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1. PEACE AT THE BORDER: A THOUGHT EXPERIMENT 

Leanne Weber 

 

Globalisation and the violence of borders 

 

On 24 May 2007, The Times of India reported the case of Mohd Lal Amer who had been 

‘duped’, it said, into buying a ‘world passport’ from a Washington-based organisation 

calling itself the World Government (TNN 2007). According to this report, the would-be 

global citizen passed several clearance points en route to the United States (US) before 

being detained by immigration authorities, who considered the matter to be a case of cyber 

crime. We do not know from this report whether Mr Amer was an ingénue, fraudster or 

global activist, although the tone of the article suggests the former. But the World Service 

Authority that issues these passports through its website claims that its ‘potential travel 

document’ has been ‘visaed’ by 150 countries (www.worldservice.org, accessed 6 

February 2014). This recognition is said to occur whenever a World Government 

document is stamped by officials at a territorial border, a process that substitutes 

administrative practice (most likely bureaucratic bungles) for the more usual route of 

international diplomacy.  

 

The World Government describes itself as a non-profit group dedicated to challenging the 

authority of national governments to limit mobility, which it asserts is an inalienable right 

guaranteed under Article 13 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR). 

While many of us will have considerable sympathy with this goal, the promise of the 
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UDHR or any exposition of human rights within the present state-based system would not 

seem to support such an aspirational reading in any straightforward way. The wording of 

Article 13 refers to freedom of movement ‘within the borders of each state’ and establishes 

an individual right to leave and return to one’s ‘own’ country. While persuasive arguments 

have been made on normative grounds for open borders (Carens 1987, 2013) or increased 

mobility rights (Bauböck 2009), the territorial boundedness and implicit reference to 

citizenship within Article 13 cannot be easily read as supplanting the recognised right of 

states to control their borders. Moreover – and this is no doubt a point that drives the 

World Service Authority to pursue its global citizen agenda – material developments at this 

moment in history are operating to reinforce this state-based interpretation of border 

control. 

 

As globalising trends challenge and redefine the role of national sovereignty within the 

world system, developed states have opened their borders selectively to affluent visitors, 

skilled labour and entrepreneurs, while barricading them against others who are seen as 

economic, cultural or security threats. Against a backdrop of economic downturn and 

government austerity measures in the Global North, border control has become a growth 

industry. In just a few years since its inception, the European Union (EU) border control 

agency Frontex has become the largest policing body in Europe. Detention centres funded 

by the state and run by giant transnational security corporations have proliferated across 

the countries of the Global North, forming offshore ‘enforcement archipelagos’ (Mountz 

2011). Physical walls fortified by paramilitary patrols have appeared along large stretches 

of the US–Mexico border and the ever-expanding eastern perimeter of the EU. Naval 

blockades, Customs patrols and radar surveillance are deployed along Australia’s 

expansive northern coastline to intercept boats carrying asylum seekers. Less visible, but 
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equally potent in the battle against unauthorised border crossing are the virtual borders 

comprising risk-based visa regimes, advanced passenger processing databases and 

networks of airline officials and outposted immigration officers who check eligibility to 

board regulated flights at de facto border points in countries of origin and in transit, 

making legally regulated travel inaccessible to those who need it most. 

 

The ability for individuals to cross borders has therefore emerged as a key social signifier, 

stratifying populations according to a ‘global hierarchy of mobility’ (Bauman 1998, 69). As 

has often been observed, the opening up of international borders to allow the relatively free 

movement of individuals has not proceeded in line with the relaxation of territorial constraints 

on commodities and capital, coupled with the inherent transnationalism of the internet, and in 

fact has been strongly resisted across the developed world. Sassen (1996, xvi) has summed up 

these uneven developments succinctly as a ‘denationalizing of economic space’ alongside the 

‘renationalizing of politics’, with border crossing emerging as a ‘strategic site of inquiry about 

the limits of the new order’. Spontaneous border crossing (a manifestation of bottom-up 

globalisation) has become a conduit for wider fears about rapid change, insecurity and 

disorder. As Aas (2007, 82) has observed: ‘[w]hile influenced by profound global movements 

and transformations, the immigrant also finds himself or herself situated at the heart of local 

struggles for safety and security’. 

 

Although references are often made to a ‘world in motion’, the proportion of the world’s 

population living outside their place of birth remains relatively modest, and the majority of 

migratory movement occurs within and between less developed countries. Nevertheless, 

the overall accessibility of long-distance travel is a significant feature of life in late 

modernity and the reaction of governments to uncontrolled cross-border movements 
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presents the most significant barrier to the project of opening up opportunities for 

international travel for all. Dauvergne (2008, 2) has argued that the ‘moral panic’ over 

extra-legal border crossing is ‘a marker of the twenty-first century’. To varying degrees, 

but with no obvious exceptions, governments of the Global North have staked their 

capacity to govern against their ability to prevent asylum seekers and other migrants from 

arriving on their territories unannounced. The difference from previous eras, according to 

Dauvergne, is not only in the scale of population movements but also in the intervention of 

law through the creation of illegality, so that ‘[m]igration laws have become a site of 

contestation, in which nations inscribe their resistance to human rights norms and global 

convergence trends’ (Dauvergne 2008, 7). 

 

It has been estimated that, globally, possibly 50 million people are resident outside their 

countries of birth without legal recognition, including around 12 million in the US, 

between 0.5 and 1 million in the United Kingdom (UK), 3 million across Europe as a 

whole, and much lower figures in Canada (200,000) and Australia (40,000) (Dauvergne 

2008, 13). While it may be possible in some circumstances to live well-adapted and 

fulfilled lives without legal status, in many contexts illegality leaves individuals open to 

exploitation and extreme social and economic marginalisation. As Bosniak has noted: ‘the 

rights undocumented immigrants formally enjoy in the sphere of territorial personhood are 

often rendered irrelevant, as a practical matter, by operation of the nation’s border-

regulatory authority’ (Bosniak 2006, 70). In some circumstances, policies of deliberate 

marginalisation have been pursued in order to encourage ‘voluntary’ departures, as in the 

well-documented ‘immiseration policies’ directed against registered asylum seekers in the 

UK, where destitution has been used by government ‘as a weapon’ (Webber 2012, 89).  
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Those seeking to cross borders without legal protection also experience a range of different 

circumstances and official responses on their journeys, from interdiction and indefinite 

detention in countries of destination or transit, to exploitation by commercial facilitators, to 

instances of rescue and humanitarian assistance. Anthropologist Shahram Khosravi has 

chronicled his personal experiences as an ‘illegal traveller’ making his way from Iran to his 

eventual place of refuge in Sweden. He describes how irregular migrants ‘are left vulnerable 

not only to state violence (through regulations, political arrangements, laws, priorities, and 

police) but also to the violence of ordinary citizens, without being able to protect or defend 

themselves’ (Khosravi 2010, 3). While the vulnerability generated by a lack of access to 

legally regulated travel is universal, the resulting experiences vary, as is apparent from 

Khosravi’s first-hand account (2010, 26): ‘Not everyone was as lucky as I was to have had a 

good “guide” and “facilitator”. Later in Karachi, I heard horrible stories of rape, homicide, 

kidnapping and blackmail of people on the borders by their smugglers.’  

 

It might be objected that the everyday operation of border control is far more routine than 

these accounts suggest, that states have a recognised right to control their borders against 

unwanted incursions, and that blocked border crossings are not always a matter of life and 

death. But it is the negative impact of geographically dispersed and largely unregulated border 

control on vulnerable and disadvantaged groups that attracts the attention of critical border 

scholars. Paul Gready (2004, 352) has noted that ‘[w]hile it is true … that globalisation erases 

borders, it is also true that those which remain are sharp edges, more closely policed, more 

violent’. These heavily policed borders and their often violent effects have been analysed by 

critical criminologists in terms of criminalisation and state crime (Green 2006; Pickering 

2005; Wonders 2007), and have been described as a ‘war against illicit migrants’ (Grewcock 

2009), a ‘war on asylum’ (Webber 2012) and a ‘war on “illegals”’ (Nevins 2010) in which 
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those seeking to enter peacefully, but without authorisation, are cast as the ‘enemy on the 

border’ (Krasmann 2007). In case the metaphor of war seems overly dramatic, one need only 

consider the use of military-style equipment and personnel along the most highly contested 

border zones; the many examples of long-term internment in specially constructed camps; the 

deployment of advanced technologies, intelligence and surveillance in border protection; and 

the level of casualties that have resulted, occasionally from direct violence perpetrated by 

border agents, but more often through structural violence arising from the risks engendered by 

illegalisation (Weber and Pickering 2011). In Europe alone, the NGO United for Intercultural 

Action documented 17,306 border-related deaths from the early 1990s to 1 November 2012 

(see http://www.unitedagainstracism.org/pdfs/listofdeaths.pdf, accessed 13 March 2014).  

 

With reference to state culpability for the harms that arise from these border control 

practices, Khosravi concludes that ‘borders do not kill or want immigrants to die but are 

willing to tolerate casualties’ (2010, 29). The selective violence of contemporary borders1 

can also be understood as part of a continuum of policies that are not only labelled by 

critics as warlike, but may also be seen to openly embrace the metaphor of war. As 

Michalowski has argued: 

 

Regenerative violence is the cosmology that underlies policies that address social 

problems through the language of war, such as the ‘war on crime’ or the ‘war on 

drugs’. It is the cosmology underlying the rhetorical ‘war on terror’ and the very real 

US wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. It is also the cosmology underlying the 

militarization of the US border. (Michalowski 2007, 72) 

 

http://www.unitedagainstracism.org/pdfs/listofdeaths.pdf
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This defensive geography does not augur well for any vision of a less border-conscious 

world. While defusing the violence that has been produced by these forms of contemporary 

border control is an important goal from a human rights perspective, a peacemaking 

approach to borders might also promote wider objectives, such as equality of access to 

border crossing, as important values for a globalising world. But it is difficult to see a 

pathway for achieving either of these aims. As Dauvergne (2008, 15) has argued, ‘illegal 

migration would be significantly reduced by halting all moves to enforce existing laws. It 

would be completely eliminated by repealing all laws regulating it. Neither of these 

options is politically possible at present’.).  

 

The objective of this collection is to explore what might be politically possible, if not in the 

present, then at least in the dimly foreseeable future. This approach opens up a large 

number of questions across a range of interdisciplinary fronts that will be pursued in the 

following chapters. Before considering the methodology that contributors will apply in 

considering future prospects for ‘peace at the border’2, the following section looks to the 

past; not with a view to identifying some historically deterministic trajectory that will help 

us predict future developments in border control, but rather to enhance our capacity to 

imagine a world that is differently bordered from the one we have always inhabited.  

 

Making and unmaking the border: a history of the future  

 

As Anna Pratt (2005, 185) reminds us: ‘The border is an ongoing accomplishment, yet the 

processes by which it is continually produced are erased by its apparent self-evidence.’ One 

way to disrupt the self-evidence of the border is to consider how the significance of particular 

borders has changed dramatically over time. Our capacity to imagine a future transformation 
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in the meaning of contemporary borders can be greatly enhanced by recalling fundamental 

shifts that have occurred in the past in relation to both the practical and symbolic meanings of 

borders, and therefore in the perceived necessity to defend them. This section attempts to 

bring these fundamental transitions into view by presenting a potted history of the fate of 

parish borders in England.  

 

This recourse to ‘historical perspective’ has a distinctly sociological purpose. In her 

exploration of the emergence of global assemblages, Sassen (2006, 401) engages in a rather 

more detailed set of ‘in-depth excavations of a few historical formations’ in order to expound 

an ‘analytics of change … through which to study the present’. A historically informed 

approach may be taken even further. For example, it has been noted that Foucault’s method 

‘allows him to study and to describe the movement between past and present and between the 

present and the future’ (Negri 2008, 225, emphasis added). The historical case study 

presented here, derived solely from secondary sources, is intended merely to illustrate the 

broad analytics of change that led to the subordination of one particular set of borders that 

were once considered indispensable, in order that we might understand the processes through 

which we are moving towards the future. 

 

Parish borders that demarcated the boundaries of village life in England came into 

prominence after the breakdown of feudalism released men and women from serfdom, and 

left them ‘free’ to roam beyond their estate in search of work as agricultural labourers. With 

parishes rather than landlords now responsible for poor relief, these fundamental changes in 

the organisation of productive and social life created a form of suspect mobility based on 

poverty and class and a wariness of unknown outsiders. These problems of order were dealt 

with, in various combinations at various times and places, by the familiar tools of 
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criminalisation and boundary reinforcement. Karl Marx described the plight of the labouring 

classes during the transition from feudalism to agricultural capitalism as follows:  

 

On the one hand, these men, suddenly dragged from their accustomed mode of life, 

could not immediately adapt themselves to the discipline of their new condition. They 

were turned in massive quantities into beggars, robbers and vagabonds … hence at the 

end of the fifteenth and during the whole of the sixteenth centuries, a bloody 

legislation against vagabondage was enforced throughout Europe. (Marx, cited in 

Neocleous 2000, 17)  

 

As Rawlings (2001, 45) explains: ‘Before the mid-fourteenth century it was not uncommon to 

argue that public policy should reflect the Christian duty to relieve all poor people, but 

afterwards there developed a stark separation between the “deserving” and the “undeserving” 

and a tendency to conclude that a pauper came within the latter category unless it was shown 

otherwise.’ Hence, in the wake of the Black Death, the 1351 Statute of Labourers instructed 

populations not to give alms to ‘valiant beggars’ who were perceived as capable of working, 

and attempted to curtail their mobility in response to labour shortages (Chambliss 1964). 

Whereas the 14th century vagrant was simply someone who wandered from place to place, 

under Tudor rule a growing number of categories, including scholars and sailors, fortune 

tellers, minstrels and pedlars, were subject to control over their movement. A policy of 

forcible return to ‘places of settlement’ – generally the village of birth – was introduced in 

1531 to restore the poor to their proper place. With the rapid rise of mercantilism in the late 

16th century, vagrancy came to be associated with criminality, rather than resistance to 

labour, and vagrants were recast as ‘rogues’ and ‘vagabonds’ who threatened the transport of 

goods along public highways (Chambliss 1964). An order of 1575 required parish officials to 
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undertake searches for ‘masterlesse men’ who were suspected of roaming the land committing 

felonies, and amidst a rising panic over vagrancy the act of 1597 ordered vagrants to be 

‘summarily whipped by the constable and returned to their place of settlement (39 Eliz. I, c. 

4)’ (Rawlings 2001, 47).  

 

Those for whom a place of settlement could not be determined were destined for even harsher 

treatment. Banishment from the realm and later the death penalty were applied to previously 

tolerated groups such as ‘Egyptians’ (Gypsies) and Blackamores, starting with King Henry 

VIII’s Egyptians Act of 1530 (Hawes and Perez 1995). By 1551 the focus of the legislation 

was broadened to prohibit ‘tinkers, peddlers and such-like vagrant persons’ from crossing 

parish borders under threat of imprisonment, with capital punishment a possibility for a 

second offence. The punitive approach to both mobility and difference extended into the early 

reign of Queen Elizabeth I, but by the end of the 16th century, Hawes and Perez (1995 ) 

contend, changing social and economic pressures led indigenous wayfarers to swell the ranks 

of the Gypsies, and measures against the incorrigibly itinerant were subsumed in a more 

generic approach towards the governance of the poor. Rogues and vagabonds defined as ‘all 

tinkers wandering abroad, and all such persons, not being felons, wandering and pretending 

themselves to be Egypcyans or wandering in the habite, forme or attyre of counterfayte 

Egypcians’ were excluded from the poor laws (Hawes and Perez 1995, 15). The growing 

intolerance of groups who came to represent disorder and difference coincided with the rise of 

nation-states, with the pattern repeated in many places across Europe (Kenrick and Puxton 

1972) – suggesting that the forging of new national identities was beginning to drive the 

reinforcement of higher level boundaries. 
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Concern about vagrants extended into the early 17th century, fuelled by pamphlets depicting 

them as inhabiting a parallel world, which reinforced the fears of prosperous readers 

(Rawlings 2001, 45). The Laws of Settlement in 1662 authorised the removal of paupers for 

whom no place of settlement could be determined and placed obstacles in the way of migrants 

trying to obtain documents of settlement. Incomers were required to reside in a parish for 40 

days without community objection before they could gain permission from the congregation 

to stay (Feldman 2003). Examples of pre-emptive policies were also documented. Until 1795, 

Feldman notes, it was possible for parishes to ‘expel “strangers” merely on suspicion that at 

some time in the future they would apply for poor relief’ (Feldman 2003, 85, emphasis 

added). Criminalisation was a likely outcome for those individuals unable to gain settlement, 

as Rawlings explains: ‘The decentralized administration meant that parishes were liable only 

for their own poor. This encouraged expensive disputes between parishes, and meant that the 

poor were likely to be moved on before they could acquire settlement, thereby exposing them 

to punishment as vagrants’ (Rawlings 2001, 49). In 1735, Member of Parliament Sir William 

Hay lamented: ‘Every parish in a state of expensive war with all the rest of the nation, regards 

the poor of all other places as aliens, and cares not what become of them if it can banish them 

from its own society’ (Feldman 2003, 86).  

 

Official measures aimed at immobilisation and banishment were retained for a considerable 

period of time until industrialisation once again required cross-parish labour mobility, and 

attention turned to mobilising the nation’s poor into a productive labouring class (Neocleous 

2000). As Rawlings explains: 

 

By the eighteenth century the labouring classes tended to be discussed in rather 

different terms from those used in the late Tudor and early Stuart periods. Vagrancy 
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continued to be a problem and the mobile poor still ran the risk of being whipped out 

of a parish by the constable, but neither commentators nor government saw the 

country as besieged by armies of vagrants in the way they had in the late sixteenth 

century. Instead, the focus was on the role of the labouring classes as an economic 

resource. (Rawlings 2001, 61)  

 

By the end of the 18th century, many parishes were offering relief to ‘unsettled paupers’ on a 

discretionary basis through agreements with their home parish (Feldman 2003, 80). Non-

conformist Methodists were said to be particularly active in assisting those adversely affected 

by poor laws because they were ‘attracted to the needs of the mobile poor, perhaps, by their 

own disregard for parish boundaries’ (Feldman 2003, 84). The Poor Law Amendment Act of 

1834 began what Feldman describes as the ‘slow and incomplete shift from local to state 

boundaries in determining entitlement to welfare’ (Feldman 2003. 91). Incentives were 

created for the migration of labour from areas of low to high demand. Settlement and removal 

policies came to be seen as ‘economic fetters’ inflicting bondage on individuals, and were 

also criticised by reformers as parochial and unjust. A crucial factor was the mid-19th-century 

development of a centralised Poor Law Board which operated at a remove from parish affairs, 

and the passage of legislation preventing removal after a designated period of residency in a 

parish. Other centralised institutions such as professional police also emerged at the town and 

county level during the 19th century, which provided a means to maintain order in the face of 

increasing mobility (Neocleous 2000). 

 

By 1864, 36 per cent of all expenditure on poor relief in industrialised England and Wales 

was for the ‘irremoveable poor’ (Feldman 2003, 91). With funding now provided by a central 

government, these populations were increasingly absorbed at the local level and attention 
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shifted to the maintenance of the border of the nation-state. As Feldman argues: ‘In those 

spheres in which welfare was financed and administered on a national basis, migrants who 

traversed internal boundaries no longer became strangers. The problem of the stranger 

increasingly became identified with the problem of the immigrant’ (Feldman 2003, 96). The 

era in which economy, identity and governance were organised around parish boundaries and 

places of settlement had come to an end, and an era of citizenship, state-sponsored capitalism 

and national belonging was emerging. 

 

It is impossible to read these accounts without seeing remarkable similarities with the present 

in the strategies used to deter, expel, control or punish those who transgress the borders of 

nation-states. However, Feldman cautions against concluding that these similarities represent 

a predictable or generalisable pattern at the micro level. He notes, for example, that welfare 

was sometimes generous, during periods when parish borders were also open, contrary to the 

view that systems of redistribution necessarily require strict boundary enforcement. My 

purpose in telling this story about the vigorous defence and ultimate demise of a specific set 

of borders is not to suggest that particular structural conditions necessarily bring about 

corresponding changes in border reinforcement. Rather, the primary point is that these 

policies requiring the expenditure of significant amounts of taxpayer funds, countless hours of 

parliamentary debate and legislation, and which generated both support and resistance from 

resident populations, were formulated in relation to borders that today are considered 

completely insignificant – their primary social, economic, political and cultural functions 

having long ago been subordinated to more centralised institutions of governance.  

 

If a general ‘analytic of change’ can be discerned from this example at a macro level, it is that 

the relaxation of control over long-defended borders was made possible by the emergence of 
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institutions of production, identity, redistribution and order maintenance that operated at a 

more expansive geographical level, thereby redirecting the impetus to exclude non-members 

towards the outer perimeter (Weber and Bowling 2008). This realisation ought to awaken us 

to the possibilities of equally dramatic transformations in the nature and meaning of 

contemporary borders under conditions of globalisation, which may as yet seem barely 

conceivable; and can help us identify the trends that could prove to be significant in the 

unmaking and remaking of present-day borders. 

 

Deconstructing and reimagining contemporary borders  

 

The world of scenario planning, which had its origins first in military strategy and later in 

corporate planning, provides a useful tool for thinking about change in complex systems 

(Schoemaker 1995). Three different approaches to scenario planning are widely recognised. A 

possible futures approach involves outlining a range of alternative outcomes. This approach is 

popular with philosophers and futurists who have more licence to speculate, perhaps, than 

security analysts or financial planners. The possible futures technique involves outlining a 

range of speculative future scenarios, either with a view to adjudicating between them based 

on some criteria, or simply as an exercise to stimulate the imagination. In the context of 

border control, adopting a possible futures approach could mean articulating, for argument’s 

sake, a Perpetual Border War Scenario, a Total Surveillance Scenario, and a World Harmony 

Scenario. While this would be an imaginative approach, it is difficult to see how it could take 

us beyond ungrounded speculation, and would, if adopted by the authors in this book, result in 

a collection with no cohesive theme. With a predicted future approach, the scenario planner 

moves from a detailed study of current trends based on ‘hard data’ to make a more or less 

confident prediction about the future. The complexity of measuring and examining all 
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relevant trends in border control across the Global North, the lack of space this method leaves 

for normative considerations, and the seemingly deterministic assumptions underlying this 

methodology detract from the benefits of the predicted future approach for our purposes, 

although some elements of trend analysis have been incorporated loosely into our chosen 

method (see question 2 below).  

 

The final scenario planning option involves the identification of a single preferred future, 

followed by a retrospective process of ‘reverse engineering’ aimed at identifying how this 

goal might be reached. Unlike possible futures, the preferred futures method assumes, rather 

than derives, a particular outcome. This seems to be a more suitable method for articulating a 

political and ethical project aimed at promoting more open and equitable international 

borders, while still incorporating some empirical observation. By assuming the desired 

outcome at the beginning of the thought experiment, rather than deriving it through moral 

argument, much of the normative content is already packed into the initial framing, and the 

contributors are then free to concentrate on how the preferred future could come about rather 

than why it should. Put another way, in our thought experiment we are trying to identify what 

could happen (through a normative lens that is already focused on what we want to happen) 

rather than relying purely on moral reasoning to establish what should happen. The inclusion 

of discussion about observable changes in the meaning and function of borders that are 

already occurring under conditions of globalisation helps to guard against lapsing into 

abstract and ungrounded utopianism.  

 

Sassen (2006, 404) has observed that ‘the new does not invent itself’, but neither is it plucked 

from thin air. ‘Fields of choice’, she continues, are shaped by policies, ideologies and 

institutions so that possibilities for change are not unlimited. This understanding of both the 
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limits and the possibilities of transformative action equates to a kind of soft determinism in 

which human agency and structure are reflexively interrelated. Another model (adapted from 

Bourdieu) is Garland’s use of ‘weak structuralism’ in which human agency, understood to 

include rationalities, mentalities and strategies, is considered to be constitutive of structural 

relations. This stance leads Garland to perceive possibilities for human intervention in the 

midst of massive structural change, in the following terms: ‘For better or worse, a field in 

transition is a field that is more open than usual to external forces and political pressures. It is 

a historical moment that invites transformative action precisely because it has a greater than 

usual probability of having an impact’ (Garland 2001, 25).  

 

In our thought experiment, to identify the prospects for peace at the border, the ‘fields in 

transition’ are nation-states grappling with the conditions of globalisation. The vision 

underpinning this collection is that a preferred future of less heavily defended territorial 

borders requires a fundamental shift in their meaning and significance that will dramatically 

alter the perceived need to defend them. The political project then becomes one of helping to 

identify and bring about these conditions of possibility.  

 

The contributors to this volume have agreed to pursue this objective by imagining a world 

in which national borders probably still exist but where border controls have been 

significantly relaxed. The authors apply their own interpretations of precisely what this 

vision entails, and some have chosen to focus more on minimisation of border-related 

harm than on the extent to which borders can be said to be ‘open’. The preferred future 

need not necessarily be one of completely unregulated borders, but whatever barriers to 

free movement continue to exist would be minimal and would be applied on an equitable 

basis. A world of more open and/or equitable borders may be a world of increased 
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transnational mobility; but it need not be a world of incessant motion. Just as now, the 

majority of the world’s population might still stay close to home, by choice or by force of 

circumstance. Having imagined their preferred future, the contributors have been asked to 

organise their discussion, either directly or obliquely, around the following questions. 

 

1. What is the purpose of national borders? What interests and values are national 

borders mobilised to protect? 

2. What signs are there, if any, that these borders are becoming less important in 

relation to protecting these values and interests? 

3. What conditions would need to apply in order that selectively preventing the 

crossing of territorial borders was no longer considered necessary or desirable? 

4. What could be done to try to create those conditions? 

 

Since borders serve a multitude of purposes, it is necessary to apply these questions across 

a range of ‘border domains’, each of which represents a sphere of human activity or set of 

values in which reasons for seeking to defend borders might be found. The domains 

identified for the peace at the border thought experiment relate to economy, citizenship, 

governance, law, civil society, culture, morality and security. Each author has been asked 

to discuss only one of these specific border domains, although overlaps in significant 

themes are inevitable. 

 

Valsamis Mitsilegas considers the significance of international borders as boundaries for 

the operation of law in Chapter 2, examining emerging trends in both the ‘law of borders’ 

(or immigration law) and the ‘borders of law’ (that is, the increasingly extra-territorial 

reach of national law and sovereignty). With respect to the economic domain, applying the 
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first step of the preferred futures methodology translates into the core question: ‘What is 

the role of international borders in the regulation of capital, production and labour?’ This 

question is addressed in Chapter 3 by Leonidas Cheliotis, who notes that strict border 

controls in developed states are often designed to fail, thereby feeding into the demands of 

a neoliberal economy for cheap and insecure labour. In Chapter 4, Ray Michalowski 

considers the role of international borders as sites for the protection of individual and 

collective security, arguing that the militarisation of the US–Mexico border has led to 

increased insecurity for all inhabitants. In Chapter 5 Tiziana Torresi considers the role of 

international borders in defining the boundaries of political community and the rules for 

membership, with a particular focus on accommodating the needs of increasing numbers of 

temporary migrants. In the following chapter Galina Cornelisse examines the function of 

international borders in delimiting the distribution of goods and services in advanced 

democracies, and assesses the prospects for more open access to these benefits by non-

citizens. Strict border controls have also been justified in the name of cultural preservation. 

In Chapter 7, George Vasilev considers the role of territorial borders in preserving national 

cultures, and challenges claims that contemporary migration poses a significant threat to 

cultural reproduction in stable, democratic societies. Next, Barbara Hudson analyses the 

limits and the promise of the Kantian notion of hospitality in pointing the way to a future 

of less harmful borders. And finally, Vanessa Barker discusses the transformative role of 

civil society in challenging the legitimacy of territorial borders as markers of belonging 

and forging new transnational solidarities to reduce border-related harm. 

 

Although the peace at the border thought experiment has had a long gestation, preceding 

by many years the publication of Antonio Cassese’s Realizing utopia (Cassese 2012), there 

are many parallels in the aspirations of these two projects. Realizing utopia is aimed at 
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exploring the potential of international law to overcome the existing inadequacies of the 

current world system of nation-states. Within this single disciplinary domain, Cassese 

invites his contributors to follow similar steps to those articulated above – namely, to 

reflect on current legal problems, identify incipient developments in international law that 

might address these shortcomings, and suggest how these trends might be encouraged over 

the next two or three decades. Cassese (2012, xxii) describes his unorthodox method in the 

following terms: 

 

In sum, we have deemed it necessary to abandon for a while the relatively comfortable 

analysis of existing legal institutions and the sophisticated construction of legal rules, 

engaging instead in imaginative thinking. However, as I have just pointed out, we 

have refrained from chasing unattainable dreams … We have not looked at the stars. 

But closer to home, to the planets that turn around the earth. And we have charged our 

intellectual weapons with relatively short-range ammunition. 

 

The premise underlying the approach taken in the present volume is that a preparedness to 

imagine a transformed future is needed in order to move beyond the present impasse whereby 

governments of all political persuasions are locked into inequitable and punitive border 

policies, the logic of which is presented as self-evident and inescapable. The contributors are 

asked to adopt the stance of future-looking and imaginative ‘judicious reformers’ (Cassese 

2012, citing Aldous Huxley), avoiding both the pitfalls of ‘utopians’ who eschew any 

connection with the empirical world, and the strictures of ‘technicians’ who remain too 

absorbed with the task of describing what is to contemplate what might be. Our purpose is to 

identify how a differently bordered world can be imagined, and – through close attention to 

social, economic, cultural, legal and political developments – how it could be, and perhaps is 
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being, created through jurisprudence, global activism, structural change and everyday human 

activity. This is neither a historically determinist nor an idealistic exercise, but is an attempt to 

steer a course between the two in order to identify directions for achievable political change. 

Each of the chapters in this volume is grounded in empirical conditions that are observable, or 

at least realistically predictable at some (indeterminate) point in the future.  

 

Furthermore, the imagined future of relaxed border controls need not be associated with a 

generalised retreat from the exercise of authority and control over populations. It is likely 

that new institutions for the production of order and new understandings of risk and 

security will need to emerge before established security-producing institutions (such as 

international borders) are superseded (Weber and Bowling 2008; see also Neocleous 

2000). Our imagined world is not necessarily a borderless world; it may be a differently 

bordered one, and may not be socially just or peaceful in other respects. Peace at the 

border, as a metaphor for a reduction in violent and harmful border control, neither 

presupposes nor ensures a world that is literally more peaceful in other respects. Moreover, 

new forms of coercive governance that raise their own normative questions might be 

envisaged in order to underpin the relaxation of territorial borders. The preferred future 

imagined by the authors in this volume is neither a fully articulated imagined world, nor a 

generalised utopia. As Cassese (2012, xxi) explains in relation to his pursuit of a ‘realistic 

utopia’: ‘We do not dream of a peaceful international society based on comity, friendship, 

and cooperation. We simply intend to suggest in utopian terms new avenues for improving 

the major deficiencies of the current society of states.’  

 

Collectively, the contributions in this volume reveal the complex dynamics of borders and 

the many interests that are at stake in the current clamour to defend them. The adoption of 
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the thought experiment approach has enabled the authors to move beyond critical analysis 

to speculate, within empirically well-founded parameters, on the conditions of possibility 

that might pertain within their domain for the achievement of ‘peace at the border’. 

Articulating a progressive politics to reach this goal is a daunting task. However, as 

Bauböck has noted, appreciating the complexity of the task should in fact make us less 

inclined ‘to postpone the goal of freedom of movement to a distant ideal world’ (Bauböck 

2009, 28). I point to some promising pathways identified by the contributors towards this 

preferred future in the conclusion to this book.  
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1 In this chapter, and elsewhere in the volume, the terms ‘border’ and ‘border control’ are used interchangeably, 

since borders are conceived dynamically as ‘functional borders’ rather than passively as fixed geographical 

locations. 
2 The term ‘peace at the border’ is used metaphorically to indicate an end to the coercive and war-like border 

controls that characterise this point in history. It is not intended to refer to wider issues of peace, security and 

international relations. 


