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The border paradox
I want to start my argument with an example of today’s cross-border relations in the area we
live in. The Dutch fiscal system allows mortgage interests to be deducted from the income tax of
house owners. As you might imagine, this has an enormous upward effect on housing prices in the
Netherlands. By a recent change of law, Dutch tax payers earning an income in the Netherlands,
but owning a house across the border, are now allowed to deduct their mortgage interests too. As
housing prices in Belgium are much lower than those in the Netherlands – partly as a result of the
difference in the tax system – many Dutch families bought a house across the Belgian border to
double profit from both the low Belgian housing prices and the Dutch fiscal system.1

Here we find a clear example of what I call the «border paradox»: transborder differences – in
this case the border effect in the housing market – stimulate mobility and movement of people
across the border. It is not too difficult to find other contemporary examples, like the so-called
«drugs tourism» into the Netherlands because of the more liberal attitude towards soft drugs, or
the extent of cross-border shopping by Germans in the Netherlands because of the differences in
the shops’ opening hours. To say it bluntly: in these and other cases the border acts as a bridge,
precisely because it is a barrier. People living in the borderlands cross this bridge because they
want to profit – economically, socially or culturally – from the transborder differences. In fact,
according to geographers, the «border paradox» is at the core of the concept of «borderland» itself:
the boundary creates its own distinctive region, making an element of division also the vehicle for
regional definition.2

It is very interesting to look at the history of our Euregio as a set of cross-border relations based
on this «border paradox». In the field of social and economic history we find many examples of a
movement of both capital and labour across borders that can be explained by the working of this
paradox. Industrialists moved or established factories and branches just across the border to profit
from differences in wage levels and market conditions, to avoid import duties and to open up new
markets. In the eighteenth century, for instance, German textile entrepreneurs from the Aachen
and Eifel area settled in the Dutch enclaves Vaals, Eijsden and Dalhem to open up international
markets via the worldwide trading network of the Dutch Republic.3 In the nineteenth century,
after the border realignments by the Congress of Vienna in 1815 and the secession of Belgium
from the Netherlands in the 1830s, the effect of the border paradox became even stronger: the
industrialisation of both Aachen and Maastricht can be explained in this way. Opportunities just
across the border induced Belgian capital from the industrial heartland in Liège to invest in
Maastricht and Aachen. The pottery and glassworks, later called De Sphinx, and the paper industries
in Maastricht both owe their early origins and expansion to the closing of the Dutch-Belgian border
after 1830. This also led to a modest immigration of skilled workers from the Walloon provinces,
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which, however, proved not to be lasting.4 The closing of the Dutch border also had the effect that
the Liège iron masters had to redirect their exports towards Germany. To avoid import duties they
invested heavily in metal factories just across the border in Aachen. The railwaymania in Germany
in the 1840s also attracted many Walloon industrialists to Aachen and to the Ruhr area. In fact, the
beginning of German industrialisation resulted from these border crossings.5

In the field of labour, a striking example of the working of the border paradox can be found in the
1920s, when the galloping German inflation induced miners from the Aachener coalfields to move
to the South-Limburg mines just across the border and get paid in stable Dutch guilders, as were
Limburg miners in the Aachen mines themselves, the so-called Guldenmänner.6 The guilders were
spent in the Netherlands, of course. Changes in the exchange rate between the Belgian franc and
the Dutch guilder (the devaluation of the Belgian franc in 1926) also influenced the cross-border
movement of Dutch and Belgian miners to and from the mines on both sides of the Dutch-Belgian
border. This is typical for any cross-border commuting: the exchange rate and monetary relations
had a direct influence on the direction of the movement.7

In the most general sense, the phenomenon of what I call the «border paradox» is a reflection
of an asymmetry in social and economic organisation on both sides of the border.8 At the border
two different social systems confront each other; historical developments have created separate
social structures; uneven and unequal national developments result in transborder differences and
imbalances in many fields of social life. These disparities become an important factor in cross-
border relations. They are perceived and assessed by people living on each side of the border and
become the basis for an interaction process: people cross the border to shop, to work, to buy a
house, or to amuse themselves, because they want to take advantage of the differences in prices,
wages, employment opportunities, or facilities of any kind.9 Local knowledge is used to transform
state barriers into corridors. So again: the border becomes a bridge for transborder movements
because it is a barrier in the development of markets, institutional arrangements and social life in
general. As borders divide, through this very division they set the stage for transborder action.10

The borderland concept: geographical and anthropological perspectives.

If we want to start historical research in the Euregio as a border area, the problem of
regional definition is very important. As historians, we cannot be satisfied with the administrative
boundaries set by today’s definition of the Euregio Meuse-Rhine. Apart from being very recent,
they do not reflect the historical extension of transborder interactions and influences. Geographical
criteria for defining a border region can be more helpful in this respect. A border region clearly
is an area on both sides of an international political boundary, whose populations are affected by
its proximity in various ways. Political boundaries may be defined as imaginary lines at which a
state’s territorial competence finds it ultimate expression. As such, they are subject of disputes
and conflicts of delimitation, sometimes culminating in wars, but today I am interested in the more
lasting and structural effects on social life on each side of the border, in what geographers call the
«borderland».

If the concept of «borderland» can be useful anywhere in Western Europe, it is here in the
Euregio Meuse-Rhine. There are few areas where so many borders have influenced the life of
so many people. Within the European Community, the SaarLorLux Raum (the border area of
Saarland, Lotharingen and Luxemburg) has its own history as a comparable border region;11
partly outside the Community we can also think of the Swiss-German-French area around Basle.12
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Geographers have a long lasting interest in the specific nature of these type of regions; more
recently, anthropologists have started their own kind of «border research». In the most general
sense, these social sciences open our eyes for the way borders shape social, cultural and economic
relations of people of different nationalities living on both sides of state borders. Geographers are
interested in the spatial effects of the formation of border regions; for them, a border region is
«the product of a set of cultural, economic and political interactions and processes occurring in
space».13 Economic geographers focus on the way borders influence markets for capital, labour,
and commodities – the above mentioned border effect in the Dutch-Belgian housing market is
a clear example. In their view, cross-border transactions are regulated by differences in price
levels and/or institutional arrangements between nationally oriented markets on each side of the
border, and of the transaction costs associated with its crossing.14 Anthropologists are interested
in the way borders have a symbolic meaning in the construction of local identities and the sense
of belonging to «imagined communities».15 For them, border regions have a special meaning as
areas where national, ethnic or linguistic identities are negotiated in a daily confrontation with
«the other». In these regions, perhaps more than in others, it becomes clear how these identities
were «territorialised» and «institutionalised» by powerful political, juridical and cultural agents of
delimitation and unification.

Geographers on borderlands: spatial interactions
In geography, border regions are categorized on a scale between cross-border and inner-state
integration. Located far from the main centres of economic activity and political decision-making,
the populations of these regions suffer from the effects of economic and social marginalisation.
Often, these encourage people in frontier regions to look beyond the international boundary and to
develop relationships with their neighbours. As in our own Euregio, these relationships have often
been shaped by highly complex borderland histories.16 The more border regions are peripheral
within a national state, away from the centre of political and economic power, the better the
chance that they interact and integrate with adjoining regions across the state border.17 And,
of course, the other way around: the more border regions are becoming integrated within the
national state – economically, politically, or culturally – the less their inhabitants tend to interact
with their now increasingly foreign neighbours. Taking permeability and cross-border movement
as key factors, the borderland concept can be brought down to types according to the degree of
cross-border interaction, from alienated or closed on the one hand, to interdependent, integrated
or open borderlands on the other hand.18 In closed borderlands, borders become barriers in the
first place. Their closing has a centripetal effect: the orientation is away from the borders towards
the nation state. Open borders refer to a centrifugal orientation of its inhabitants away from the
national centre towards the neighbouring countries. In this case, free movement across the border
is prevalent. The border is seen as a contact line, as a meeting place between nations or socio-
economic subsystems.

Categorization of borderlands in this way reveals some interesting parallels all over the world, as one
American expert in this field, Oscar Martinez, observed by indicating that trinational urban regions
in Europe like that of Basel, Mulhouse and Freiburg, or Maastricht, Aachen and Liège, in may
ways replicate processes of pronounced transboundary movement and interdependence evident in
twin U.S.-Mexico border cities like San Diego and Tijuana.19 For historians, it is interesting to
note that both the integration within the nation state and the closing and opening of borderlands
for transborder interaction are essentially historical processes. Not only borders themselves, but
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also their meaning in the social life of border regions are subject to continuous change. Historical
analysis is needed to understand the centripetal or the centrifugal tendencies in border regions.

Central to the geographical approach of borderlands is the concept of cross-border interactions.
Of course, from the central state’s point of view, borders are meant to separate and to divide one
nation from another. At the border itself, however, all kinds of relations across borders come into
being which create the borderland as a specific kind of territory. Its spatial extension is determined
by the distance and the intensity of cross-border transactions and movements of people. Goods are
transported across the border by way of trade or smuggling; services are delivered and capital
flows are transmitted. People cross the border to live or to marry, to buy or to sell, to work or to
employ, or just to travel and to visit.

Geographers systematically research these transactions and movements to determine the extension
and the character of a border region as a spatial structure. By studying the intensity of these
kinds of interactions they try to measure the degree of cross-border integration and the character
of borderlands as open or closed. In this respect it is interesting to have a closer look at two
geographical studies on the Belgian borders, one on the southern border by Firmin Lentacker
called La frontière franco-belge,20 another on the northern and eastern borders by Yola Van
Wettere-Verhasselt, called Les frontières du Nord et de l’Est de la Belgique.21 Both studies
refer to property relations, trade flows, capital investment and the location of industries, traffic
infrastructure, and labour mobility in the form of both cross-border migration and commuting.
As daily, richly documented phenomenon, cross-border commuting is one of their main topics.22
Their approach centres on two main questions: firstly, would forms of cross-border mobility also
have been developed in the absence of borders, in other words: do they result from the «border
paradox», or can they be explained by «normal» factors? and, secondly, did cross-border mobility
lead to greater transborder social integration?

The answer to this last question is, in my view, crucial to any evaluation of the development of the
Euregio as a political project. Van Wettere-Verhasselt uses an interesting standard of measurement
for social integration, namely the number of cross-border marriages. For her, the very low percentage
of Belgian brides or grooms in Maastricht in the period between 1932 and 1962 suggested that
cross-border social integration did not keep up with the intensity of cross-border commuting.23
Van Wettere-Verhasselt makes clear that in the 20th century the crossing of borders to work or to
get married were two very different things. Much more than work, the act of marriage is related to
the degree of social and cultural integration. There is, however, a big difference between «routes»
[in the sense of «roads to follow»] and «roots» [in the sense of «cultural origins»].24

This is an important outcome, which is confirmed by more recent research in other border regions
like the Saar-Lor-Lux area: the truly French-German transboundary labour market in that area has
not resulted in advanced cultural and political integration. The German and French commuters
stay in their own social milieu and do not participate in the social, cultural and political life of the
countries where they hold their jobs.25 In cross-border commuting economic rationality prevails,
while social segregation continues or even proliferates. The same holds, a fortiori of course, for
the Dutchmen who have come to spoil the housing market in Belgium, or the Belgians who come
to Maastricht as «drugs tourists». Perhaps this is the ultimate proof of the paradoxical nature of
most of today’s cross-border mobility and interaction. As long as these are based on variations and
differences between regions – in fact the opposite of integration -, we can not easily expect borders
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to loose their social and cultural meaning in the interaction process.

Anthropologists on borderlands: symbolic boundaries
The importance of borders as cultural divides is the subject of anthropological inspired border
research. «Frontiers go but boundaries remain», wrote one prominent anthropologist, meaning
that a Europe with free movement of goods and people will not necessarily make borders any
less important for the communities and people who live at their sides.26 Boundaries are more
than just barriers in social and economic interaction; they are also symbols and institutions that
simultaneously produce and are produced by distinctions between social, ethnic, linguistic or
national groups.27 Economic frontiers may disappear, but state borders and the symbolic and
cultural meaning they have in daily life remain. We need historical research with an anthropological
view to understand how, and to what extent, political borders become, or have become, symbolic
and cultural boundaries, and how this has affected life in border areas.

Part and parcel of any anthropological thinking is that both political and cultural boundaries are
historical constructions, and in now way result from inherent or «given» ethnical or linguistic
identities. In border areas, identities are challenged, shaped and transformed by the interplay
between symbolic and political boundary-drawing. Here, if anywhere, essentialist notions of a
primordial relationship between place and identity, territory and culture, loose their meaning. State
formation and national identities find specific articulation in border areas, not only as outcomes of
centralizing policies, but also through the agency of the local border populations.28

There are, in fact, two ways of looking at the construction of identities in border regions: one is about
the effect of living near the border on cultural intermingling, on what has been called «crossovers»,
«hybridisation», or the creation of cultural «border line cases»29; the other concerns the historical
process of cultural integration and enclosing within the nation state. It is not too difficult to see
a parallel with the opposition of «open» or «integrated» and «closed» or «alienated» borderlands
by geographers.30 Political boundaries had a profound influence on the way ethnic or linguistic
groups have been split up and transformed throughout history. One interesting example, which
has been thoroughly studied, is the very different evolution of the Catalan-speaking populations
divided by the political boundary between France and Spain since 1659. Catalans on both sides
of the border differ because of their incorporation into differently structured states, with different
histories of nation-building. While in Spain, Catalan identity found a strong political expression in
Catalan semi-autonomy, in France it is almost non-existent.31

In our own Euregio, it is interesting to look at the differences between the Belgian and Dutch
provinces of Limburg in this respect. The different trajectories of state formation did have profound
influence on the way Limburgers on both sides of the border experience their regional identity. In
the Netherlands, Limburg’s regional identity has been formulated in opposition against the social,
political and cultural domination of «Holland». As a paradoxical consequence, the definition of
being a Limburger stayed within the confines of the Dutch province of Limburg which in itself
was a creation of the Dutch state. There is a strong feeling of a specific Limburg cultural identity,
expressed in the participation in carnival, the use of local dialects, and the like.32 In Belgian
Limburg the feeling of regional identity manifested itself foremost in participation in the Flemish
movement.33 The use of local dialects as an expression of regional feelings is much less common
than in Dutch Limburg. This is, of course, related to the role of language in the process of state
formation in Belgium, which, as we all know, has been very important.
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Conclusion
I have argued that there is a paradox in the Euregio Meuse-Rhine, in the sense that the national
borders themselves stimulate international cross-border interaction and exchange. Separate
historical developments have created inequalities and discrepancies between nations and regions
on each side of the border in the field of economy, society, law and culture. At the border two
different social systems and cultures confront or meet each other; uneven social developments
create social differences that determine cross-border behaviour. People on both side of the border
use these differences in there daily practice. They cross the border to profit from differences in
wages, prices, employment, services and regulations. This is what I call the border paradox: the
border, being a barrier behind which societies develop in their own way, becomes a bridge precisely
for this reason. To understand cross-border developments in the Euregio Meuse-Rhine, it is very
important to recognize the importance of this paradox, because it gives insight both in cross-border
interaction and mobility, as in the continuation of differentiation and separation.

The understanding of the working of this paradox means that unfounded optimism about the
integration and common future of these regions must be tempered. Most of the cross-border
mobility and interaction was and is of an opportunistic nature and based on national differences
instead of integration. There is no reason to suppose that the opportunistic nature of cross-border
relationships will change, even if differences in wages, employment opportunities, housing markets,
and everything else which stimulates people to cross the border, will have been diminished. We
have to take into account, that national borders, as they existed historically, will have a lasting
influence in this area, even if there is free movement of people and goods.
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