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The obsession with inter-state territorial borders and the associated parapher-
nalia of border management and security makes borders and their management
a primarily human-centric discourse. This paper makes an attempt at introducing
the agency of rivers as non-human actors—or rather as actants—in shaping and
managing international borders. The paper looks specifically at the riverine sector
of the Indo-Bangladesh border, where the international boundary has been
re-negotiated each year by the transnational rivers, primarily the Brahmaputra
(also the Gangadhar), through flooding, erosion, and deposition of sediment. By
interrogating the role of rivers in shaping the border and border management
strategies, the paper argues that humans, despite persisting as the primary agents
in border management, are not the only actors. Drawing on Actor Network Theory
(ANT), a case is made to appreciate the general symmetry between humans
and non-humans as a-priori equal. Incorporating both in an actor-network may
provide insights into border management in complex borderlands.

“The waters flowing under Nihombashi in Edo and the waters in the rivers
in China, and Holland are one stream without any barrier”
— Japanese Scholar Hayashi Shihei (cited in Smith: 2017, 99)

Introduction

The study of inter-state borders have mostly been
obsessed and confined to the territorial demarcation of
the limits of respective sovereign units. Two of the most
common concerns associated with inter-state borders
have been of border management and security. The
continuous attempts at walling and fencing borders
have thus, in some way or other remained constants in
border discourses. In all of this, the role and agency of
the human actor seems to be predominant. The task of
defining and delimiting of borders and the designing
and implementing of the paraphernalia associated with

border management is mostly human centric—either
planned and implemented by humans or aimed at
checking human movement.

The first section of the paper thus shows the
dominance of territorial inter-state borders as the
most convincing understanding concerning borders.
Coupled with this dominance, the associated para-
phernalia of border management through walling or
fencing therefore primarily perpetuates a human-cen-
tric discourse. The paper then picks up the case of
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the India-Bangladesh border fencing project to show
how natural phenomena such as flooding and erosion
caused by the Brahmaputra fails this human-cen-
tred narrative of border walling or management.
As an alternative to the human-centric discourse
on borders, the next part of the paper analyses the
possibility of incorporating the river as a non-human
actant in border management. This part draws briefly
from Actor Network Theory (ANT) in proposing the
possibility of incorporating the non-human into the
discourse on border management for a more nuanced
understanding of borders.

The Dominance of Inter-State Territorial Borders

The relevance of territorial borders has been much
emphasised in the discourse on international
boundaries. This accrues to a great extent to the
dominance of the political geographers in the
study of borders. The systematic study of borders
begun initially as an engagement for the political
geographers and focused largely on “descriptive
analyses of boundaries, their location and the political
and historical processes leading to their demarcation”
(Newman 200643, 145).

Being the fundamental subject matter for the
political geographers, borders have traditionally been
understood, for examples, “as constituting the physical
and highly visible lines of separation between political,
social and economic spaces” (Newman 20063, 144);
“Political geographers and political scientists have
for a long time perceived boundaries as fixed, stable
empirical entities which divide the global space into
bounded units that change mainly as a consequence
of conflicts” (Paasi 1998, 69); “Very often different
from the usual general perception, in the conventional
academic phraseology borders are conceptualised as
dividing lines between two states” (Tripathi 2015, 1);
and “In the traditional sense, borders are considered as
a line separating two sovereign territories” (Bhardwaj
2016, 11).

The international system is replete with hard territorial
lines and “the current world harbours some 200 states
and more than 300 land borders between them, and
in addition there are scores of sea boundaries” (Paasi
201, 13). With the signing of the Treaty of Westphalia,
“the field of politics was formally differentiated into
distinct domestic and international spheres, based on
internal political hierarchy and external geopolitical
anarchy” (Teschke 2009, 3). With the associated
model of territorial statehood that came along with the
preservation of the Westphalian system, and translating
from which, borders came to be seen as sharp dividing
lines “between one state unit and its neighbours” has,
in a way, become the only model of best territorial
practice (Agnew 2007, 398). Others add, “In today’s
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international system, all political units are sovereign
territorial states, defined by linear boundaries and
with theoretically exclusive claims to authority within
those lines” (Branch 2014, 2), and “Since the late 19th
century, it has been assumed that regardless of place
or context, territories must have linear borders, ideally
consisting of precise one-dimensional points on the
earth’s surface, connected by straight lines” (Goettlich
2018, 2). Therefore, despite considerable expansion
in the study of borders in the past decades, territorial
borders are still the most prevelent notion of political
border (Newman & Paasi 1998; Newman 2003;
Newman 2006a; Newman 2006b; Vallet & David 2012;
Tripathi 2015).

The Predominantly ‘Human’ Endeavour of
Walling and Excluding

In addition to the prevailing salience of territorial
inter-state borders, a renewed attention towards
securitising and restricting them has been yet another
considerable phenomenon in the post-9/11 era. In
the aftermath of 9/11 terrorist attacks in the United
States, the study of borders seem to have attained a
“paradigm change” (Newman 2003, 149). Attention
was refocused on “the process through which borders
can be more rigidly controlled, closing rather than
opening, in some cases almost being sealed” (Newman
2003, 149). According to Jones, “The framing of the
war on terror as a global and interconnected problem
has allowed sovereign states to consolidate power and
move substantially closer to the territorial ideal of a
closed and bounded container of an orderly population
by attempting to lock down political borders” (2009: 1).

One essential tool for border management therefore
has been the border wall. On defining a “wall”, Vallet
and David (2012, 112) draw from Sivan (2006) to state
that, “depending on the speaker’s political stance,
ideology and universe of discourse, walled borders
are variously referred to as security, separation,
apartheid or anti-terror walls, obstacles, partitions,
fences, barriers, barricades or borders”. The term wall
is used by them “to describe border barriers with fixed
masonry foundations” (112) and “As of 2010, there
were nearly 45 border walls (soon to be 48) totalling
more than 29,000 km” (112). Academic works such
as those of Andreas and Bierstaker (2003), Goldfarb
and Robinson (2003), Hataley and Leuprecht (2018),
Nevins (2002), Newman (2003), Payan (2010), Zaiotti
(2011), duly highlights the survival and proliferation of
border walls.

The phenomenon of walling out neighbours is however
not a new strategy for sovereigns. Ranging from the
Great Wall of China, Hadrian’s Wall and the Antonine
Wall in Scotland by the Romans, to its more recent
manifestations, one significant element of the very
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bordered international system has been the border wall
(Vallet & David 2012). Building of walls was underway
even as the world celebrated the crumbling of the
Cold War iron curtain and apartheid in South Africa
(Brown 2010, 8). With its decreasing and increasing
prominence from time to time across events such as
the Cold War, fall of the Berlin Wall, emergence of
globalisation, terror attacks of 9/11, the border wall has
maintained its existence in the international system.
South Asia too is not an exception. India of course is
known for its cruder attempts to “wall out Pakistan and
Bangladesh” and “wall in disputed Kashmir territory”
with objectives such as to “deter refugees from its
poorer neighbour, to stake its side in a land dispute
and suppress the movement of Islamic guerrillas and
weapons” (Brown 2010, 8).

The idea of border walls, their securitisation and control
of movement across them mostly revolves around the
human agent. That is to say that the walls are for humans
(in the understanding of the ‘self’) and endeavour
to primarily keep the human (that is perceived as
the ‘other’) out or to filter the movement of humans.
Borders as we know them are either “human creations”
Brunet-Jailly (2005), “process of social traditions”
Brunet-Jailly (2011), or “artifacts of dominant discursive
processes” John Agnew (2008). It appears to be clear
that contemporary international borders are primarily
endeavours of human agency. The inter-state borders
are mostly drawn and redrawn at the political centres
away from the borderlands by human hands that are
often bereft of realities on the ground. They therefore
at times pass through unscalable mountain ranges,
meandering rivers, and social lives of borderlands
people.

It is interesting to note that bordering is a fight of
humans against primarily humans. That is to say that
they are attempts by human to keep out or scrutinise
and filter primarily humans that are considered as the
‘other’ (refugees, migrants, aliens, terrorists, etc.) and to
secure the ‘inside’ from the ‘outside’. The major function
of a border then is “to act as a barrier, protecting the
us insiders from the them outsiders” (Newman 2003,
14; see also Oomen 1995; Sibley 1995). The argument
is even more convincing in the contemporary era of
walled inter-state borders.

To further support this claim, a brief mention of some
well known border walling projects can be cited.

* US-Mexico Border: The Executive Order 13767, also
known as the Executive Order: Border Security and
Immigration Enforcement Improvements, of the US
President Donald Trump issued on January 25, 2017,
aims to “secure the southern border of the United
States through the immediate construction of a
physical wall on the southern border” (US Executive
Order 13767, 2017: Section 2). The wall is inter alia

meant to keep out “aliens who illegally enter the
United States” (Section 1). The order further claims
that “continued illegal immigration presents a clear
and present danger to the interests of the United
States” (Section 1). Section 5 of the Order therefore
proposes for the construction of detention facilities
“to detain aliens at or near the land border with
Mexico” (Section 5).

India Bangladesh Border Fence: The Assam Accord
explicitly mentions the rationale of the fence to be to
prevent “future infiltration” and “prevent infiltrators
crossing or attempting to cross it” (Assam Accord
1985).

Botswana Zimbabwe Fence:In 2003, the government
of Botswana proposed the erecting of a fence along
its border with Zimbabwe. Although the Botswana
government calls it an attempt to keep out foot and
mouth disease among livestock, the Zimbabwean
side claims that it is devised to keep out “humans
from Zimbabwe” (Brown 2010; Piven 2015).

Various other human attempts to wall out other
humans include Uzbekistan fencing out Kyrgyzstan
to prevent “Islamic terrorists”, Brunei walling out
“immigrants and smugglers coming from Limbang”,
China walling out the “tide of Korean refugees” etc.
(Brown 2010).

It gives us ground to claim therefore that border
walls inter alia revolve around the human agent to the
extent that on the one hand they are aimed at keeping
out “aliens”, refugees”, “terrorists”, and “smugglers”,
and on the other hand they are devised and erected
by the human itself. The walling or fencing project
of the human agent, however, this paper argues,
has failed on many occasions. One instance is the
fencing project along the India-Bangladesh border,
specifically the riverine stretch of the border in Assam,
India. The perennial flooding and erosion of some of
the border areas has been undermining the human
centric approach to physically fencing the border, as
the border fence is washed away every time including
considerable amount of territory. The proposal to
fence the border was accepted by the Government of
India in 1985 and despite repeated attempts all these
years to physically fence the border, the project is still
incomplete.

River, Flood, Erosion and the Mockery of Human
Endeavour

Three major challenges that the border fencing project
along the particular section of the border in Assam
faces are the changing course of rivers (mainly the
Brahmaputra, but also the Gangadhar), perennial
flooding and washing away of border posts and fence,
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Figure 2. Bank Erorsion of Brahmaputra and Barak
Rivers Assam using Satellite Remote Sensing. Source:
Central Water Commission, Plate 34 (map placement
slightly modified). http://old.cwc.gov.in/main/downloads/
brahmputra.pdf

Figure 3. Publicly available images of river damage
to border fence. Source (right top): https:;/www.
telegraphindia.com/states/north-east/border-fences-
washed-away/cid/322247 (right bottom): https:;/www.
indiatoday.in/india/photo/assam-floods-pose-threat-to-
national-security-367848-2012-07-03/4
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An extract of the erosion data of the Brahmaputra
worked out by the Central Water Commission
(Figure 2) gives a better classification of the border
area into the sand, island, active river channel, and
bank erosion.

A brief glance at the map is sufficient enough to
highlight the complexity of fencing the international
border here. The braided tracts of the river that
range sometimes around four to five kilometres, and
sometimes smaller, overlap during the monsoon. They
deposit sediment as sand and islands in the dry season.
Annual flooding by the river inundates segments of the
international border including the border fence and
BSF border posts (Dutta Choudhury 2013). In addition
to inundation for weeks at length, several meters of the
border fence are washed away by immense current
of the flooding river (Sharma 2014; Karmakar 2019;
Mondal 2019).

Images of the border fence (Figure 3) further illustrate
the claims.

The same is true in case of the Karimganj sector of the
international border in Assam wherein the Kushiyara,
a distributary of the Barak river gets into the shoes of
the Brahmaputra. The barbed wire fence in Karimganj
too are washed away by the perennial flooding and
river bank erosion caused by the Kushiyara (Times of
India 2011). Also same is the case in Tripura accruing to
Muhuri river.

To further concretise the point, a brief list of news items
are presented below to give a sense of the scenario of
the borderland.

* Time8 News. “The devastating floods caused
by incessant rain over the past few days has
washed away a vast stretch of a road along with
a portion of the barbed wire fencing along the
porous Indo-Bangla International Border (IB) at
the Asmer-Alga area in South-Salmara Mankachar
district of Assam... Around 15 meters of the road
along with the fence near 1051-6S border post was
washed away by flood waters on July 15th, 2019”
(Mondal 2019).

* The Deccan Herald: “About 170 metre of the border
fence at Asmer Alga under the Sisumara border
outpost in Mankachar, Assam was washed away
in July 2019 by the strong currents of the surging
Brahmaputra” (Karmakar 2019).

The Telegraph: “In Golokganj border sector, 222
metres of barbed wire fencing has been totally
washed away owing to erosion by the Gangadhar
river and still poses a threat to the rest of the fencing
along the border” (Sharma 2014).

®* The Times of India: “The erosion caused by the
Kushiara river is posing a serious threat to the Indo-
Bangladesh border fencing that has been constructed
along the bank of the river in Karimganj district... In
the border village of Jabainpur, the swelling river has
destroyed 300 metre of barbed fencing in the past
week. The erosion may also destroy the Jabainpur
BOP of the BSF, a source said” (Times of India 2012).

® The Assam Tribune: “The erosion of river banks along
the border has led to the collapse of the barbed wire
fence, and damaged roads and border lines in many
areas... Seasonal floods and heavy rains have made
the border fence collapse... The collapse of border
fencing and roads has allowed perpetrators to have a
free run of unlawful activities” (Assam Tribune 2012).

Agency of the Non-human: River as Actant

It is now fairly apparent that the taken-for-granted
status of the human actor in matters of border
management is incomplete in understanding complex
borders. Actor Network Theory (ANT) (Callon 1986,
1991; Latour 1987, 1992, 1993) however, enriches under-
standings of inter-state border management. The major
takeaway from the ANT is its focus on alternatives to
the “anthropocentrism and sociocentrism” of social
sciences (Latour 1997) and the manner in which it looks
at the minor distinction between actors and actants.

An actor in ANT is a semiotic definition—an actant—that
is, something that acts or to which activity is granted
by others. It implies no special motivation of human
individual actors nor of humans in general. An actant
can literally be anything provided it is granted to be the
source of an action (Latour 1997).

Without engaging comprehensively in the specificities
of ANT, this paper briefly draws from the following
essential ideas of the ANT. The following concepts as
compiled by Jackson (2015) which also borrows from
Walsham (1997) are important for this paper:

* “An actor/actant ... any material, i.e. human beings or
nonhuman actors / actants;

* Actor-network ... Related actors in a heterogeneous
network of aligned interests;

* General symmetry .. The symmetrical treatment of
humans and nonhumans as a priori equal;

* “The idea that neither a human nor a nonhuman is
pure, that is, either human hybridity or nonhuman
in an absolute sense but rather entities produced
in associations between the former and the latter”
(Jackson 2015, 30).
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Additionally, one of the distinguishing contributions of
the ANT is:

its attribution of agency to nonhumans, including
animals, materials, ideas, and concepts, acknowl-
edging the ability of any entity (or actant) to make
itself indispensable to its relationships with others
and, by extension, to the continuation of the network”
(Dwiartama & Rosin 2014, 1).

Drawing from ANT, and keeping in mind the prominent
role that the rivers have played in the India-Bangladesh
borderlands it can therefore be argued that it is
necessary to consider general symmetry between the
human and the river as a priori equals in negotiating
borders. The elevation of the river as an actant within
the actor-network of border management makes it
possible to engage with the various techniques of
border management that have been made essential as
a result. Allowing sufficient agency to the river makes
the alternative approaches to border management
along the India-Bangladesh border more relevant.

River and Border Management: Alternatives

As it appears, the idea of erecting a physical fence
along the entire length of the India-Bangladesh
border has not been a very successful project. The
negotiating role that the river plays in the borderland
has made essential various alternative approaches
to border management. “Non-feasibility” along a
considerable segment has been explicitly accepted
by the Home Ministry. While duly accepting that
“at various places, it is not possible to erect Border
Fence due to the geographical barriers” the Ministry
of Home Affairs eventually implemented some of
the non-physical bordering techniques. BOLD-QIT
(Border Electronically Dominated QRT Interception
Technigue) under CIBMS (Comprehensive Integrated
Border Management system) on India-Bangladesh
border in Dhubri District of Assam was inaugurated on
March 5, 2019 by Union Home Minister, Rajnath Singh
(PIB, 2019). There has also been huge expenditures on
alternatives such as hovercraft and floating platforms
for riverine borders.

The fact that despite the immense might of a state
like India the physical fence cannot in any ways be
sustained in certain segments of the border provides
us with an entry point to consider the role of elements
beyond the human agent in negotiating international
borders. There may be a need for considering the
rivers as not merely passive but an agent in a network
of agents negotiating the India-Bangladesh border.
This requires a shift from “self-assertive behaviour”
of the human towards a more “integrative” approach
(Capra 1996, 10). There is a need to realize that the
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human although being a primary actor in negotiating
inter-state borders, is not the only actor. It calls for the
realisation that elements beyond the human are not
just part of our “global life support system but also that
humanity need not be the mind of the planet” (Smith
2017,109). The human should see itself as “pirmus inter
pares” (first among equals) rather than as guiding
intelligence” (Smith 2017, 109). If after witnessing such
impact made by the rivers on the international border
resulting in greater political ramifications, we still fail
to accommodate the influence of agents beyond the
human, political solutions are doomed to fail due to an
“ignorance of variables” (Bryant 2011).
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