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Does globalization threaten the core institutions of world order, including sovereignty 

and the nation-state? Are we moving into a borderless world? The short answers to 

these important questions are “probably not”, “certainly not”, and “quite the opposite” 

(Rudoph 2005, p.2) 

Introduction  

The 1990s witnessed a major renaissance in border studies, a research area that had remained rather 

static after World War II. The social and technological conditions behind this revitalization are well 

known. The downfall of the geopolitical divide between the capitalist West and the socialist East, 

the acceleration of globalization, and the expansion of internet were vital. Scholars started to reflect 

how borders should be conceptualized/re-theorized after seeing them for decades as stable lines that 

separate and bound key political spaces, states. The territorial trap and methodological nationalism 

dogmas rooted in the state-centric system (Agnew 1994) were questioned which inescapably raised 

questions on what and where borders are, what they do, when and how. Critics remind that since 

sovereign state is perpetually among the key pillars of exclusion, it is necessary to look beyond the 

statist imaginary and think the politics and possibilities of international ethics (Bulley 2017, p.2-3). 

Along with these tendencies the ‘border’ concept has expanded. Borders mediate socio-political 

relations in multifaceted ways at and across various scales outside of border areas, too. Depending 

on bordering practices, borders are rigid or mobile, or stretch in space. They are ideological 

processes and discourses, established and maintained by state authorities in the name of security 

and the governance of state space and citizen’s minds. Border lines are continuously significant for 

state sovereignty in the context of international law but also as sites where border-crossings of 

tourists, migrants, and asylum seekers often occur. Borders are even more: they are contested, 

multidimensional social practices, institutions, symbols, and political objects (cf. Johnson et al. 

2011). As Graziano (2018) suggests, their political, legal, social, moral, and psychological footprint 

fluctuates in both time and space reflecting ideologies and power.  

The 1990s witnesses also the rise of ‘Borderless world’ thesis that echoed the intensifying flows of 

finance capital, goods and cultural influences but also took an ethical stance. The thesis was 

launched by Kenichi Ohmae (1990, 1995), one of “globalization enthusiasts” (Ferguson and 

Mansfield 2012) and it echoed both the optimism related to the end of Cold War and the rapidly 

globalizing world. However, it soon became an object of critique in border research, primarily due 

to its overly general nature. Especially the 9/11 terrorist attacks enhanced such critique. In spite of 

critique, this slogan started to circulate in academic articles and books and still does so. Researchers 

allude to this idea regularly but take it often for granted.  

The aim of this chapter is to reflect the notion of ‘borderless world’ also beyond Ohmae’s 

economistic thesis. It namely echoed remotely later claims that borders should be open also for 

migrants in the name of freedom, human rights and economic competitiveness (Hayter 2000, 

Carens 2013). These claims prefigured suggestions that are much more radical: not only free 
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migration across borders is needed but also the removal of borders (and states) entirely (Anderson 

et al. 2009). Claims to ‘open borders’ and especially ‘no borders’ thus turn towards a genuinely 

borderless world. If Ohmae’s ideas emerged from economics, open and no borders have their roots 

in social movements resisting spatial inequality and violence caused by borders; they move the 

focus from the free flows of economy to human beings, and to the ethical and moral questions and 

human rights. While the key emphasis of this chapter is to scrutinize the main themes of the 

borderless world thesis, I will also briefly compare this idea with the notions of open and no borders 

and the ethical and moral claims embedded in each of them. The next chapter by Harald Bauder’s 

will examine the open and no borders argumentation in more detail.  

I will start by problematizing the relations between borders and moral concerns, and look then at the 

reasoning behind the ‘borderless world’ thesis and its current significance. Next, I compare it to the 

claims for open and no borders. The assessment of these horizons towards the ‘world without 

borders’ helps to understand the complex links between borders, mobilities and ethics, and the 

changing geographies of bounded spaces. Such an analysis is critical: as Shapiro (1994, p. 482) has 

noted, the dominant geopolitical map constitutes a “moral geography, a set of silent ethical 

assertions that preorganize explicit ethico-political discourses”. 

 

Geography and moral concerns 

Sack (1997) has aptly noted how geography is at the foundation of moral judgment and that 

thinking geographically intensifies moral concerns. For Sibley (1995, p. 39, 77) spatial borders are 

also partly moral borders: “spatial separation symbolizes moral order’. This is obvious in the case of 

state borders that signify territory/territoriality both materially and symbolically and, beyond state-

driven control functions and moral orders activate and sustain ideologies and emotions related to 

territories, such as nationalism and xenophobia. Borders typically materialize and maintain ideas 

and memories of possible confrontations between ‘us’ and ‘them’ or ‘the Other’ that are reproduced 

in territorial ideologies and identity narratives (Paasi 1996, 2016). Like maps, also borders as key 

elements of cartographic imagination bring together the past, present and the future (Wood 1992) 

that confrontations often lean on. Fear, prejudices and xenophobia, repeatedly associated with the 

mobility of migrants provide today reasons for building new border walls in Europe, the US, Africa 

and Southeast Asia, walls that regularly hide deeply asymmetric economic relations between 

neighbors. Security concerns ostensibly mobilize a desire to reduce, monitor and police who arrives 

to territories, but in fact more complex economic, cultural and political geographies matter 

(Bosworth 2008).  

The state-centric practices and discourses limit our understanding of both international ethical 

practice and the horizons of its possibility. As Shapiro (1994, p.495) notes, the state-oriented map 

tends to supply the moral geography that dominates what is ethically relevant. Migration challenges 

national/ist identity narratives that states ideologically link to their territories and population, and 

that are reproduced in spatial socialization (national education, media). Migration thus raises critical 

moral and ethical questions on ‘who should be where’, and how inclusion and exclusion are 

constructed and justified. David Smith (2000, p.115) states, “The social construction of national 

narratives that legitimate state borders of inclusion and exclusion are a normalizing strategy for the 

status quo, against which may be posited a view of which stresses flows of people”. The borderless 

world thesis and open and no borders movements both claim that more equitable maps – which 

incorporate an ethic of respect for difference (Shapiro 1994) – should replace such state-centric 

maps. 
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Crafting the discourse of a borderless world and its ethics 

Social scientists have noted the power of concepts and ideas to create ‘truth effects’ as part of their 

articulation, how such effects may have material consequences and eventually be authoritative in 

governance (Miller and Rose 1990). Globalization, flows and networks were doubtless such 

categories that paved the way to more relational understandings of spatialities. Discussion on 

globalization amplified during the 1990s and mobility and connections appeared as basic 

constituents of emerging spatial formations where a fast, dynamic ‘space of flows’ would gradually 

supersede the slow ‘space of places’ and the borders between them (Castells 1989). For scholars 

like Galli (2010, p.103) globalization means in essence ‘border-crossing’, the rupture of borders and 

the deformation of political geography where politics becomes more global. He suggests that the 

new polycentrism of global space results from the residual but stubborn perseverance of the State-

Form, the growth of international-transnational organizations and the birth of a multitude of 

regional regimes (p. 109). 

‘Borderless world’ was undoubtedly such a conceptual novelty reflecting the collapse of the Cold 

War geopolitical order and the search for a new one. While being optimistic, it was also thought 

provoking for border scholars; whether or not they agreed with this idea, they often took a stance 

towards it. Consequently, it quickly became an apt illustration of another tendency characterizing 

academic discourses: the use of academic terms often mobilizes ‘counter-meanings’. Indeed, the 

critique against the borderless world thesis has energized much of border research since the mid-

1990s. This idea simply appeared as counter-intuitive since the observations of border scholars 

revealing the strengthening power of bordering, nationalism and racism rolled against such an 

optimistic ideal (Newman and Paasi 1998).  

Borderless world became popular in Ohmae’s (1990) book, The Borderless World: Power and 

Strategy in the Interlinked Economy, where he shaped an idea of a new consumption oriented ‘truly 

global world’ where state borders would be surpassed. He mourned how leading politicians have 

not been able to recognize the facts of the borderless world, because governments simply want to 

govern, control, and to commit themselves to ethically and morally dubious acts to lead people 

astray and to cheat them. This generates competing maps: 

‘On a political map, the boundaries between countries are as clear as ever. But on a 

competitive map, a map showing the real flows of financial and industrial activity, 

those boundaries have largely disappeared. Of all the forces eating them away, 

perhaps the most persistent is the flow of information – information that governments 

previously monopolized… Their monopoly of knowledge about things happening 

around the world enabled them to fool, mislead, or control the people, because only 

the governments possessed real facts in anything like real time…When information 

flows with relative freedom, the old geographic barriers become irrelevant’ (Ohmae 

1990, p.18-19, 22)  

Ohmae (1990) mentions borderless world countless times but never theorizes it. For him borders 

seem to be rigid territorial lines that separate political spaces and ideologies from each other. He 

repeatedly uses borderless world as a synonym to globalizing business cultures, global market, 

flows, industry, and progress. He also makes some ethical geopolitical claims. First, he criticizes 

both states and firms of economic nationalism and notes how governments are the major obstacle 

for people to have the ‘best’ and the ‘cheapest’ from anywhere in the world (p. 11). Things should 

move freely. Second, he notes how under the Cold War period, government officials had fallen back 

on arguments that countries always have to be prepared for emergencies, war, and that this situation 

seemed to continue after the Cold War. ‘Are national borders really disappearing’, he asked 
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rhetorically and answered, ‘we are not there yet….Borders still matter and markets are protected’ 

(p. 211). Ideas on emergency, war, exclusion and protection echo modern state system’s physical 

and symbolic power to regulate the practices of sovereignty, mobilities and images of threat. In a 

word, Ohmae contests – or rather gives to business economy an authority to challenge – the statist 

territorial container model and the ‘emergencies’. Of course, states have gradually asserted rigid 

jurisdiction beyond their borders and partly unbundled sovereignty from territoriality. As Sassen 

(2005, p.535) observes “While the exclusive territorial authority of the state remains prevalent, the 

constitutive regimes are today less absolute than they were once meant to be.” Respectively, state-

centred border regimes – whether open or closed – “remain foundational elements in our geopolity, 

but they coexist with a variety of other bordering dynamics and capabilities” (p. 535).  From this 

angle, borders partly represent a permanent ‘state of exception’ that render possible the normalized 

biopolitical control and governance inside the territorial border of the state (cf. Salter 2008, p. 365). 

Border regimes are, as King (2016, p. 2) notes, productive.  

In his second persuasive book, The End of the Nation State: The Rise of Regional Economies 

Ohmae (1995) again reflects the roles of nation states. The state and its borders are once more an 

example of an cartographic illusion: 

‘Public debate may still be hostage to the outdated vocabulary of political borders, but 

the daily realities facing most people in the developed and developing worlds – both 

as citizens and consumers – speak a vastly different idiom. Theirs is the language of 

an increasingly borderless economy, a true global marketplace. But the references we 

have – the maps and guides – to this new terrain are still largely drawn in political 

terms. Moreover, as the primary features of this landscape – the traditional nation 

states – begin to come apart at the seams, the overwhelming temptation is to redraw 

obsolete, U.N. –style maps to reflect the shifting borders of those states. The 

temptation is understandable, but the result is pure illusion. No more than the work of 

early cartographers do these efforts show the boundaries and linkages that matter in 

the world now emerging. They are the product of illusion, and they are faithful to their 

roots’ (Ohmae 1995, p.8) 

While Ohmae (1995, p.11)argued that ‘in terms of real flows of economic activity, nation states 

have already lost their role as meaningful units of participation in the global economy of today’s 

borderless world’, he noted how physical terrain and political borders still matter, but “neither – and 

especially not political boundaries – matters as much as what people know or want or value” (p. 

28). Thus, he argued, ‘in a borderless world, traditional national interest – which has become little 

more than a cloak for subsidy and protection – has no meaningful place.’ Yet, in practice 

(economic) nationalism prevails: ‘For nation states and especially for their leaders, the primary 

issue remains protection – of territory, of resources, of jobs, of industries, even of ideology’ (p. 64).  

Both books thus contain hints towards transnational, if not cosmopolitan, thinking and a normative 

ethical mission: the open borderless world related to economy and markets should serve as a 

substantial geopolitical model for military leaders and politicians. Yet, people’s freedom in this 

world appears to be above all affluent people’s freedom to consume and cherry-pick across borders.  

Some scholars have been much more explicit when outlining the possibility for a global civil 

society that would exceed sovereign bounded state spaces. Most evident this is in critical 

cosmopolitan thinking that accentuates transnational spaces rather than territorial state spaces. 

Borders, local and global forces arise in this global constellation and diverse people should ideally 

perceive mutual problems in ways that gives rise to self-problematization and releases new ways of 

seeing (Delanty 2009). Similarly, borders would in part lose their role and take forms in which ‘no 
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clear lines can be drawn between inside and outside, the internal and external’. In more normative 

terms, ‘thinking beyond the established forms of borders is an essential dimension of the 

cosmopolitan imagination’ (p. 7).  

Ohmae (1990, 1995) trusted on the blessings of new information technology (Green and Ruhleder 

1995) that he expected to open ‘fixed’ state borders through expanding capitalist markets and 

consumption. These beliefs reflected the promise of a seamless cyberspace that had entered into 

scholars’ and practitioners vocabularies (Newman and Paasi 1998), yet often in national contexts. 

Internet was at first perceived – often by IR realists – as a potential threat to the universal idea of 

the sovereignty of the state. Those coming from liberal tradition saw it rather as a medium to 

strengthen national and global governance (Perritt 1998). Today especially authoritarian states 

assert control over internet content. Yet internet connections increasingly cross borders: there was 

an 18-fold increase in cross-border Internet traffic between 2005 and 2012 (Manyika et al. 2014).  

The critique of the borderless world thesis and its persistence 

Economic geographers and political economists raised the most profound critique against Ohmae’s 

thesis. For Yeung (1998) borderless world was more ‘folklore than reality’ and it caricatured the 

complex and multiple relationships between capital, the state and place: the multifaceted tendencies 

of globalization will neither lead to a borderless world or to the end of geography; capital is 

territorially embedded in places rather than being placeless. Hence, the complex process of 

interconnected tendencies operate in local contexts of action but does not abolish them. New forms 

of local resistance and expression may arise, which strengthens the interconnectedness of the local 

and global, and the multiplicity and hybridity of social life at various spatial scales that concurrently 

become relativized, notes Yeung (1998). Sassen (2005) likewise proposed that globalization is 

partly endogenous to the nation rather than external to it; the ‘global’ partly inhabits the ‘national’. 

Territorial differences and geographical unevenness will remain central to globalizing processes. 

Massey and Clark (2008:3) explicitly commented the impact of globalization on borders and 

stressed the uninterrupted power of territory and place: 

‘One of the ways in which a ‘globalized world’ is frequently characterized is in terms 

of a planet in which all borders and boundaries have dissolved and in which flows of 

people, money, cultural influence, communications and so on flow freely… Yet, even 

as this image of a globalized world becomes ever more powerful, it is clear that the 

world does still have its borders and distances, that it is still in many ways divided up 

into territories; indeed, that new enclosures are being erected in the very midst of the 

production of powerful new flows… It may even be that the very process of opening 

up which is implied in so many stories (and realities) of globalization itself 

encourages a need to build protective boundaries, to define areas of privacy – 

territories which can be controlled in some way or other’. 

Yeung (1998:304) commented the debate on borderless world tersely: ‘There comes a point when 

we must raise our heads from books of ultraglobalists, look around and reconsider whether borders 

have really disappeared, and whether the world is, in fact, a unified whole’.  

A critical turning point were probably the 9/11 terrorist attacks. Since then borders have multiplied 

but at the same time border crossings occur with an increased pace, become more selective and 

ethically problematic. The globalization of finance has continued for decades and new technologies 

and new markets have pushed cross-border capital flows to new levels. Flows of goods, services, 

and finance reached $26 trillion in 2012, which was 36 percent of global GDP (Manyika et al. 

2014). In addition, people move: billions of international border-crossings take place every year not 
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only in business and leisure travel but also students, migrants, refugees and asylum seekers move 

(Koslowski 2011).  

The volume of tourism has increased perpetually. In 2014, more than 1.1 billion tourists crossed 

state borders. New destinations are emerging in both developed and developing countries. Whereas 

the relatively unregulated migration prior to 1914 was not regarded as a challenge to state 

sovereignty, and many states supported labour migration until the 1960-70s, the situation has 

transformed. Some analysts and politicians now believe that international migration is a threat to the 

sovereignty – read: security – of states, especially to their ability to regulate the nature of the 

mobility across borders (Castles et al. 2009:5). The amount of people living outside of their country 

of birth has grown slowly, being about 100 million in 1960, 155 in 2000 and 244 million in 2015. 

The latter is about three percent of the world’s current 7 billion people (Castles et al. 2009: 7). 

These figures include almost 20 million refugees. These relatively low numbers give perpetually 

room for nationalism, exclusive national socialization (Paasi 2011) and ‘societal sovereignty’, 

which is part of the flexible markets of ‘bargaining’ sovereignty’s various dimensions in states 

(Rudolph 2005). After the first positive attitude towards labor migration that required ceding some 

sovereignty in front of economy (especially in trade and capital mobility), present control of 

migration (both citizenship issues and border control policies) is intimately linked with 

‘interdependence sovereignty’ (control over migrations flows), domestic sovereignty (the 

relationship between government and polity) and societal sovereignty (identity) (see Rudolph 

2005). This puts stress on borders, nationalist idea(l)s of a “we”, symbolism and the practices of 

exclusion.   

In spite of the critiques, the ongoing construction of borders and walls and the limiting of free 

migration, the borderless world-thesis persists in academic and policy debates related to global 

business, management, consumption, innovations, security, taxation, drug problems and, of course, 

to the present and future roles of borders themselves. In December 2017 Google Scholar finds 

23.400 links to “borderless world” and Google no less than 386.000. However, new literature has 

taken a long step from the naïve celebration of a borderless world, underlining the power of national 

law, traditions and customs in controlling border-crossings, mobilities, cyber-space and real spaces. 

Some authors associate this idea with security threats that cross borders, such as climate change, 

illicit traffic of drugs, ‘illegal’ immigrants, cyber security and computer viruses, microbial threats, 

or the geopolitics of disease prevention (van Schendel and Abraham 2005, Relman et al. 2010, 

Hansen and Papademetriou 2013). For some others borderless economics claims free flow of people 

(Guest 2011). Some analysts suggest that states do not transfer security structures away from 

traditional state-centered images of threats but rather exploit both traditional and complementary 

security ”missions” simultaneously (Reveron and Mahoney-Norris 2011). 

The current transformation of borders and bordering practices display the numerous ways in which 

state borders are articulated by very different institutions and norms. Sassen (2009) rightly notes 

how the governance of state borders is ever more characterized by multi-layered, disperse and 

segmented modes of regulation and governance and how new assemblages of political, legal, and 

territorial practices mean lasting pressures between new global relationships, national identity, and 

state security. Along with these tendencies, she notes, bordering is turning into a practice and 

capability that can be disconnected from traditional ‘border geographies’ (e.g. international airports 

and consular offices). One example is the spread of military power in global space across 

‘sovereign’ state borders. United States in particular created a huge military presence over the globe 

after 9/11, more than 700 military bases outside of US in no less than 38 foreign countries (Johnson 

2004). Similarly, the governance of borders is distributed in global space. The UK border agency 

(currently UK Visas and Immigration), for example, promoted itself as a global organization 

operating in local communities, at the UK borders and across 135 countries worldwide. 
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We are witnessing what Sassen (2013) calls as transversally bordered spaces: state borders are not 

simply legal borderlines but rather a mix of regimes with variable contents and geographic and 

institutional locations and arrangements. She argues that various flows (capital, information, 

professional or undocumented migrants) each constitute a bordering through a particular 

arrangement of interventions, with dissimilar institutional and geographic positions. The concrete 

state borders matter in some of these flows but not in some others. The meanings and functions of 

borders are fluctuating even if the actual geopolitical and legally defined lines may remain 

unaltered. Thus borders are influenced not only by the internal forces of states but are ever more 

related to supraterritorial geo-economic forces, military conflicts, forced and voluntary mobilities, 

the transformation and rescaling of security threats related e.g. to terrorism, and the 

‘technologization’ of surveillance (Sassen 2013).  

Balibar (1999) famously suggested that borders are ‘everywhere’. This is perhaps too general 

statement. State borders come into being in and through abundant institutional practices and 

discourses in specific sites (border areas, cities, airports, etc.) that are mobilized by the strategic 

thinking of state personnel but may also result from civil society activism and antagonisms. Borders 

have multiple locations so that the sites for the enforcement of border regimes range from “banks to 

bodies” (Sassen 2005:530). Borders and have different meanings and effects for different actors. In 

analytical terms, we can think that borders exist in the form of two landscapes (Paasi 2016). First, 

the discursive landscapes of social power, that is the symbolic and institutional mechanisms of 

social control, and spatial socialization/subjectification mainly inside states. This accentuates the 

importance of symbolic national landscapes, educational institutions, national literature, media, 

collective events such as national and independence days etc.  Nationalism, national identity and the 

related emotions are in a critical position in the production and reproduction of these landscapes. 

Second, borders are simultaneously part of the technical landscapes of control, that is mechanisms 

and networks that draw on increasingly technical solutions used in bordering and control practices 

(biometrics, networks of daytime and infrared cameras, diverging sensors on towers, detention 

centers, externalization of border control). This nationally adjusted landscape is located as part of 

wider border regimes with variable, contents and geographic and institutional locations and 

arrangements (cf. Sassen 2009). Bordering is increasingly militarized which can be see in both the 

technical solutions and externalization. These two landscapes form a multilayered dynamic elastic 

continuum that hence embraces both national and international elements. 

Beyond Ohmae’s thesis: mobility, activism, ethics 

Instead of becoming borderless, current world thus harbors ever more oppressive border controls; 

deadly wars and conflicts; refugees and other migrants; xenophobia and racism; intolerance and 

discrimination. Concrete border walls are also burgeoning around the world, typically justified by 

the fear of terrorism but in practice states erect walls and develop bordering technologies to govern 

and categorize various forms of mobility. Along with these developments bordering and the 

policies, tactics and technologies mobilized by states in the control of flows (e.g. passports, 

biometric tools, electronic bordering devices, drones, and walls) have turned into complex regimes 

that penetrate both migrants’ and non-migrants’ daily practices and inflect both national and 

international policies orchestrated by states. Migration policies affect migrants, potential migrants 

and those among whom they live (Pevnick 2011, p.9). In turn, much of critical border research 

focuses today on the control of mobility, the practices of bordering, and the violence generated by 

such practices. From this vantage point borders are, Anderson et al. (2009) suggest, ‘moulds’, the 

attempts of states to create certain types of subjects and subjectivities. The figure of the migrant 

stereotypically carries pejorative labels produced and reproduced by states, such as ‘economic 

migrants’, ‘illegals’, ‘paperless’, etc. Migratory movements have been historically outcomes of 

territorial, political, juridical and economic expulsion (Nail 2015). 
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Ethical and moral concerns related to migration and borders have given rise to a mushrooming 

literature (Pevnick 2011, Carens 2013, Fetzer 2016, Sager 2016, Bulley 2017), which has become 

increasingly important along with the refugee and migration crisis in European and Australian 

contexts. This crisis has witnessed the militarization of bordering and the rise of a ‘transnational 

discourses of compassionate border security that fuses humanitarian and militarized logics – with 

highly ambivalent ethical and political effects - and defies traditional territorially based 

understandings of borders’ (Little and Vaughan-Williams 2017). 

 

Part of this literature suggested for a long time that in the name of both human rights, ethical 

responsibility and economy there is a grave need to open borders for an unrestricted migration 

(“open borders”), as capital and goods and privileged elites move across borders (Hayer 2000). 

Open borders and freedom of movement can thus be justified by arguments related to economy, 

human rights, as well as to ethics and moralities, rather than merely consumption and business life 

like Ohmae’s ideal world. For others the claim for open border is not adequate but the aim should 

be to remove borders completely (‘no borders’) that would be a candid step towards a genuinely 

borderless world. Part of no borders literature takes a radical, anarchist step further: not only 

borders but also statehood, citizenship and nations are objected (Anderson et al. 2009, King 2016), 

ideas that for most scholars are utopian and idealistic, although being morally and ethically 

justified. Yet some scholars see such aims as a practical political project (Anderson et al. 2009).  

Open borders and no borders movements thus claims changes in our understanding of citizenship 

(see Bauder in this volume).  

To summarize the geographies and limits of the ‘borderless world’ discourse and to take it further I 

have outlined Table 1, which brings together few features and motivations related to achieving or 

avoiding such a world. Table brings together three discourses and their premises, first Ohmae’s 

‘borderless world’, secondly the discourse on ‘open borders’ and, thirdly, the discourse on ‘no 

borders’. The table presents the key contexts of these discourses and the key ‘flows’ on which each 

discourse focuses. It also shows the form of action by which the claims have been justified, the 

criticisms levelled against each approach and the “counter practices”, used mainly by the state, to 

control these flows. It displays how the claims for a borderless world have become more nuanced 

and explicit after Ohmae’s economistic manifesto, how ethical issues and migration critically 

characterize the debates on borders today and how claims related to borders are not merely “debate” 

but manifest in social activism. 

“Borderless world” was a call for more porous borders in front of economic flows but claimed that 

such porousness should also be extended beyond economy to political sphere, claims for open 

borders have been put forward on a more versatile ground. Authors accentuate the importance of 

free movement by paying attention to macro-economic aspects and human rights, thus stressing 

both economic and ethical reasons. Open border debate has often been based on reasoning based on 

liberal political theory, market economy, or political economy perspective (see Bauder in this 

volume). Wellman (in Wellman and Cole 2011) recognizes the egalitarian, libertarian, democratic 

and utilitarian case for open borders. Rational arguments have been presented also against open 

borders (see Wellman and Cole 2011).  

The anti-nationalist No borders social movement that started in Germany in 1998, has become an 

important grassroots movement (Anderson et al. 2009). It draws inspiration from existing 

campaigns against immigration controls, incarceration of undocumented migrants and deportation 

programs that explicitly call into question the legitimacy of the global system of national states and 

the interrelated system of global capitalism. No Borders politics works against the control of 

mobility and actors involved in such activities. It claims the right to all to move freely and sees that 
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the state is deeply involved in creating vulnerability through immigration controls and practices 

(Burridge 2014). Open borders are typically claimed in the context of current state system whereas 

some extreme proponents of no borders accentuate the need to get free from states, nations, and 

citizenship.  

 

 

 

Concept 
 
Examples of 
authors 

Key institutional context 
 

Medium/aims 
 
Key ‘flows’ 

Form of 
action/Justification 

Counter practices 
Source of critique 

Borderless world 
 

Ohmae 

>Business economy 
>Finance 
>ITC 
 
Capital, knowledge, goods 
 

>’Business driven 
cosmopolitanism’ 

>The power of the State 
>Legal/Illegal classification 
>Socialization/subjectification 
>Hot/banal nationalism 
>Landscapes of social order 
and technical control 

Open Borders  
 

Carens 
Hayter 
Bauder 
 

>Economy, politics 
>Diverse backgrounds: 
>Liberal political theory 
>Market economy perspective 
>Political economy perspective 
 
Open borders for capital, goods, ideas, 
migrants 

>Rationalizing argumentation 
>Debate 
>Activism 

>Coercive social regulation 
>State’s monopoly over 
movement: entry, residence, 
citizenship 
(Just 3% of world population 
live outside of their state!) 
>Delocalization of borders 

No borders 
 
 

Anderson 
King 
Bauder 

>Human rights 
>Articulation of claims against injustice 
and suffering 
>The figure of the migrant in the 
capitalist economy: negatively 
racialized, gendered, ‘classed’, state-
centric (Anderson, King)) 
>Challenging state-based sovereignties 
and the territorialization of people’s 
subjectivities  
>Refusal of borders, nation, state = 
challenging citizenship, statehood, 
illegality (state-based categories)  
>Internet 
 
No borders for the free movement of 
migrants 
 

>Social movements 
>Expansion of solidarity and 
responsibility for an open 
political community 
>Inevitability (freedom) of 
human mobility  
>Autonomy of migration 
from the state 
>Radical activism, Anarchism 
>Critical cosmopolitan 
thinking? 

>Utopian 
>Party politics 
>Public opinion 
>Hostile electorate 
>State’s and territory’s 
continual allure/persistence 
>State is not a monolith: 
‘Internal borders’ mobilized 
in the governance of 
migration; policies related to 
labor markets, welfare, 
political participation 

 

Table 1. Three perspectives on a borderless world 

Counter practices and critique against borderless world thesis, open borders and no borders have 

similar roots embedded in state power. They largely occur because of the monopoly of the states to 

violence and territorial control and its power to decide over the fates of people inside the territory, 

as well as the status of citizenship and border-crossings. As the table shows, there are also much 

more nuanced forces and elements that can give rise to counter-practices. Such forces may emerge 
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from various forms of nationalism (hot and banal), from politicians pleasing the electorate, and the 

embeddedness of borders in numerous social spheres in how labor markets, welfare, political 

participation are regulated.   

Coda 

This chapter has assessed the debate on borderless world by analysing at first Ohmae’s economistic 

thinking and his cosmopolitan idealism. His view on borders is narrow, but it is more nuanced than 

a superficial critique suggests. His ideas are illustrative of the neoliberal tendency to convert the 

political rationality related to an existing geopolitical territorial order and its dividing lines into a 

new geo-economically tuned rationality and imagination that stresses networked and fluid forms of 

spatialities superseding the borders of states. The new rationality represents an ostensibly post-

political and post-ideological stance that saw the Cold War world geopolitical order and fixity as a 

problem and suggested new solutions, typically in the spirit of consumerism under the imperatives 

driven by technological forces and the capitalist market (Green and Ruhleder 1995). Open border 

and no borders offer a much more radical approach to crossing borders. 

Border studies have developed quickly since the turn of the millennium and have become ever more 

versatile, multidisciplinary, and even ‘post-disciplinary’. Research themes and methodological 

approaches have expanded profoundly. Instead of studying merely border lines or local border 

landscapes (which are perpetually significant in legal and symbolic terms), border scholars now 

scrutinize topics that vary from bordering/boundary producing practices and discourses mobilized 

in foreign policy discourses to the externalization of border guarding systems; from the biographies 

and emotions of border citizens to the exploitation of the transnational labor force; from 

performances related to borderscapes to the aesthetic dimensions of borders and bordering. Some 

researchers look at mobile borders from the angle of biometrics, human bodies and affects, while 

others study border struggles of labor migration and refugees, raising ethical and humanitarian 

aspects to the fore. For some scholars, borders are not just an object, process or a set of institutions 

and discourses but rather an epistemic angle, a method that can offer insights of tensions and 

conflicts that tend to blur the line between inclusion and exclusion (Mezzadra & Neilson 2013).  

In spite of the wide circulation of the borderless world slogan, and claims for open or no borders, 

borders have not lost their significance and very unlikely will do so; they are perpetually critical 

symbols and expressions of territory/territoriality and state power. In the current transnational world 

the most rapidly developing themes in border studies materialize in the relations between borders, 

mobilities and identities. These relations resonate with citizenship, the selectiveness of the (state-

based) control of mobility through ever more technical tools, mechanisms and practices of ordering 

that ‘borders’ both enact and express. Thus, borders are becoming increasingly multifaceted and 

this complexity will not only provide scholars with an array of research themes but will also raise 

ethical and moral challenges related to the politically contradictory processes that ultimately reflect 

the global uneven development. The eventual challenge for border scholars should not only be to 

map the multidimensional meanings of borders, their influences on mobilities or to develop 

sophisticated theoretical frameworks. A major task is to think and act beyond the present limitations 

of bordering practices, borders and territory (Agnew 2008, p. 176), whether this gives rise to open 

borders or no borders on the way towards a borderless world. This claim responding to the ethical 

and moral challenges related to both border-making and border-crossings. 
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