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This special issue on the emerging new mobilities paradigm in the context 
of Finland provides the reader with a rich set of case studies written mostly 
by Finnish scholars who represent diverse social science fields and cultural 
studies. While these case studies are typically contextualized in specific 
Finnish national circumstances, the themes investigated in the articles 
are thoroughly international. Contributions scrutinize various forms of 
mobility (e.g., tourism, migration of various social groupings, refugees, 
second-house traveling), changing social and cultural identities, as well as 
borders/border-crossings from several vantage points. Since this compila-
tion is interdisciplinary, the articles are based on versatile methods and 
rich research materials that vary from artistic documents (novels, movies, 
photos) and blogs to interviews, document(s) analysis, and media texts. 
Some of the authors study mobilities explicitly from the vantage point 
of border-crossings, while for others state borders are in the background 
and border-crossings and new emergent social circumstances, networks, 
and identities are the focus. A very valuable transnational element in this 
collection arises from the fact that most authors look at their cases in light 
of existing theoretical wisdom. Consequently, this special issue provides 
the reader with an exciting body of knowledge regarding a Finnish society 
and culture in transformation, but at the same time the issue leans firmly 
on theoretical horizons that fruitfully combine this knowledge with inter-
national academic debates and conceptual innovations.

As the title of this special issue suggests, several articles draw explicitly 
on so-called “new mobility paradigm” that has been launched and pro-
moted especially by Mimi Sheller and John Urry (2006) but also by many 
other scholars since the millennium. Rather than summarizing, reviewing, 
or commenting on individual papers, in this brief afterword section, I will 
problematize the idea of mobility: the conceptual basis and premises of 
the so-called “mobility paradigm,” the relations of human “anchoring” 
to place/space, and the relations between mobility and various kinds of 
borders. These are issues that most contributions in this collection, at 
least partly, resonate with. 
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Borders are understood today in many ways; they are seen as insti-
tutions, symbols, social practices, and discourses that are mobilized by 
power-holding actors (individuals, social groupings) to control and direct 
mobility. This simply means that borders are much more than neutral lines 
on the ground or maps. Along with increasing mobility and the solidifica-
tion of the control of social spaces, borders are themselves partly mobile 
since they are inscribed into the biometric features of human bodies as 
well as in their main travel documents, like passports, if moving people 
have such documents (Paasi 2012, 2019). Borders and outsourced border 
controls are often risky, even lethal for mobile persons, as we have seen, 
for instance, in the Mediterranean, during the last few years. As Reece 
Jones (2016) aptly suggests, violence is among the key structural features 
related to borders. Such violence is mobilized by the states to control 
populations and their access to resources and opportunities.

The World and Words on the Move
One of the most intriguing features of socio-cultural life and, corre-
spondingly, a critical part of research practice in the social sciences and 
the humanities is the perpetual tendency to invent new concepts and to 
attach diverse general and contextual meanings to them. The flow of such 
concepts typically tends to originate from the Anglophone academic core 
rather than linguistic peripheries. While existing words (“names of the 
concepts”) may sometimes persist, their concepts may nonetheless change. 
The changing meanings of the words migrant and border are fitting 
illustrations of such dynamics. In his influential book on the keywords 
of the social sciences/social life, cultural historian Raymond Williams 
(1976) suggested that such words tend to transform, and each of them 
typically displays a history and complexity of meanings, at times con-
scious changes, and sometimes consciously different uses. Occasionally, 
concepts change to such an extent that they come to express radically 
different meanings and implications of meaning than they originally did. 
Of course, new words with new concepts that are employed in academic 
research and in broader social life are also concurrently developed. Most 
powerful conceptual expressions—like “mobility paradigm”—may travel 
widely across national borders. Some expressions may also become part 
of social and policy practices—a phenomenon labeled today as policy 
transfer or policy mobility (Paasi and Zimmerbauer 2016). 

Oftentimes, such transformations of words and concepts occur grad-
ually and resonate with wider social upheavals. In academic research, 
major transformations have been labeled as “paradigm” changes that 
have taken place in scientific revolutions since the 1960s. As is so common 
in the social sciences, the proponents of the mobility paradigm have also 
developed a strong rhetoric to promote their message. A fitting example 
is the use of the term paradigm itself. It is well known that the contem-
porary academic understanding of this term is derived from the classic 
book The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, in which the author Thomas 
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Kuhn defined the scientific paradigm as “universally recognized scientific 
achievements that, for a time, provide model problems and solutions for 
a community of practitioners” (Kuhn 1962, viii). 

While a paradigm was originally seen as a more or less dramatic 
transformation of established, generally accepted, and possibly even an 
“authoritarian” theory, in contemporary usage, paradigm normally has a 
much “softer” connotation, referring to academic tendencies rather than 
to the sharp rise of some new fixed frameworks or approaches. For exam-
ple, the “mobility paradigm” that many authors in this collection refer to 
does not represent a strict, totalistic, and formal change in approaches, 
methodologies, or data. The “mobility turn,” another expression used by 
the proponents of “mobility paradigm” (referred to in this collection, e.g., 
in the articles of Hannonen and Aarnikoivu et al.), is perhaps even more 
flexible. This flexibility partly explains the incredible popularity of this 
expression across disciplinary boundaries. Mobility paradigm is a fitting 
example of another interesting feature: the social (and academic!) power 
of concepts and ideas and how they tend to create “truth effects” as part 
of their articulation and frequent use (Paasi 2019). 

The tendency to advocate new “paradigms” and concepts also reso-
nates with the continual struggle over symbolic capital that characterizes 
the increasingly competitive academic world. Mobility paradigm is a con-
ceptual product of the academic Anglophone core. The advocates of the 
mobility paradigm (Sheller and Urry 2006, 210) wanted to challenge what 
they saw as a major problem in social and cultural science: focusing on 
the study of the static structures of the modern world. The mobility para-
digm was, of course, not the first and only effort to do so. Indeed, scholars 
accentuating the relationality and dynamics of the socio-spatial structures 
and processes had highlighted this for decades—and philosophers even 
longer. For some scholars (for instance, actor-network theorists), rela-
tionality was an ontological condition; the world was seen to consist of 
fluid and dynamic networks of actors and relations. For sociologists like 
Castells (1989), the rise of networks and flows was a manifestation of the 
disarticulation of place-based societies and cultures from the organiza-
tions of power and production that continue to dominate society without 
submitting to its control. Bounded spaces were thus understood to be 
turning into spaces of interaction. 

For some others, the denial of the conceptualization of place politics 
in terms of spatially bound processes and institutions was an inevitable 
consequence of globalization and the general rise of a society of transna-
tional flows and networks. To use Amin’s (2004, 33) pretty normative 
expression, this new state of affairs simply did not “allow such concep-
tualization” anymore. Globalization and governance theorists and the 
advocates of relational planning theory have also challenged the static 
structures of the modern world. For decades, or in some cases more than 
a century, academic scholars have studied tourism, information and eco-
nomic flows, and migration, for example, but the scale of changes is much 
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larger nowadays, giving rise to an increased interest to study all kinds of 
mobilities—a feature that is visible in this collection. 

Of course, there are processes, governmental practices, and territorial 
elements that perpetually maintain a certain fixity of spatial systems—in 
spite of all kinds of mobilities. Contemporary reorganization of state 
spaces and the related rescaling of the state often mean that place and 
region become increasingly important. The European Union’s rhetoric 
and practice of the region (“the Europe of regions”) is one expression 
of such tendencies (Paasi and Metzger 2017). Paradoxically, the EU has 
simultaneously promoted normative visions of (planning) spaces as rela-
tional, non-bounded, and fluid (“ seamless space,” Jensen and Richardson 
2004). Similarly, growing ethno-regionalism emphasizes inward-oriented 
territorial configurations. Network-based governance continues to have 
territorial motivations (territory is also one expression of networks, see 
Paasi and Zimmerbauer 2016). Also, regional identity discourses mobilized 
in spatial socialization (education), place marketing, and image-building 
tend to maintain territoriality. Then, we have the strengthening national-
ist politics perpetually building on bounded spaces, as has been illustrated 
by the success of Donald Trump, Brexit, and many extremist nationalist 
parties in Europe and elsewhere.

In spite of previous contradictory tendencies of friction, the world 
seems to be on the move: flows of capital across national borders have 
rapidly accelerated, and borders have turned semipermeable for travelers. 
Let’s take tourism as an example since it has witnessed virtually uninter-
rupted growth since World War II. Whereas in 1950 the estimated number 
of international tourists was 25 million, their number increased to 278 
million in 1980, 527 million in 1995, and, in 2014, 1.1 billion tourists 
traveled across borders to various destinations. Besides these flows of 
tourists, forced and voluntary migration has become the order of the day. 
Almost 250 million international migrants live today in the world, and 
their number is increasing in both the developed and developing world. 
Yet, while there are major differences between states, on average only 3 
percent of the population of nation states are immigrants, although this 
share varies, especially in the developed states (Paasi 2019).

We can also see the power of mobilities in the changing meanings and 
significance of the concept(s) of border and in general bounded spaces. 
Until the turn of the 1980–90s, the idea of border was quite insignificant 
in the social sciences and the humanities, even if there were scholars, in 
political geography and anthropology, in particular, who paid attention 
to this idea. Yet state borders deeply characterized the world that was 
divided between the capitalist West and socialist East. Since the collapse 
of this sharp dividing line, dramatic changes have occurred. At first, 
Japanese business guru Kenichi Ohmae (1990) started to promote the 
term “borderless world.” He wanted to open the borders of national 
states so that the models from the business world would also come to 
characterize other spheres of social action. The background for this was 



Afterword: Mobilities, Place, and Beyond

287

a certain naive cosmopolitanism that emerged after the collapse of the 
dividing line between the capitalist and socialist worlds. While references 
to a borderless world repeatedly appear in academic literature, very few 
scholars today believe in such huge generalizations since more and more 
walls are in the making (Jones 2016; Paasi 2019).

Mobilities and the Changing Character of Place and Borders
Finally, we have to raise the question of what happens to “place”—an 
important idea for many authors in this collection—in a mobile world and 
in mobile cultures. The recent rise of the opposition to immigration and 
the related rise of extreme nationalism clearly display that place becomes 
increasingly politicized and a battlefield between those who claim more 
openness and inclusion and those who want to make contemporary state 
and sub-state spaces more bounded and exclusive.

I think that one of the conceptually underdeveloped features of new 
mobility research has been the conceptualization of place in this context. 
While scholars like Cresswell (2006) have critically contributed to debates 
on both mobilities and the ideas of place (Cresswell 2004), he and many 
other authors seem to perpetually link the core of the conceptualization 
of place to a specific location. However, it is thought-provoking that some 
advocates of the “new mobility paradigm” have also reflected the concept 
of place in somewhat different terms and suggested that this paradigm 
leads its proponents to discard usual notions of spatiality and scale, as well 
as linear assumptions of temporality and timing (Sheller and Urry 2006, 
214). The mobility paradigm also follows relational conceptualizations of 
place, and its advocates argue against the ontology of distinct people and 
places. Sheller and Urry remind us that there is a complex relationality of 
places and persons connected through performances. However, places in 
their vocabulary still seem to be located and grounded somewhere and 
are something that people are related to. Respectively, in this thinking, 
“activities are not separate from the places that happen contingently to be 
visited,” and “[t]hus there are hybrid systems, ‘materialities and mobili-
ties,’ that combine objects, technologies, and socialities, and out of those 
distinct places are produced and reproduced” (Hannam, Sheller and Urry 
2006, 14). 

Sheller and Urry (2006) then suggest that places are dynamic, places 
of movement. In what follows, they seem to detach place from locations. 
Hannam, Sheller, and Urry (2006) write how “[p]laces are like ships, 
moving around and not necessarily staying in one location. In the new 
mobilities paradigm places themselves can be seen as traveling, slow or 
fast, greater or shorter distances, within networks of both human and 
non-human agents” (13). Similarly, Cresswell (2004, 7) notes how a ship, 
for instance, can become a shared, meaningful, “mobile place” during 
a long voyage. While places for mobility researchers are certainly more 
often than not relationally constituted and socially constructed, rather 
than bounded and exclusive (this seems to be the case also for many 
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authors in this collection), this taken-for-granted location-centrism seems 
to characterize much of the debates on the idea of place. 

Mobile places certainly sound exotic and instantly raise questions 
about how to take this idea further and how to make sense of it in 
empirical terms, beyond the random comments on “ships as places.” This 
is possible when we think that places are something that is related to 
human mobility and experience and to the personal and family life-histo-
ries of human beings. Places, from this angle, are unique webs of social 
and material spatio-temporal life connections, events and episodes with 
associated meanings emerging on the basis of the life-world. Places as 
personal archives of memories and experiences typically evolve from 
various localities where people are living or visiting as citizens, tourists, 
migrants, or refugees. Such an understanding is helpful in making an ana-
lytical distinction between personal spatial experiences and institutional 
spatial structures, such as a region or territory, that are always based on 
socio-spatial divisions of labor and are more fixed than personal biogra-
phies. I recognized this in the 1990s in my empirical study of the spatial 
experiences and identities of several generations of people living in the 
Finnish-Russian border area and especially in the case of the Karelian 
evacuees who had to move to Finland from the areas ceded to the Soviet 
Union (Paasi 1996; cf. Fullilove 1999).

While many papers in this special issue take the new mobility par-
adigm at face value, some authors also raise critical points about the 
scope of the purported paradigm. As Hannonen, for example, accurately 
observes, the “new mobility paradigm” does not sufficiently address the 
roles of borders in contemporary mobilities, and neither is it interested 
in the direction of mobility flows. This critique, echoing the early com-
ments by sociologist Georg Simmel (1997) on the significance of borders 
in human orientation in space, points above all to the original proponents 
of the mobility paradigm. Many of them have not carried out border 
research, and, for them, borders are ostensibly something that can be, and 
have to be, crossed or exceeded (see, e.g., Sheller and Urry 2006). More 
recent research work on labor mobilities and migration has, of course, 
been much more sensitive to border issues that cannot be neglected in the 
context of these forms of mobilities. 

This special issue, including several intriguing case studies, confirms 
the view that borders are not merely static lines between states and social 
groupings. If this was for a long time the dominant approach in border 
studies (and relevant because borders were generally more closed and 
passport regimes were more significant), contemporary understandings 
of what borders are sees them as mobile sets of practices, discourses, and 
symbols. The chapters in this special issue meticulously echo the ongoing 
global turmoil shaking socio-spatial structures, processes, and identities. 
And—in spite of the focus on Finnish case studies—immigrants, refugees, 
economic recession, and austerity measures seem to be present in a number 
of national contexts. This special issue is therefore a topical contribution 
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to the debates on the various and complex forms of mobility. Providing 
contextual knowledge on Finland can challenge existing general concep-
tual understandings of mobilities that have so far been largely dominated 
by Anglophone scholarship.
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