arenas; and 5) the changing of landscapes - the destruction of cities and cultural markers and the exclusion, expulsion, and movement of people
.


The breakdown of the Communist regimes in Eastern Europe left the political field open for competing groups and elites, but gave little time for establishing new political associations or identifications. Politicians seizing on the politics of national identity filled this gap. In the former Yugoslavia, guardians of the national interest were successful in winning elections in every one of the newly formed states, and similar type politicians made significant electoral gains elsewhere (Romania, Hungary, and Russia). Disputed historical borders and conflicting claims to territories "won or lost" in wars or as the result of treaties negotiated by foreign powers provided the backdrop against which securing and expanding existing territorial boundaries comprised an important part of ethnonational programs. Would-be national leaders competing for political power embellished the disputes and the wrongs, and bemoaned the hardships suffered by "their" people against this historical backdrop. They redrew contested borders and promised to secure proper ones, by force, if necessary, or pointed to the plight of co-nationals living outside of the existing borders; they warned of future possible losses of territory or tantalized with future possible gains. In the former Yugoslavia, map making became an obsession.

 
Redrawing territorial boundaries in order to realize the congruence of nation and state
 involves what Katherine Verdery calls a "homogenizing, differentiating, or classifying discourse."
 That is, it involves another kind of mapmaking: one that draws boundaries among people, separating them from one another other or pulling them together under one roof. It corrals people into newly constructed and constricting boundaries, inevitably striping them of attachments and identities and imposing new ones. Potential invasions or violations of boundaries by neighbors, also caught up in mapmaking, provide national leaders with material for their own purposes, material suited to inflammatory speeches, helpful in unleashing fears and uncertainties and awakening anger and national pride.


 Construction of symbolic and cultural boundaries between individuals and collectivities reinforces the role of the ethnocratic leader in protecting national geographic borders.
 Conscious of this, would-be ethnocrats revive stereotypes and prejudices to emphasize differences and dangers and name their opponents accordingly. The revival of terms and symbols from World War II (for example, Četnik and Ustaši), conjuring up the most frightening images of fratricidal war were strikingly used in the breakup and attending wars in the former Yugoslavia.


The desire to make boundaries irreversible and to reiterate their "naturalness" makes recourse to the storehouse of national mythologies particularly appealing. Images drawn from epic tales and folklore, popularized in newly composed songs and in political speeches, which trace the primordial, eternal nature of the nation and its battle against enemies transfer the conflicts with Others from the sphere of politics, economics, and history to the otherworldly sphere of myth. Serbian warriors, for example, are epic heroes, fighting for sacred national values, but not just these values. Rather they are waging a war for humanity, against the "infidel." They are of epic proportion and their adversaries are less than human or monsters.


Symbolically, religion, language, gender and, in particular, proper gender roles become boundaries in the national iconography. Women's bodies become boundaries of the nation. That is, not only are women's bodies seen as symbols of the fecundity of the nation and the vessels for its reproduction, but they are also territorial markers.  Raping the Other's women is a violation of territorial integrity, an act of war and conquest. Men who cannot prevent the rape of "their" women are defeated as on the battlefield, they have failed to protect their borders.


This combination of symbolic and political strategies mapped out the territories of the contested states and invested everyone in the battles over sovereignty. Put in these terms the lines were drawn and had to be preserved and protected at all costs or the lines had been drawn, but in violation of the historic truths and national interest and had to be revised. Here the notion of external sovereignty took on special significance in the strategies for recognition and in grievances of past violations, including Great Powers’ manipulation of boundaries and “colonial’ like treatment of internal borders of the republics of the former Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia.


In this context, linking the quest for internal sovereignty to the principles of self-determination emerges as an effective strategy for domination. Rather than an argument for the enjoyment of cultural autonomy or popular self-government, it becomes a justification for the most brutal transformations of social spaces. Following the hard border assumptions of external and internal sovereignty, ethno-nationalists claim, alternately, the right to rule the state in the interests of their (majority) ethno-nation, the right to expand the territory of their state, and right to secede, if a minority in someone else’s national state. In the latter case, unless the population of the new state territory is homogeneous, this leads potentially to new waves of exclusions and expulsions and claims to self-government. In the former, members of the nation living outside of the existing territorial space are to be brought within national space and under the rule of “their own” leaders. The preferred solution is that co-nationals breakaway with “their” territory and revise the borders of the homeland.
 Thus, for example, the Serb leaders of the Krajina region in Croatia announced their demand for independence in a step toward (re)integration with Serbia. (Instead, most Serbs were driven out during Croatia’s military campaign to retake the region and became refugees, not warmly embraced by the “shrinking” Serbian state.) In effect this process resulted in another hard border option, forced population transfers. In the “worst case” scenario, ethno-national leaders consolidate their position as minority spokespersons within the Other’s state.


The ethnocrat bases his rule on recognition of his unique ability to define and protect the interests of the Nation and on claims of the Nation to establish its control over the territory as an expression of self-determination. To maintain power this would-be ruler must ensure the Nation's majority status and his status as guardian of the national interest. The most extreme example of this is the creation of homogeneous communities through terror, violence, and destruction. Short of the use of force, processes constituting ethnocracy create conditions under which difference invites vulnerability and enough of an incentive to move from one's community to another. The politics of national identity forces people to accept the idea of "incompatibility." Displaced people, refugees are torn from their own communities; their shared neighborhood ties and social communities replaced by their new dependency on the ethnonational collective.


Ethnonational leaders acquire and maintain their positions of power through processes that allow for enormous concentrations of political and material resources. The desire to maintain the relationship of power distinctive of their rule does not make ethnocrats likely candidates for democratic reform (indeed, they have created serious obstacles to it). Even without going as far as war and acts of physical destruction, the players in the politics of national identity can grind away at the background conditions for democracy or block their potential growth.

Linked to a politics of national identity, self-determination has thus not produced particularly democratic solutions as of late or been driven by democratically minded leaders. As part of a politics of national identity embedded in the hard border struggles of the twentieth and twenty first centuries, it has revealed more authoritarian foundations than democratic ones. Despite the best intentions of some patriots and advocates of self-determination, ethnocrats have managed to exploit the context and conditions under which these struggles have unfolded, trapping the process of ethno-national liberation in vicious cycles of exclusion, violence, and corruption. The tragedy is that most people have accepted the fact that both national culture and democracy require the hard borders of the sovereign state in order to grow and thrive. This perhaps was true at one historical moment, it no longer is. Neither democracy nor national culture needs a sovereign hard border state to be vibrant. On the contrary, both democracy and cultural communities need new calibration of political space to remain vital and in touch with stakeholders today.


The external sovereignty of recognition, membership, and mutual noninterference remains the prize in the inter-state system of hard borders (and not just for peoples in Southeastern Europe). If all contested territorial spaces were easily separable from the territories in which they are nested, without negative consequences for the populations of either entity, perceived or real economic and political hardships, security risks, and dangers of regional instability the quest for this prize would be of less concern. Yet, this is rarely the case. The consequences are often multiple, cascading, and uneven, that is, there are rarely good hard border solutions. Aside from producing violent conflict, the hardening of symbolic and territorial borders impedes access to material, cultural, human, and political resources and arbitrarily defines peoples life chances, allegiances, and affinities.


Variations on this theme throughout the world today must spring to the reader’s mind. Seemingly intractable ethnic conflicts simmer and explode not because different (ethno)national groups cannot get along, but because these collective identities are part of a politics of national identity based on a kind of “institutionalized segregation”
 which reproduces inequalities among groups set into competition with one another through ethnically defined resource allocation and ethno-national capture of state apparatus and public policies.

Gendered Bodies in the Politics of National Identity

We can see this logic and its consequences in ethnocratic nation-building strategies designed to make the desired boundaries of the nation irreversible and to confirm the “natural” character of ethnic differences. This is particularly effective with the gendering of membership and citizenship. A common fate of women as members of the community/nation is that while being held responsible for the continuance of the nation, they are in some way, always suspect; they are a symbol of the purity of the nation, but always vulnerable to contamination; they embody the homeland, but are always a potential stranger, “both of and not of the nation.”
 The precariousness of a woman’s place in the home/nation, which at the same time is her designated space underlines the danger of exclusion and the pressures to conform. According to Ritu Menon, women, “simultaneously but oppositionally ‘belong’ to community and country: to the former as far as the regulation of the personal domain is concerned; to the latter in all other civil and criminal matters. The state’s willingness to ‘enter’ the private domain in order to demonstrate its sensitivity to the question of community identity and rights is in direct contrast to its reluctance to “interfere” with the same domain by legislating in favor of women’s equality within it.”
  As Deniz Kandiyoti puts it: “[t]he regulation of gender is central to the articulation of cultural identity and difference. The identification of women as privileged bearers of identity and boundary markers of their communities has had a deleterious effect on their emergence as full-fledged citizens […} evidenced by the fact that women’s hard-won civil rights become the most immediate casualty of the break-down of secular projects.”

In the conflicts following the breakdown of the former Yugoslavia we see this in the gendering of boundaries and the violation of symbolic and national spaces through metaphors of rape and the actual assault and occupation of women’s bodies.
 This designation of women’s bodies as markers of national space, as bearers of national identity and the boundaries of the nation is echoed in the rhetoric of national motherhood, and assaults on women’s reproductive rights. Women have a special duty to reproduce the nation and ward off the threat of demographic tragedy. Control of women’s sexuality is tightly linked to control of national space and reproduction and the transgressing of symbolic and physical borders. There is a kind a transnational patriarchal consensus around the notion of women as markers of national culture and territory and the role of masculine guardians of the nation (and state) in protecting “their” women as such. It is, in large part, this consensus that motivates both violence against women in ethnic conflicts and missions to “save” them,
 acts that are essentially attacks on “their” men and “their” nation. Women who transgress the constructed cultural, sexual, and physical boundaries of their nation or who fail to play their proper roles not only are vulnerable to exclusion and hardship but also are caught in a role that they may unwillingly play in the strategies of others.    

This gendered aspect of the politics of national identity reflects the complexity of this politics and the ways in which women and others in living in minority positions among dominant nations or in host countries are often caught in the bind of multiple identities and divided loyalties.
 Institutionalizing group membership as a political identity creates cycles of exclusion and inclusion from which it is difficult to break. It reduces the options for other avenues of recognition and representation that follow from individuals’ multiple interests and identities, linking cross-border forays to a betrayal of group interest. 

Hard border notions of sovereignty reduce the available options for individuals and groups, making it difficult to break out of these cycles. Hard borders fix difference into political identities, which find expression in majority and minority political parties or limited avenues for inclusion in the processes of social choice. Individuals or groups within collectivities who look beyond the group for enjoyment of civil (or human) rights are put in the position of acting (or appearing to act) against their own community (even for its political opponent.) As group identity is important to people, having to seek external (secular state or international) avenues for protection or exercise of individual rights is often too demanding personally to be an acceptable choice. Individuals should not have to assimilate to a dominate culture or hide distinguishing elements of their culture or religion in order to make certain claims on public goods or gain access to rights and resources in the place where they live and work. 

A critical factor here is the hardness of community - group and state borders.
 That is, hard border thinking promotes notions of membership that reduce options for collective action to either or propositions – ruling out participation in multiple polities and cultural communities within and across state boundaries. In this trajectory of hard border politics, identities are essentialized and flattened and difference is hierarchically defined. restrict the legal movement of people to those areas where thy properly “belong.” 

A framework that would reduce the impact of hard borders is one that undermines the lethal power of naming. This means rearticulating the spaces within which political decision-making takes place and the status of the possible participants. This re-articulation would involve a move toward decoupling citizenship from nationality. That is, redefining the criteria for citizenship, so that we can think about it as a “multi-tiered concept” severed from an exclusive relationship to the nation-state.
 Citizenship in this way could be exercised in multiple and overlapping polities at sub-national, national, and transnational levels. 

While some theorists argue that social bonds necessary for effective political action require shared religion, language, ethnicity and the hard borders of the nation-state, these arguments not convincing in the light of contemporary practice. (For example, in the former Yugoslavia, while differences were highlighted to support ethnocrats’ completing claims and violent conflict, sameness has done very little to promote social solidarity.) Identity-based bonds support notions of privilege: only those who belong can be sure that they will enjoy the benefits (protections and goods) of public life. Those who appear to question what belonging requires or who question the national interests (as defined by ethno-national leaders) find themselves in a precarious place. This vulnerability does not support relations of trust: practices in the name of the Nation in which “others” are treated with hostility eventually undermine everyone’s sense of security.
 Relationships of sameness reaffirmed by institutionalized segregation and public exclusion of others support internal hierarchies of belonging and fears about one’s own standing in the group, particularly in contexts in which the costs of being an outsider/”traitor” are psychically and materially high. 

The Soft Border Alternative

The idea of softening borders offers a different way of imaging and constructing multiple relationships of choice. If we are to move beyond the stranglehold and cyclical patterns of violence encouraged by hard border thinking, we not only need to recognize the emergence of competing reconfigurations of power in contemporary global processes, but also need to explore soft border alternatives.

The alternative that I propose is not an argument for an increasing devolution of power or the emergence of ministates and stateless nomads; rather, it is an argument for the reconfiguration of political space and membership linked to an ongoing “unbundling” of sovereignty, territoriality, and political power. It imagines the strengthening of subnational polities through transnational linkages and the emergence of new polities based on economic and political interests, strategic alliances, and functional interdependencies – from the joining of cross-border towns to the enlargement of supranational entities. Softening borders, at the same time, means breaking down the physical and symbolic boundaries of inclusion and exclusion that create fixed identities of minority and majority, assign hierarchically differentiated memberships, and keep people trapped within the hard boundaries of their “home” states or at the borders of potential “hosts.”

Softening borders, while it expresses mobility, does not necessarily involve the physical movement of people. It imagines a new configuration of space that includes virtual communities and participation in transnational polities or transborder cultural communities locally and globally. Participation in subnational and cross-border polities could, but would not necessarily require travel but would mean that people could participate simultaneously in multiple polities that stretch across previously contested borders. At the same time, soft borders make the advantages of travel accessible to greater numbers and decrease the danger of traversal. Softening of physical borders – even for very practical reasons such as cross-border water projects or environmental protection- provides the space for symbolic softening of borders that helps to dissolve the naturalized binary differences of outsider/insider entrenched in the discourse of nation, ethnicity, or race. Encountering or mixing with the other is not what softening is necessarily about, although crisscrossing of borders at multiple levels has historically produced cultural hybridity and rich creative outcomes. Rather soft borders undermine the construction of power relations around fixed definition of difference and institutionalized practices of domination and violence.

The notion of softening borders does not attempt to erase distinct experiences, relationships, and modes of expression but allows for a malleability of relations and gives voice to a multiplicity of desires and voices. Thus, in a vision of overlapping polities and unrestricted movement, difference involves a complex appreciation of opportunities for representation, association, and understanding rather than the designation of exclusion, inclusion, and relations of subordination and domination. This soft border approach de-territorializes association and allegiance, but not as acts of violence as political exile, forced migration and ethnic cleansing or economic exigency. Rather it recognizes that people are already dislocated, in movement, and territorially redefined without moving, as a result of complex historical political and technological and economic processes. It weakens primordial notions of purity and contamination and thus lessens the vulnerability of border crossers (within and a across communities). 

Mobility is a powerful determinant of the way in which difference is defined as a source of domination or an opportunity for expression. If only some people exercise the right of movement, then the boundary-drawing exercise is a tool that replicates and fixes differences, such that lines are continually being redefined and hardened. De-territorialization and re-territorialization become hostile acts that global capital wields against the immobile or that ethnocrats celebrate as the fulfillment of national destiny and reclaiming of nation-statehood. The privileged travelers who experience post September 11 security as just an annoyance or who have profited enormously from transnational workforces and free trade zones are, at the same time ready to defend the hard border politics of sovereign states or regions as in Fortress Europe and the hierarchical organization of difference. 

There are four important aspects of the soft border approach that require elaboration. They are intimately related but I separate them for analytical purposes: 1) transnational citizenship (exercised in multiple, multi-scalar, and overlapping polities); 2) membership in multiple soft border polities; 3) thin social bonds strengthened through reiterated positive experiences of social choice (on this account trust becomes more a question of institutional design and the background conditions of social choice rather than the thick bonds of national identity); and 4) access to various levels of transnational or international organization by transnational citizens. 

Transnational citizenship and multiple memberships in political associations would ideally remove the insecurity of being “undocumented” or holding limited visas, the fear of being exposed to violence and discrimination, and the humiliation of being treated as “disposable” labor or a threat to order and community. Transnational citizenship aims at dismantling the legal and material borders that provide opportunities for discipline, conflict, and violence and for consolidating power in the hands of the few. Softening borders and reducing the power that comes from politicizing belonging would help to soften the symbolic borders of religious or ethnonational discrimination.  It offers a different way of thinking about cooperation in place of conflict. Focusing on state functions rather than on state borders and reimagining political association based on thin bonds of cooperation opens the door to peaceful engagement based on elementary shared needs and interests. Opportunities for interaction would emerge not because there is external pressure on people to “get along” but because it makes sense to do so. People are more likely to recognize common needs when this cooperation does not make them vulnerable to potential discrimination associated with nationality based citizenship or group belonging, that is, when cooperation does not mark someone as a traitor or support relationships of inequality. 

Soft Border Practice

Although I have talked about the notion of soft borders as an ideal, the fact is that borders are fluid, porous, and regularly renegotiated in practice. Not only are they constructed and reconstructed in historical imaginations and through warfare and diplomacy, but they are also regularly traversed, reconfigured, and deployed as part of the everyday economic, social, and cultural activity of individuals and groups throughout the world.
 Cross-border activity and (re)negotiation of borders take place both formally and informally through governmental and nongovernmental organizations, the transactions of local farmers and transnational corporations, and the shadow networks of traffickers at all levels of trade. Theoretically, we lag behind this practice not wanting to let go of comforting configurations of power defined by state sovereignty and hard borders.

We have to break out of this conceptual bind not only because it captures so little of contemporary reality but also because it supports relationships of inequality and systemic violence. Hard border concepts fuel politics of fear and exclusion, fixing notions of membership and belonging and exacerbating vulnerabilities of those over whose bodies symbolic borders are constructed and for whom physical borders are lethal. Softening borders does not mean creating a world without political borders – it mean recognizing the fluidity and malleability of such borders; it emphasizes the negotiability of these borders and the polities within them. Softening means facilitating legal movement and exchange across political units and also opportunities for political and economic participation in multiple polities. On the contrary, hard borders pose differentiating barriers to movement and obstacles to social and economic cooperation and in some cases create conditions of statelessness or extreme insecurity,
 Softening borders, then requires a sea change in which we articulate the fluidity and negotiability of political and social space. 

Given the spillover effects of actions across the globe and the deep interconnections of global capitalism, it makes sense to reexamine the boundaries of political association within and across existing units and consider new transnational architectures of decision-making. The soft border approach in doing this, however, does not propose a transnational theory of vertically nested territorial units.
  Doing so would not appreciate the ways in which economic and political spaces are constructed through global processes, or as Aihwa Ong suggests the ways in which “governments adjust political space to the dictates of global capital.”
 A transnational architecture that does not question boundary-setting practices is likely to produce new global hierarchies. The soft border approach is an attempt to interrogate the fixing of boundaries and undermine the coercive power of de- and re-territorializing processes. It is particularly concerned with the ways in which hard borders and nationality may significantly limit people’s ability to address policies and practices that affect their lives. It is an attempt to think about ways in which to decenter processes for redefining political space so that these processes are tools of the people who inhabit such space. 


. It is the reiteration of the hardness of borders that turns cross-border concerns and logical social cooperation into dangerous transgressions, a tool for a domestic politics of heightened nationalism and an argument for violent conflict. Hard border notions of sovereignty make borders appear un-negotiable: Any compromise is seen as treason—inconceivable from the point of national interests. This is the bind in which our current conceptual framework keeps us. Indeed, international negotiators of territorial and ethno-national conflicts today are caught up in devising complex solutions that avoid words like sovereignty or independence because of the symbolic weight of these concepts and the sense—which cannot be voiced—that there are no good solutions based on the exclusivity of hard borders.
 Thus, the need to elaborate the notion of negotiable, soft borders and reiterate those elements of this concept—like transnational citizenship—that enable political and social engagement across borders as effective, creative, and mutually beneficial strategies rather than as political defeats and symbolic tragedies.


 Opportunities for positive change, that is, lie in shared natural and human resources and linked infrastructure: combined strategies for sustainable development of energy; joint centers for higher education, training, and research; professional linkages among law enforcement, judicial, and security experts; multilevel health centers, research institutions, and clinical and advocacy networks; cultural exchanges; and open avenues for legal commerce and economic initiative. While this might look like a fairy tale, this picture of shared resources and infrastructure is more aligned to real needs and interests than are reform strategies that seek to fix deeply divisive and corrosive processes and practices within the national container state and its hard border politics.

Cross-Border Initiatives

 Transnational advocacy networks, multinational corporations, and “shadow” networks of illicit trade 
 have become familiar global actors, but the extent of transnational engagement among ordinary people is often lost in the recorded tragedies of ethnic violence and border conflicts. In borderlands where licit but illegal activities are socially accepted, where illicit but legal activities are carried out and illegal and illicit activities thrive, cross-border cooperation is a way of life.
 The emergence of cross-border polities that would allow for the legal movement of people and facilitate the legal provision of goods and services across geographic, political, and social divides could play a critical role in stemming the lethal combinations of illegal and illicit activities. 

While only some cross-border relationships are likely to take the form of polities, I am particularly interested in the way that these transnational engagements provide ways of thinking about new forms of political association. Regional economic strategies present opportunities for reimagining political space from a soft border approach. For example, infrastructure linkages (waterworks; regional power grids; roads, rails, and satellites; and environmental protection) bolster both economic and political capacity. They support power-sharing arrangements at subnational and transnational levels around “state” functions, which are crucial to development, investment, and economic growth. So, we could imagine that the needs and interests of stakeholders might encourage them to organize decision-making bodies around these common concerns or to push for a renegotiation of political space linking cross-border or regional polities into larger decision-making units.
 If they find that their understanding of effective and efficient provision of resources and application of solutions meet those of complementary actors, they could then work together toward greater political integration and cooperation promoting a new political space.


 The extension of such cooperation across borders through shared projects would create the potential for strong regional institutions and present democratic alternatives or correctives to hierarchical, corrupt, and opaque processes of social choice and the machinations of ethnocrats at all levels. At the same time, these relationships of cooperation would open up the possibility of cross-border conflict resolution through regular interaction over common concerns (clean water, efficient energy, and increased opportunities for legal trade).

Control of economic resources, however, is a significant motivation for ethnocracy and the violence of hard border politics.
 Thus, the emergence of cross-border polities would be a direct threat to ethnocrats and the means of their rule. Soft border reconfigurations of political space challenge the state’s control over the resources within its territorial space. And while I have described this process as enhancing opportunities and the provision of goods and services, this process could be seen and articulated as a means to create avenues for exploiting national resources and promoting political instability. This possible negative outcome, though, is one associated with hard border regimes.
 In a soft border regime in which local actors have access to political and human resources beyond the local (and cannot be denied citizenship rights and benefits or the possibility of free movement), renegotiation of political space would be more likely to support advantageous linkages and increase democratic control of public resources and revenues. Rather than instability, it would be more likely to promote effective ways to meet the diverse needs of inhabitants and promote social cooperation. However, it would most certainly challenge the vested interests of ethnocrats.

Global Cities

Global cities with large numbers of migrants and a juxtaposition of class and ethnic differences stand out as a particular kind of soft bordered political space, as subnational units, which are linked at various levels and in innumerable ways to large transnational systems and local (often distant) communities. They facilitate the flow of people, capital, knowledge, information, culture, and commodities of all kinds through old trading routes, popular migrations, and new technologies of space and time. These global “nodes” that operate in a complex network of electronic, material, and interpersonal linkages create new centers of power and challenges to existing systems of political authority and territoriality. They facilitate linkages with diasporas, avenues for shadow transactions, and spaces in which people can “lose” themselves as anonymous economic actors or thrive in political cooperation, engagement, and contestation. They are spaces filled with rich possibilities and dangerous spaces in which ties can become chains and “free” markets, prisons. Cities are spaces in which skewed relationships of power are exacerbated and the side-by-side extremes of wealth and poverty often thwart the creative and reformative potential of transnational opportunities and openings.


Global cities are properly conceived as soft bordered not only because of the nature of the flows that move through them and the networks that link them globally and locally but also because these cities are the product of ongoing renegotiations of space—territorial and virtual. They are the product of malleable, shifting social imaginaries that define and redefine the political landscapes. The democratic potential of global cities would be supported by transnational citizenship, terms of social cooperation that promote the equality and interdependence of loosely linked actors in processes of social choice, and recognition of these actors’ multiple attachments in other polities and communities. These cities are potential powder kegs as zones of tension that threaten traditional national self-understandings: They resist attempts to stop the flow of newcomers, to recreate a homogeneous public, and to stifle voices and languages of difference in order to hold on to a particular notion of the nation. The urban rural divide fills discussions of national imagery and nationalist discourse: The rural areas maintain the purity of the nation and its traditional values and ways; the city facilitates mixing with others, fostering change and a loss of values and traditions. The cities (often capitals) that have emerged as hubs of transnational capital and global immigration bring these differences into stark contrast and elicit the kinds of nationalist backlash seen in much of the West. If we cannot reenvision these cities as simultaneously local and global, as part of a new reconfiguration of overlapping and fluid soft-bordered polities, we are left with the emerging global city as a potential war zone rather than as a model of creative solutions to social cooperation, economic growth, and democratic engagement. As Holston and Appadurai note, these cities are sites to investigate new understandings or requirements of citizenship.
 I would say that they also are sites in which we can recognize the need for retheorizing borders and promoting the constitutive features of a soft border regime.

What about Security?

If we look at current conflict zones (Middle East, Kashmir, Georgia, Azerbaijan, Afghanistan, Kosovo), the notion of softening borders appears to be counterintuitive. It appears that solutions to ethnic or national conflicts are to be found in hardening borders, in creating tighter security and stricter regulations with regard to transborder activity, and in resolving undefined national status or questions of sovereignty.
 Indeed, in the current system of hard borders, conferring sovereignty may appear to be the best of possible solutions, all considered to have a range of negative outcomes. If we are to think of a future in which there are better possible solutions to regional conflicts, we need to think in terms of softening borders. As noted earlier, hard border politics encourages the kind of political positioning that fixes and polarizes political identities and prevents compromise positions such that people are held hostage to escalating threats of imminent danger and, then, violent conflict. Hard border regimes exacerbate the vulnerability of minority status, increase systemic inequalities and exclusions, and support unaccountable ethnocrats or autocrats. Yet the poverty of our available responses in the face of the cleavages we have created (ethnic, racial, and class) leads us to build fences, walls, enclaves, and ghettos—all of which tend to increase the cleavages and few of which have made any of us more secure. The Berlin Wall came down, amidst celebrations far beyond the city it divided, but today new walls are being erected: Some have become the object of controversy and public resistance and others have escaped our attention, but on the soft border account, they are all potentially destructive.


Attempting to reduce conflicts by fortifying existing hard borders or by creating new hard borders has become an increasingly transnational project engaged in by neighbors and transnational armies, multinational alliances, and transnational private military companies. Local violence is increasingly understood in global contexts and often linked to the transnational organization, financing, and activities of cross-border movements (seen as terrorists or liberators). The consequences of these endeavors, then, call for international humanitarian interventions and transnational conflict resolution. Most of these transnational enterprises from UN or NATO peacekeeping forces to OSCE or European Union organized peace-building efforts also follow the logic of hard borders. Yet, on the ground, often invisible cross-border networks built by local peace organizations defy this logic, taking small steps to restore activities of daily life, including cross-border communication.


The soft border approach is particularly interested in the latter, that is, in increasing the voice, visibility, and efficacy of grassroots cross-border peace networks. Breaking the mold of the nation-state system and increasing opportunities for different levels of political association opens up space for different actors to emerge at crucial moments in conflict resolution and in renegotiation of political jurisdiction and decision-making authority. Hard border regimes are caught in negotiations with the very structures that had the most to benefit from conflict. The latter see peace negotiations as alternative strategies for holding on to political and economic power. Breaking the mold of hard border politics is critical in reaching out to the populations affected by the power struggles of elites, to those whose lives will depend on the nature of the peace and the design of its institutions. 


Challenges to state sovereignty and the territorial borders of nation-states are processes that can take us in many different directions. Financial, commercial, military, and political processes of border “violations” could lead to new forms of empire, dependency, and inequality among individuals, groups, and regions. We can see trends that point to such possibilities—more or less frightening scenarios of globalization. At the same time, we can imagine different trends and possibilities that draw on the immense resources of our collective (and diverse) wealth, knowledge, and experiences and that break old patterns of separating, classifying, and reifying space, individuals, and groups. It is in the spirit of this range of possibilities that I have argued for soft border alternatives to the sacred space of the Nation(State).
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