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Abstract
Little is known about everyday life in socialist Albania, and even less about what were strategically sensitive and closed-off border areas. Through an historical geography of everyday life, this paper contributes to border studies by examining the multiplicity of border processes at different levels and for differently situated social actors. The paper also contributes to knowledge on ‘actually existing’ socialism, in particular in border zones along the (former) Iron Curtain, by setting out both the way in which the border was constituted materially, and how border spaces were experienced, lived and routinely practiced by local residents. The social and temporal reproduction of borders is shown to interlace state actors and local residents in intricate and often ambiguous ways. Evidence comes from oral history narratives of middle-aged and older Albanians who at the time of the research lived in villages bordering present-day Montenegro, Macedonia and Greece. The paper finds that dominant bordering frameworks imposed by the state were routinely challenged, reinterpreted and negotiated from below, producing a dynamic and multifaceted b/ordering process. Local residents complied with, but also resisted, the top-down statecraft of control and domination, constantly engaged in a balancing act that often seemed like ‘dancing in the mouth of the wolf’.
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‘Dancing in the mouth of the wolf’: constructing the border through everyday life in socialist Albania

The euphoria that accompanied the fall of the Berlin Wall nearly thirty years ago triggered imaginations of the dawn of a new, even borderless, Europe. The wall had been the symbol of the Iron Curtain, which, as Winston Churchill declared in his famous 1946 speech, had ‘descended across the continent’.[footnoteRef:1] The speech marked, according to some, the beginning of the Cold War years, which were accompanied by a rapid and intensive construction of deadly borders across Eastern Europe, furnished with razor wire fences, mined land strips and military surveillance around the clock. Although presented as defences against the foreign enemy, these walls and fences were essentially meant to keep citizens of their socialist countries in.[footnoteRef:2] As communism crumbled, those citizens and state apparatchiks alike tore down the walls and fences in acts of triumph up and down the continent. The celebratory scenes from the fall of the Berlin Wall were broadcast to stunned viewers across the globe. Similar events took place in less well-known sites too. For instance, Luiza Bialasiewicz and Claudio Minca describe how the border between Slovenia and Italy, that had ‘so profoundly marked the lives of its inhabitants’ during the Cold War years, ‘vanished in a flurry of champagne toasts and fireworks’.[footnoteRef:3]  [1:  The speech was given on 5 March 1946 at Westminster College in Fulton, Missouri, USA.]  [2:  The terms ‘socialist/ism’ and ‘communist/ism’ are used interchangeably in this paper.]  [3:  L. Bialasiewicz and C. Minca, The ‘border within’: inhabiting the border in Trieste, Environment and Planning D 28 (2010) 1084.] 

At other segments of the Iron Curtain more spartan and dramatic acts of dismantling ‘border furniture’ went on.[footnoteRef:4] Albanians cut the barbed wired fences that had penned them into the most isolated corner of Eastern Europe and made their way on foot to neighbouring Greece. No television cameras were present to record these acts of desperation and defiance. Migrants’ stories, however, give us an image of what it was like. The scenes of this exodus resembled those dominating newspapers and television screens across Europe during 2015–2016, when thousands of Syrian and other refugees walked across the western Balkans to reach Germany. [4:  On ‘border furniture’, see C. Nash, B. Reid and B. Graham, Partitioned Lives: The Irish Borderlands, London, 2013.] 

The focus of this paper is on the borders that were later removed: on the communist period, and the frontier spaces – the zona kufitare – within Albania, which were subject to particular restrictive rules governing access and the monitoring of everyday life for their inhabitants. It seeks to contribute to the analysis of borders, especially those situated along the (former) Iron Curtain, and the historical and social geography of socialism, especially in Albania. It will do this by examining the multiplicity and temporality of bordermaking processes among socially situated actors. Theoretically, I draw specifically on two concepts: that of fear as a key bordermaking mechanism used by the state, but one which does not go uncontested by local residents; and Benedict Anderson’s metaphor of the ‘inverted telescope’ that seeks to make visible geopolitical bordering at the micro-scale of everyday life.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  S. Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, Edinburgh, 2004; R. Pain and S.J. Smith, Fear: critical geopolitics and everyday life, in: R. Pain and S.J. Smith (Eds), Fear: Critical Geopolitics and Everyday Life, Burlington, 2008, 1–19; J. Williams and G.A. Boyce, Fear, loathing and the everyday geopolitics of encounter in the Arizona borderlands, Geopolitics 18 (2013) 895–916; B. Anderson, The Spectre of Comparisons, London, 1998; D.J. Andersen, O.T. Kramsch and M. Sandberg, Inverting the telescope on borders that matter: conversations in Café Europa, Journal of Contemporary European Studies 23 (2015) 459–476.] 

The empirical material used brings to life the experiences, emotions and practices of men and women who lived and worked in the border region. As such, this paper also responds to calls for more ground-up narratives of the lived experiences of borders, in order to counterbalance the political, state-centred approaches that have dominated the border literature for so long.[footnoteRef:6] The data was collected as part of a research project designed to unlock some of Albania’s Cold War secrets through analysis of everyday life narrated in the form of oral history. The paper is thus informed by, and in turn contributes to, the ‘practice turn’ in border studies, emphasising not only how the border affects people but also how they participate in the (un)making of it.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  D. Newman, The lines that continue to separate us: borders in our ‘borderless’ world, Progress in Human Geography 30 (2006) 143–161; Nash, Reid and Graham, Partitioned Lives.]  [7:  D.J. Andersen and M. Sandberg, The Border Multiple, Aldershot, 2012.] 

The paper is structured as follows. The next section sets out the analytical background for the research by reviewing the literature on borders, on fear and on the historical geography of bordering in Albania. This is followed by an explanation of the data collection methodology and fieldwork sites. The examination of the research material that was gathered is organised around the dynamic interaction between state power and ground-up engagement which resulted in ambiguous, emotional and often violent processes of bordermaking. Overall, the paper argues that fear as a powerful state-centric mechanism to enforce the border and control people’s mobility did not go unchallenged. Border residents complied, but also resisted, and thus shaped the border in multiple ways.

From borders to ‘bordering’: bridging the territorial and relational divide
The classic studies of borders in geography focused on the location of boundaries and the historical and political processes which led to their demarcation.[footnoteRef:8] Scholarship produced during the Cold War years implied a taken-for-granted fixity of borders, but the 1990s marked the start of a shift away from a ‘fixation with the physical function’ of the border, as Nick Megoran puts it, to the production of borders as socio-culturally and politically structured spaces. Megoran suggests that ‘changing global political realities’ provided new impetus for scholars to reappraise the significance of international boundaries.[footnoteRef:9] Indeed, part of the burgeoning literature in the last two decades or so has engaged with the challenge that migration, fuelled by processes of globalisation and uneven development, poses for borders and the nation-state. In one such study, Jill Williams and Geoffrey Boyce examine the militarisation of the US-Mexico border to show how discourses of threat and insecurity constructed by certain border citizens in Arizona come to shape state immigration and border enforcement policies. Central to these discourses is the emotion of fear produced through encounters ‘between specific bodies in specific spaces’.[footnoteRef:10] The authors build this argument on Rachel Pain and Susan Smith’s conceptualisation of fear as ‘simultaneously everyday and geopolitical’.[footnoteRef:11] Thus, fear is not simply a top-down state-centric mechanism of control, but has to be lived and made through the local communities whose residents have the capacity to create and perpetuate, but also to resist, it.  Similarly, theorisations of fear by Sarah Ahmed in relation to the ‘war on terror’ following the September 11, 2001 attacks in the US, explore the role of fear in ‘containing’ or ‘disciplining’ others. Ahmed argues that fear works to secure ‘truths’ ‘through the narration of … insecurity’, and creates boundaries between the subject (of fear) and others.[footnoteRef:12]  [8:  Newman, The lines that continue to separate us. ]  [9:  N. Megoran, Rethinking the study of international boundaries: a biography of the Kyrgyzstan–Uzbekistan boundary, Annals of the Association of American Geographers 102 (2012) 2 and 3; V. Kolossov and J. Scott, Selected conceptual issues in border studies, Belgeo 1 (2013) no pagination.]  [10:  Williams and Boyce, Fear, loathing and everyday geopolitics of encounter.]  [11:  Pain and Smith, Fear: critical geopolitics and everyday life.]  [12:  S. Ahmed, The politics of fear in the making of worlds, International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education 16 (2003) 377; Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion.] 

Ahmed’s use of the concept of boundaries to refer to emotions rather than physical lines on the ground resonates with work from border studies scholars which has been flourishing since the ‘relational’ turn in this field in the 1990s.[footnoteRef:13] Much inspiration has been drawn from Doreen Massey’s conceptualisation of space and place as relational, which in turn gave rise to the classic statement that all boundaries are ‘socially constructed’.[footnoteRef:14] In this sense, boundaries become significant instruments of ‘organizing, controlling and managing social space and social relations’, where such processes of ordering space through bordering result in exclusion, marginalisation and othering.[footnoteRef:15] But borders are also spaces of cultural encounter that connect people and places. We are further reminded that borders are not fixed or stable, but in a constant flux of ‘becoming’ through ‘bordering practices’ and performances, including those of everyday life.[footnoteRef:16] This ‘borderwork’, to use Chris Rumford’s expression, is not the monopoly of states.[footnoteRef:17] It involves ordinary citizens actively engaged in constructing, shaping and even dismantling the border, as Albanians and others along the Iron Curtain did. Such borderwork is not simply material or physical, such as putting up or tearing down razor wire fences, but it is closely entwined with emotions and affect, fear being a prime example. If states see borders as territorial lines that mark their power and sovereignty, defending against foreign threats and insecurity, people, and more specifically frontier citizens, may fear the border, participate in perpetuating the threat through projecting that fear onto marginalised bodies, or indeed overcome such fear and use borders as gateways to freedom.[footnoteRef:18] [13:  A. Paasi, The shifting landscapes of border studies and the challenge of relational thinking, in: M. Bufon, J. Minghi and A. Paasi (Eds), The New European Frontiers: Social and Spatial (Re)integration Issues in Multicultural and Border Regions, Newcastle, 2014, 361–379; A. Diener and J. Hagen, Theorizing borders in a ‘borderless world’: globalization, territory and identity, Geography Compass 3 (2009) 1196–1216; Newman, The lines that continue to separate us.]  [14:  D. Massey, The conceptualization of place, in: D. Massey and P. Jess (Eds), A Place in the World, Oxford, 2015, 45–85.]  [15:  Paasi, The shifting landscapes of border studies, 376; H. van Houtum, O. Kramsch and W. Zierhofer, Bordering space, in: H. van Houtum, O. Kramsch and W. Zierhofer (Eds), B/ordering Space, Aldershot, 2005, 1–13.]  [16:  Andersen, Kramsch and Sandberg, Inverting the telescope on borders that matter, 459–460; N. Parker, and N. Vaughan-Williams, Critical border studies: broadening and deepening the ‘lines in the sand’ agenda, Geopolitics 17 (2012) 728–729.]  [17:  C. Rumford, Towards a multiperspectival study of borders, Geopolitics 17 (2012) 887–902.]  [18:  Williams and Boyce, Fear, loathing and everyday geopolitics of encounter.] 

This article, therefore, bridges the territorial and relational divide in border studies literature by emphasising the usefulness of an historical approach to the geographies of borders and boundaries for understanding the multiplicity of bordermaking processes involving different social actors operating across changing landscapes and over time.[footnoteRef:19] Such a perspective is important given that the border is not experienced in the same way by everyone, and, even for those living close to the border, people’s everyday realities are shaped by the intersecting features of their social and political identities. Top-down state-centric actions and ground-up everyday practices are thus brought into dialogue to understand how borders are imagined and performed through these categories of difference, separation and intersection. Indeed, Alexander Diener and Joshua Hagen argue that borderlands generally constitute rich sites for researching asymmetrical geographies of inequality and power.[footnoteRef:20] Socialist borderlands, as highly geopoliticised spaces, are a case in point. [19:  For an example, see Nash, Reid and Graham, Partitioned Lives. See also H. van Houtum, The geopolitics of borders and boundaries, Geopolitics 10 (2005) 672–679; Megoran, Rethinking the study of international boundaries. Thank you to an anonymous referee for helpful suggestions on this. ]  [20:  Diener and Hagen, Theorizing borders in a ‘borderless world’, 1198.] 

The Iron Curtain, including part of Albania’s border, has a particular significance in world geopolitics. The border did not just divide two countries, but it was a segment of what divided the continent of Europe, and symbolically the world, thus becoming what Rumford calls a ‘world defining border’.[footnoteRef:21] It was a geographical, political, economic, as well as ideological, boundary between two antagonistic camps – the socialist East and the capitalist West – which persisted for the best part of half a century. However, the constituent parts of this boundary were unequally visible to the global ‘eye’. For instance, Rumford argues that the most prominent borders were those dividing Germany and Cyprus. Indeed, it was at the Brandenburg Gate in West Berlin in 1982 that Ronald Regan called on Gorbachev to ‘tear down this wall’, and thus to symbolically end the divide. In contrast, Albania’s border as the last, southernmost segment of the Iron Curtain remained obscure and marginal to the ‘global gaze’.[footnoteRef:22] For the people living next to it, however, the border was central to their lives. For them it was a ‘world defining border’ made ever present through mechanisms of terror, fear and insecurity, which in turn were partly shaped by global events. There is, therefore, value in deploying Anderson’s ‘inverted telescope’ to consider places previously marginalised from world history. However, seeing the world from the periphery, from the vantage point of border residents in this far corner of Europe, does not merely reveal a different perspective. It also helps us understand the deeper politics of b/ordering space, the practices of marginalisation through violence and fear, of struggles for domination but also of resistance.[footnoteRef:23]  [21:  Rumford, Towards a multiperspectival study of borders.]  [22:  Rumford, Towards a multiperspectival study of borders, quoting D. Haraway, Situated knowledges: the science question in feminism and the privilege of partial perspective, in: D. Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of Nature, London, 1991, 193–203.]  [23:  Andersen, Kramsch and Sandberg, Inverting the telescope on borders that matter.] 


Socialist everyday life and borderlands
From a slow start in the 1990s, there is now a growing body of scholarship that examines how everyday life unfolded under ‘actually existing socialism’.[footnoteRef:24] These studies can be grouped under five broad themes: the shortage or alternative economy; work; leisure, consumption and material culture; spatial mobility; and politics and resistance.[footnoteRef:25] A somewhat separate, and less voluminous, literature has evolved around life in border areas along the Iron Curtain.[footnoteRef:26] Yet hardly any of this work includes accounts of Albania.  [24:  K. Verdery, What is Socialism and What Comes Next? Princeton NJ, 1996. The literature on socialist everyday life and socialism more generally is, however, dwarfed in comparison to publications on the ‘transition’ and on ‘post-socialism’. For key works on the former, see G. Creed, Domesticating Revolution: From Soviet Reform to Ambivalent Transition in a Bulgarian Village, Philadelphia, 1998; the trilogy edited by D. Crowley and S.E. Reid: Style and Socialism: Modernity and Material Culture in Post-War Eastern Europe, London, 2000; Socialist Spaces: Sites of Everyday Life in the Eastern Bloc, Oxford, 2002 and Pleasures in Socialism: Leisure and Luxury in the Eastern Bloc, Evanston IL, 2010; S. Fitzpatrick, Everyday Stalinism, Oxford, 1999; K. Ghodsee, ‘Red Riviera’: Free Time and Consumption in Communist Bulgaria, Bloomington, 2005; C. Humphrey, Karl Marx Collective: Economy, Society and Religion in a Siberian Collective Farm, Paris, 1983; S. Penn and J. Massino, Gender Politics and Everyday Life in State Socialist Eastern and Central Europe, New York, 2009; K. Verdery, Transylvanian Villagers: Three Centuries of Political, Economic and Ethnic Change, Berkeley CA, 1983; D. Koleva (Ed), Negotiating Normality: Everyday Lives in Socialist Institutions, New Brunswick, 2012; A.V. Ledeneva, Russia’s Economy of Favours: ‘Blat’, Networking and Informal Exchange, Cambridge, 1998; K. Pence and P. Betts (Eds), Socialist Modern: East German Everyday Culture and Politics, Michigan, 2007; A. Yurchak, Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More: The Last Soviet Generation, Princeton, 2005.]  [25:  Although many of these studies engaged with questions of gender, a separate literature on gender, especially women, emerged as part of scholarship on post-socialist political, economic and socio-cultural transformations.]  [26:  See, for instance, M. Pelkmans, Defending the Border: Identity, Religion, and Modernity in the Republic of Georgia, New York, 2006; Megoran, Rethinking the study of international boundaries; U.H. Meinhof (Ed), Living (with) Borders: Identity Discourses on the East-West Borders in Europe, Aldershot, 2003; U.H. Meinhof (Ed), Bordering European Identities, special issue of Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 29 (2003). Other key publications include E. Sheffer, Burned Bridge: How East and West Germans Made the Iron Curtain, Oxford, 2011; S. Mihelj, Identity, sovereignty and the Cold War at the Italian-Yugoslav border: between empire, nationhood, and class, in: R. Knight (Ed), Ethnicity, Nationalism and the European Cold War, New York, 2012, 55–86; M. Pittaway, Rethinking ethnicity and the origins of the Cold War: the Austrian-Hungarian borderlands, in: Knight (Ed.), Ethnicity, Nationalism and the European Cold War, 37–54. See also studies that examine how spaces along the former Iron Curtain have been affected by post-socialist transformations, such as S.F. Green, Notes from the Balkans: Locating Marginality and Ambiguity on the Greek-Albanian Border, Princeton NJ, 2005.] 

This is partly due to the country’s inaccessibility throughout most of its communist years. Whilst all countries of the former Eastern bloc had restrictions in place on what could be researched, Albania was the most extreme. As such, geographical scholarship, especially on the evolution of the country’s economy and society under the communist leadership of the Albanian Party of Labour headed by Enver Hoxha, and published during those years, is extremely scarce. The otherwise excellent texts on Albanian geography by Derek Hall and Örjan Sjöberg are based on secondary sources and on heavily restricted travel in which contact with ‘ordinary’ Albanians was virtually impossible, let alone in-depth fieldwork.[footnoteRef:27] Hall and Sjöberg did their best to compensate for the lack of primary fieldwork by meticulous assembly and critical evaluation of the mainly Albanian-language secondary material, including economic and demographic statistics. However, the difficulties of moving around, making independent observations, taking photographs and talking to local people who were not specially selected guides and ‘minders’ are apparent in geographers’ and travellers’ accounts. In a rare article on the country in a 1980 issue of the National Geographic, Turkish journalist and photographer Mehmet Biber wrote that ‘Never in my travels about the world had I experienced so closed a society, had I felt so much an island. Accompanied and watched constantly … I realized how little I had been able to penetrate the façade of this portentous social experiment’.[footnoteRef:28] For Albanians themselves, the ‘outside world’ became increasingly inaccessible as geopolitical and leadership insecurities were projected onto the country’s borders, and where state violence and terror profoundly marked residents’ everyday life. Life beyond the border became a world that could only be imagined, like another planet.[footnoteRef:29] [27:  D. Hall, Albania and the Albanians, London, 1994; Ö. Sjöberg, Rural Change and Development in Albania, Boulder CO, 1991.]  [28:  M. Biber, Albania, alone against the World, National Geographic 158 (1980) 557.]  [29:  G. Kapllani, A Short Border Handbook, London, 2009.] 

Yet below this surface of isolation and almost hermetic closure at the border, and besides the dominant presence of the USSR and China in the country’s efforts to rebuild itself, lay a less visible web of networks and relations spanning the communist world, from India to Cuba, from Ecuador to North Korea. As Elidor Mëhilli has artfully shown, even this small country at the edge of Europe could defy its marginalisation to influence global geopolitical debates.[footnoteRef:30]  [30:  E. Mëhilli, From Stalin to Mao: Albania and the Socialist World, New York, 2017. Mëhilli is one of an increasing group of scholars who are addressing the absence of knowledge on Albania. See E. Mëhilli, Defying de-Stalinization: Albania’s 1956, Journal of Cold War Studies 13 (2011) 4–56; G. de Rapper, La ‘biographie’: parenté incontrôlable et souillure politique dans l’Albanie communiste et post-communiste, European Journal of Turkish Studies 4 (2006) [accessible from: http://ejts.revues.org/565]; O. Lelaj, The proletarianisation of the peasantry: a narrative of socialist modernity in Albania, Ethnologia Balkanica 16 (2013) 21–39.] 

Sites and methods
This paper draws on material collected for a research project designed to answer one simple, broad question: what was everyday life really like under the regime of Enver Hoxha? The broader project attempted to provide answers to this question by collecting oral history data from narrative interviews with 120 middle-aged and older persons in a variety of urban and rural locations the length and breadth of Albania, between 2011 and 2013. Some forty in-depth personal narratives were collected from individuals at least forty years old at three border locations: Kelmend in northern Albania, bordering Montenegro; villages near Bulqiza on the eastern border with Macedonia; and villages of upper Devoll in the southeast, bordering Greece (Fig. 1).
In order to access a suitable range of participants, informal means of contact were employed, selecting local families in each area who, in turn, made referrals to other individuals. The interview sample consisted of men and women representing a range of earlier life experiences – of childhood, education and work – stretching back into various decades of the socialist era, including people in their seventies and eighties who remembered the pre-communist years of King Zog’s administration and the Italian and German occupation. The sample comprised a range of occupational and educational backgrounds, mostly cooperative workers (reflecting the occupational-institutional affiliation of the times), but also including directors, local administrators and teachers. 
Reflecting standard practice in collecting personal narratives and oral histories, the conversations were for the most part relatively unstructured by the interviewer.[footnoteRef:31] I sought wherever possible to set up the interview on a one-to-one basis with minimal outside disturbance. While this was possible in about half the cases, in others it was not, for a variety of reasons such as living in cramped conditions, genuine curiosity of family members to sit and listen if not actively contribute, and the gender dynamics between a female interviewer and male interviewee in a patriarchal setting. [31:  P. Thompson, The Voice of the Past: Oral History, Oxford, 2000.] 

Finally, it must be remembered that being interviewed for a research project was an entirely new experience for most research participants, and some of them were especially uneasy – although often only initially – talking about a period when society was so closed. In other words, a near-lifetime of control, surveillance and conformism had indelibly left its mark. For some participants the narration experience was uplifting and liberating – ‘I never had the chance to talk about these things before…’, one said. For others, the memories remained partially suppressed and resurrecting them was difficult and painful. Reflecting on their experiences of fieldwork with Iranian women in Australia who had fled persecution, Simone Dennis and Megan Warin discuss the difficulties of negotiating intimacy between the ethnographer and interviewees who have suffered trauma.[footnoteRef:32] Similarly, a number spoke of their inability to express their experiences in words. Given this sensitivity, ethical research procedures were followed scrupulously. [32:  S. Dennis and M.J. Warin, Honeyed tongues and hostile intimacy: engaging trauma across migrant worlds, Emotion, Space and Society 3 (2010) 55–63.] 

All interviews, except two, were carried out in Albanian, thus allowing participants to express themselves freely in their native language, and the deeper meaning of their narratives to be captured. Most interviews were recorded, subject to consent, and subsequently transcribed in the original spoken Albanian dialect, and selectively translated. They were analysed following the principles and practice of thematic analysis. Pseudonyms are used in order to protect interviewees’ identities, and the ages noted are those given at the time of the fieldwork.
Alongside the main interviews, I engaged in numerous more casual conversations, usually within family settings. These were not recorded but helped to shape wider understandings of everyday life in these border zones. I also undertook observational fieldwork, via a series of ‘border walks’, to observe, note and photograph the features along the border, including photographing remains of the communist period in the landscape, such as border command posts and bunkers. Finally, I drew on archival material, from both Albania’s Central State Archives in Tirana and individual repositories such as photo albums and personal documents.

Constructing the border from above: historical boundary making and Cold War geopolitics
Albania became an independent nation-state in 1912 after having been part of the Ottoman Empire for nearly five centuries. In reality this was a stump state, with nearly half of the ethnic Albanian population left outside its borders in what became Greece and Yugoslavia. The demarcation process itself involved five international boundary commissions between 1878 and 1926, set up with representatives of the Great Powers of the time following the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire. However, as Nicola Guy notes, not only did the overall geopolitical considerations of their members override ethno-linguistic reality on the ground, but the commissions themselves were composed of individuals whose expertise was highly questionable. They had limited experience of the Balkans and no ethnographic or language training in relation to the regions and communities whose fate they were to decide upon.[footnoteRef:33] Moreover, topographical maps and demographic information on the areas proved inadequate, lacking the detail necessary for such boundary work.[footnoteRef:34] This was not, therefore, a simple process of rationally and objectively drawing physical lines on the ground. Like every bordering process it reflected power struggles preceded by violent conflict. Indeed, violence, and associated discourses of threat, security and fear, continued to shape border experiences and meaning-making throughout the decades that followed. [33:  N.C. Guy, Linguistic boundaries and geopolitical interests: the Albanian boundary commissions, 1878–1926, Journal of Historical Geography 34 (2008) 448–470.]  [34:  On maps and their (perceived) uses in parts of the Greek-Albanian border, see Green, Notes from the Balkans.] 

The borders thus drawn cut through socio-economic and ethno-linguistic regions which had been interconnected for centuries. In our research locations this resulted in the separation of major market towns from their surrounding rural hinterlands.[footnoteRef:35] Consequently, the regional economy suffered from diminishing trade, contributing to impoverishment, especially of the mountainous areas and their pastoral economy, since territory was separated into what emerged as hostile states.[footnoteRef:36] Bordering as a process thus resulted in exclusion and marginalisation. Yet, as Sarah Green emphasises, cross-border connections and everyday encounters were common during peaceful times, such that parts of ‘the border … remained irrelevant until after the Second World War’.[footnoteRef:37] [35:  Guy, Linguistic boundaries and geopolitical interests; Green, Notes from the Balkans.]  [36:  J.S. Koliopoulos, Brigandage and irredentism in nineteenth-century Greece, European History Quarterly 19 (1989) 193–228.]  [37:  Green, Notes from the Balkans, 57.] 

Albania had a unique place in the bipolar geopolitical structure of the Cold War era. Its border with Greece was the southernmost segment of the Iron Curtain, and post-war Greece became America’s proxy in the Balkans whilst Albania was Stalin’s staunchest supporter and, for a while, even gave access to the Adriatic to the Soviets. The Greek civil war raged for the best part of the late 1940s – spilling over into Albania – and the violently anti-communist Greek military dictatorship (1967–1974) had the CIA’s unmistakable imprint.[footnoteRef:38] On the other hand, Albania was used by the Anglo-American intelligence services as a test case to see if a ‘counter-revolution [there] might lead to a trend in which other Stalinist regimes were subverted’.[footnoteRef:39] Thus, between 1949 and 1954 covert paramilitary infiltration operations involving anti-communist Albanian émigrés were sponsored and organised by the CIA and MI6, including from Greece.  [38:  See, for instance, J. Becket, Barbarism In Greece: A Young American Lawyer’s Inquiry Into the Use of Torture In Contemporary Greece, with Case Histories and Documents, New York, 1970.]  [39:  M.W. Dravis, Storming fortress Albania: American covert operations in microcosm, 1949–1954, Intelligence and National Security 7 (1992) 425–442.] 

On Albania’s northern and eastern borders, Yugoslavia was a friendly neighbour until 1948 – perhaps too friendly as it tried to ‘incorporate’ Albania into its federation. The Tito-Stalin rift of 1948 was the fillip Hoxha needed to slip away from this tightening grip, and Yugoslavia’s ‘third way’ of non-alignment was condemned by the Albanian regime. Albania’s new alliance with the Soviets ensured the country received much-needed grants and loans, as well as technical expertise, especially in industry. But relations eventually soured, leading to the withdrawal of these resources and an end to Soviet military deployments in the Adriatic. The final break with the USSR in 1961 came in the midst of the Sino-Soviet rift, a golden opportunity for the Albanian leadership to realign itself politically, this time with the Chinese. The Albanian-Chinese ‘brotherhood’ lasted until 1978, after which Albania trod the lonely path of orthodox Stalinism, shrouded in secrecy. Throughout these years Enver Hoxha consolidated his position as leader of the Albanian Party of Labour, ruling with an iron fist until his death in 1985. Although vowing to continue in his footsteps, Hoxha’s successor Ramiz Alia loosened the party’s grip on the populace and cautiously introduced gradual political change, culminating in the first multi-party elections of 1991.

Communist border architecture
As in other communist countries, bordering work in Albania took on renewed significance at the start of the Cold War. Despite popular belief, however, the Albanian border was not as heavily fortified as in the German Democratic Republic or Czechoslovakia. Whilst advanced technology, including anti-personnel mines, made the ‘inner German’ border almost impenetrable, what made Albania’s border control so effective was the peculiar combination of physical and psychological instruments of control.[footnoteRef:40]  [40:  See, for example, the detailed account in W.E. Stacy, US Army Border Operations in Germany, 1945–1983, Heidelberg, US Army Military History Office, 1984, 178–200, accessible from https://history.army.mil/documents/BorderOps/content.htm.] 

Within these instruments, fear emerged as a key part of top-down domination, and became present and visible through both embodiment and materialisation as physical border infrastructure.[footnoteRef:41] Fear was itself produced as a bordermaking instrument through a combination of terrorising practices along the border, persecution, Panopticon-inspired self-censorship and widespread ground-up intelligence gathering. In addition, powerful ideological propaganda through the state mass media, made effective by an almost total ban on independent outside information, was successfully used as a tool to justify the existence of these practices, as well as to ensure people’s loyalty and participation in their own regulation. There was thus an interlacing of top-down border construction practices with ground-up participation, which I seek to illuminate in the rest of the paper. Needless to say, there were differences over time in both the severity and effectiveness of these tactics. These variations reflected the constant ebb and flow of diplomatic alliances with foreign governments, linked to internal struggles within the Albanian communist leadership, as well as the latter’s pathway to building ethno-nationalism.[footnoteRef:42] [41:  Williams and Boyce, Fear, loathing and everyday geopolitics of encounter.]  [42:  See Mëhilli, Defying de-Stalinization.] 

Throughout these geopolitical and internal struggles borders were paramount for the regime, as reflected in the border architecture. The first step in setting up this architecture was to section off a geographical area as a ‘borderzone’ (zonë kufitare). This was a strip of variable width – between two and five kilometres – running parallel to the border, access to which was heavily restricted. It was physically separated from the rest of Albania by a signal fence (in Albanian, klon), which consisted of a two-metre high barbed wire barrier strung on wooden, and later concrete, fence posts and employing an electrical signalling device. The fence contained around twenty wires criss-crossed every ten centimetres through which a low voltage current was sent. Upon contact with the wire, an alarm was activated at the command post indicating the location of the incident. A patrol would then be dispatched to inspect the area.
The next layer of infrastructure was closer to the border. This was a stretch of land called the ‘soft strip’ (brez i butë) of around two metres wide, immediately adjoining the border. It was meant to detect the footprints of foreign intruders or ‘diversionists’ (diversantë) entering Albania from neighbouring countries, and especially of Albanians who tried to escape. A group of trusted cooperative workers raked the earth at regular intervals, keeping it smooth and clear of vegetation. Where the ground was too rocky and mountainous, more barbed wire was placed with cans hanging from it to trigger sounds upon trespass. It was impossible, however, to place such physical barriers along the entire length of the border, and some parts of the border, particularly on rugged terrain in the northernmost corners of the country, had no human constructed physical barriers. The border itself was marked with plain border stones and, at intervals, concrete pyramid-shaped pillars one to two meters above ground which had the initials of the countries chiselled on each side, and the post’s sequential number. 
The border was patrolled by army guards in units of three. They were stationed in makeshift positions and on duty for eight-hour shifts. Some army personnel were stationed in watchtowers constructed close to the border and used to look out for movements within and across it. The command post (posta kufitare) further inland housed the army’s local headquarters, and was where off-duty soldiers ate and slept (Fig. 2). Border guards were selected from communist families and were deployed in areas far from their village of origin so that if defectors were spotted family or kinship loyalties did not stand in the way of the guards’ duty to shoot them. The officers themselves lived with their own families in local villages in houses which had often been confiscated from escapees or families that had been forcibly removed. 
Mobility to and within the area categorised as the borderzone was heavily controlled and restricted. The villages within the borderzone became what one interviewee called a ‘prison within a prison’. Their inhabitants were regularly ‘filtered’ and those considered a threat were forcibly relocated ‘inland’. A 1953 directive of the politburo requested that these borderzones be ‘cleansed’ (spastrohen) of such ‘families who were under suspicion for espionage or for sheltering incursions of Albanian escapees working for foreign intelligence agencies [diversantë], and who have close relatives in fascist states such as Greece, Yugoslavia, Italy, America etc’.[footnoteRef:43] In addition, entry and exit to these borderzones was only through designated checkpoints (postbllok). Here, border residents needed to show their internal passports which were marked with a ‘borderzone’ stamp (see Fig. 3). Anyone wanting to visit them was required to obtain a special permit from the local branch of the feared Ministry of Interior. [43:  A report on displacement (shpërnguljet) from the border, marked ‘Top secret’, dated 5 June 1953 and signed by the Minister of Interior Mehmet Shehu, Central State Archives (Arkivi Qendror Shtetëror), Tirana [hereafter AQSH], F. 490, Prime Minister’s Office (Kryeministria), V. 1953, Dos. 610, Fl. 1. All translations from Albanian in this paper are my own.] 

Within the border villages, inhabitants and visitors were subjected to constant surveillance and dusk-to-dawn curfews. Liza, an interviewee in her mid forties from the Bulqiza research site at the Macedonian border, recalled childhood visits to her aunt in a border village:

My aunt used to live in the village of Kllopçisht [bordering Macedonia]. … When we visited there was a curfew in place after six o’clock [pm] in the winter and eight o’clock in the summer. … In the middle of the village there was an observation tower twenty metres high which had a projector light, like a lighthouse. A soldier was always on watch there and he observed all the movements in the village – who was coming and going, who was out at night – and supposedly the other side of the border as well.

Liza’s description of the panoptic architecture of the watchtower was obvious in other border villages I visited during the fieldwork, where some of this communist infrastructure was still present, albeit often in dilapidated condition (Fig. 4a and 4b). Like Jeremy Bentham’s Panopticon, it was impossible for the soldier to observe everyone in every corner of the village at once. Rather, it was the feeling of being under constant surveillance that disciplined villagers’ behaviour.[footnoteRef:44] Thus, Liza attributes to the soldier the superhuman ability of simultaneously watching everywhere, even on the other side of the border. This was a powerful mechanism for controlling mobility in border areas, and one that used fear as a controlling instrument.  [44:  M. Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, London, 1977.] 

Williams and Boyce have shown that for the heavily militarised US-Mexico border, fear and (in)security ‘materialise in walls/fences’ which are aimed as much at instilling fear in the local population as those on the other side of the barriers. As the Albanian case also shows, fear was generated even where no physical barriers were constructed.

Constructing the border from below: border lives, transborder dreams
In this section I focus on the ground-up constructions of the border by ‘ordinary’ citizens living on, and with, it. The border is presented as seen through their eyes to demonstrate how the process of bordering was given meaning through their lived experiences, emotions, everyday practices and cultural productions. However, these are not homogenous everyday lives, but the different experiences of people positioned differently in power geometries shaped by gender and social status.[footnoteRef:45] Important temporal differences in how borders were experienced and understood were also noted within the lifecycle of individuals, as well as across the history of Albania’s communist period. [45:  D. Massey, Imagining globalization: power-geometries of time-space, in: A. Brah, M.J. Hickman and M. Mac an Ghaill (Eds), Global Futures: Migration, Environment and Globalization, Basingstoke, 1999, 27–44.] 

Once again, fear was a dominant theme that emerged from analysing the accounts of border residents. We first hear from Maria, who recounted the effect of this materialised fear in her community. In her mid fifties at the time of the interview, Maria grew up in Vermosh, the northernmost village in Albania, on the border with Montenegro. She was one of nine children in a very poor family, with parents working hard as farmers. After secondary education she worked as an agronomist, also holding various local political positions: 
Life was difficult and very stressful because the slightest movement at night, even that of an animal or beast, set off the alarm and the entire population was on its feet [tan populli n’kam], day and night, at any time.

Like the watchtower in Liza’s village, the alarm that is set off in Maria’s story presents a picture of communities living in a state of perpetual surveillance, and on constant alert. 
Arguably, more than the physical barriers, it was the psychological terror produced by a state-centred framework of fear that ensured compliance. People living close to the border were the ones most able to defect, given that they knew the terrain well. Villagers living inside the klon had no insurmountable, physical barriers to overcome and several interviewees told me that it would have been relatively easy for them to cross over to Yugoslavia or Greece along paths through the forests or over the mountains made by shepherds and woodcutters. However, the consequences for those left behind would have been devastating because of what I call deep-level persecution. Persecution in this sense was directed not simply at the individual dissident, but extended to their immediate family and other relatives, including future generations. Any would-be defector was considered by the state as an enemy of the people (armik i popullit), whose parents, spouse, children and more distant relatives would be marked for life as bearing a ‘bad biography’.[footnoteRef:46] In everyday life this ‘stain’ would translate into imprisonment, internal exile to remote rural areas, young people being barred from attending secondary or higher education, marginalisation in local communities, and families being constantly kept under surveillance and treated with contempt.[footnoteRef:47] Arguably, therefore, this form of punishment differs from collective punishment because of its duration over time. The very group name given to such individuals and families – ‘de-classed’ (të deklasuar) – reflected their low status in society.[footnoteRef:48]  [46:  For a detailed analysis of ‘biography’, see de Rapper, La ‘biographie’: parenté incontrôlable et souillure politique dans l’Albanie communiste et post-communiste.]  [47:  According to the penal code, the penalty for an individual attempting escape was a minimum ten-year prison sentence, if not shot dead while crossing the border.]  [48:  This literally means ‘without class’, in other words not belonging to any of the three classes under socialism: the working class, the cooperative peasantry and the intelligentsia (cadres), and thus considered to be outside, or at the margins, of socialist society. ] 

Particularly harsh treatment was meted out to families in the Kelmend area of northern Albania, especially during the early postwar years and following armed anti-communist resistance there. In other cases ‘soft’ marginalisation and exclusion were perceived as part of everyday life. The family of Leta, an interviewee in her early sixties, from a village on the Albanian-Greek border in the south, had been marked as ‘de-classed’ because of her brother-in-law’s escape abroad. Leta remembered how her young daughter came home one day crying after not being allowed to join her work unit within the klon due to her ‘bad biography’. Besides having lost a day’s earnings, she had also been made to feel ashamed. As Leta explained, her daughter was perceived as at risk of escaping, like her uncle, and thus as a threat to the country.
Beside deep-level persecution, the production of fear in these border communities was also realised through practices of state terror, such as putting dead bodies on public display. This is how Veiz, in his late sixties and living in the southern border area, remembered the gruesome events of his brother’s death following an ill-fated escape attempt in 1982:

His intestines were all spread out on the floor as he lay there, and all of his teeth had been broken and he was covered in blood, laying there on the street near the police station …. The entire village came there: some were kicking him, others spitting on him, … some were saying ‘tie him to the truck and drag him along the street’ …. My father sat on a chair, smoking his pipe. They [the police] told him ‘go on, kick your son’. My father refused, ‘I will not kick him, he is my son, you carry on, but don’t ask me to as he is my son ….’

Threats and the resulting fear were both projected onto this young man’s dead body. Such state-sanctioned murder was the ultimate tool of terror used against anyone entertaining dreams of escaping to a free and prosperous outside world. In this way these border village squares became lived spaces of embodied geopolitics, sites of necropolitics and ‘zones of death’.[footnoteRef:49] Yet the son’s attempts to escape and the father’s refusal to be complicit in the denigration of his body require an acknowledgment of resistance as the display of human agency, even in the face of death. This leads us to depart from any notion of the omnipresence and omnipotence of state surveillance and domination, both because the state required local residents to assist them in the maintenance of the border through deadly force, and because some resisted. By both resisting and perpetuating violence, local residents transformed the border from a state border into their border as well.[footnoteRef:50] [49:  A. Mbembe, De La Postcolonie: Essai sur l'Imagination Politique dans l'Afrique Contemporaine, Karthala, 2000; see also V. Massaro and J. Williams, Feminist geopolitics, Geography Compass 7 (2013) 567–577.]  [50:  See Pelkmans, Defending the Border; Williams and Boyce, Fear, loathing and the everyday geopolitics of encounter.] 

Ground-up border making based on the participation of parts of the Albanian border-area population also worked through the ways in which intelligence gathering, or local spying, contributed to the production of fear. Nafije, an interviewee in her late seventies living with her husband in southern Albania, lowered her voice as she whispered that people spied on each other, voicing an often-repeated expression that ‘one in three [people] was a spy’.[footnoteRef:51] Ordinary villagers thus became the eyes and ears of the state on the ground. This collusion and cooperation took various forms. For instance, some acted as informants for the dreaded Sigurimi (the Albanian intelligence and security agency). Others found themselves enrolled in civilian patrol units (çet vullnetare), particularly active in border villages during curfews or in emergencies.  [51:  Several other interviewees, especially of her generation, lowered their voice during interviews if they were saying something considered as subversive, which illustrates the continued effect of the deep-seated fear even years after the regime’s collapse.] 

Analysis of interviewees’ accounts of collaboration presents a spectrum between fierce loyalty and coercion, motivated by a range of factors including fear, monetary benefits, settling personal scores against others, as well as ideological conviction and loyalty to the party. Such positions were not always static but changed over time. For example, interviewees noted how brutal acts of state violence, like the killing of those who tried to escape, made even the most loyal supporters doubt and question the party line. Furthermore, acute consumer shortages in late socialism, combined with a softening of the state’s grip, resulted in more relaxed attitudes generally. Maria, whom we met earlier, gave an account of collaboration between the border guards, local authorities and local residents in her village. Various individuals contribute to intelligence gathering in this story, as two young men in their early twenties are hunted down while they attempt to escape to Yugoslavia:

It was 1986. Everyone was mobilised – the volunteer troops [çeta and zborist], the regular army units, everyone .… Everyone was a soldier [tan populli ushtar]. For an entire week no one had any sleep, no one. Except for the children and the elderly who were at home, everyone else was outside .… A day before the young men were caught, some shepherds up in the pastures saw them walking on the bare mountain ridge … and decided to inform the command post …. During the day the guys were hiding …, they would only move at night .... So they were able to … walk as far as the border. Near the border there was a geology station manned by a guard. He detected them and notified the border guards immediately. The alarm went off and everyone was mobilised .... The men had become like a [human] fence [tan u ban gardh], as there was a unit every ten metres. The two young men wanted to cross the border by walking into a ravine. One of the border guards heard the noise of their movements, lit their position with a searchlight and shot at them. One of them [defectors] was wounded, the other tried to run away and was shot dead.

As Maria points out, it was not the wire fence, but its human equivalent that was key in successfully capturing the bodies and destroying the dreams of those who dared to try and cross the border. Such local actions aligned with the state’s aims, thus contributed to ‘fixing’ the border.[footnoteRef:52] Nevertheless, in other examples villagers acted in opposite ways, deconstructing the fixity of the border by sharing local intelligence with those who were the target of the Sigurimi.  [52:  M. Pelkmans, Chaos and order along the (former) Iron Curtain, in: H. Donnan and T.M. Wilson (Eds), The Blackwell Companion to Border Studies, Chichester, 2012, 269–282.] 

Whilst fear played a central role in shaping the experiences and actions of border residents, ideological commitment cannot be overlooked. This was particularly strong in the early post-war years and amongst the generation that had experienced the horrors of the war. State propaganda also ensured that subsequent generations were inculcated with ideas of pride in the nation’s sovereignty and the importance for Albania’s survival of protecting its borders. Indeed, a slogan of the time made protecting the border a ‘duty above duty’ for every Albanian citizen. Commemorations and performances were central in normalising this ideology and making it part of everyday life in border areas. Perhaps the most important of these events was the commemoration of the creation of the border forces on 25th of April 1948. On this day each year border communities and command posts hosted visitors, mainly organised school students and selected war veterans. The activities included talks by the border officers and musical performances. They aimed to reinforce pride in the achievements of socialism, primarily the country’s independence, and exalted the leadership of the party and Enver Hoxha in particular. The commemorations also served as a reminder of the determination that each border resident should have to loyally protect the nation’s sovereignty from the foreign advances of ‘imperialist’ enemies. Liza’s memories of those days were vivid, as this excerpt from her interview shows:

On the border day [festa e kufirit] the entire school used to go to the command post. I was very active in artistic groups as I had a passion for arts, literature and singing …. And we used to organise nice concerts and perform for the soldiers at the border. Like all children we also had dreams. We would put the officer’s hat on our head and have our photographs taken …. They would give us their binoculars and say ‘Look, look over there, they haven’t got enough to feed themselves’. … We looked at the minarets in Debar [Dibër t’Madhe, in Yugoslav Macedonia]. But over there the lights were shining day and night, in winter and summer. ‘Why do they keep their lights on?’ – we would ask. ‘Oh, just to show off, just to convince us they live better’. Because this is how we needed to see it, this was what should stick in our minds. … ‘Dancing in the mouth of the wolf’ [në gojë të ujkut hedhim valle], ‘how beautiful is our Albania’. And we truly believed it!

Hundreds of kilometres away, in the southern villages bordering Greece, similar festivities took place under the same slogan. Çelo, of the same generation as Liza, noted in his interview that there was an orchestra sent from the nearest city by the authorities to do the rounds in the border villages to drum up optimism, joy and enthusiasm for the socialist path, whilst defying the foreign ‘blockade’:

There was a guy from Korçë, he played the accordion …, someone else the clarinet. … This was the border orchestra which used to go in each village …. We were little and we would dance here in the village square. … And then they [the orchestra] would go up to the pyramid [border stone] … as they were trusted people. And we danced. ‘Dancing in the mouth of the wolf’. That’s what we used to say … and what they used to tell us.

In this way, ‘dancing in the mouth of the wolf’ became a symbolic act of defiance by a small, but proud and heroic country, which taunted the neighbouring ‘imperialist wolves’ right on their doorstep. These performances played a crucial role in the top-down construction of border spaces, which, together with the broader mass media propaganda, operated as tactics of ‘soft power’.[footnoteRef:53] Borders thus become key instruments of what Anssi Paasi calls ‘discursive landscapes of social power’, expressions of territoriality that become institutionalised through, among other things, nationalist performances such as the ones depicted here.[footnoteRef:54] [53:  I thank Dr Charlotte Veal for suggesting this concept. See also A. Rogers, Geographies of the performing arts: landscapes, places and cities, Geography Compass 6 (2012) 60–75.]  [54:  Paasi, The shifting landscapes of border studies, 375.] 

Despite the ever-present feelings of fear and these attempts at ideological control, life in border areas was also marked by hope, the hope that the border would one day open and that families that had been separated from each other would finally reunite. Dila, a school teacher in her forties, living in Kelmend, was from one such family. Her grandmother was born in an ethnic Albanian community in Montenegro, just across the border, but in the 1930s married Dila’s grandfather who lived in the Albanian part of Kelmend. Such marriage patterns were commonly reported by the interviewees from this region. Indeed, it seemed the border had been irrelevant until the establishment of the communist regime, when the separation of families ensued, followed by pain and hardship.[footnoteRef:55] As Dila reminisced, the embodiment of her childhood pain was palpable in her voice and obvious in her body language: [55:  Green, Notes from the Balkans, 57.] 


My grandmother didn’t see her relatives for fifty years. There were deaths and births in the family and she absolutely [didn’t know] – no letters, telephones or anything else …. When her mother died, she heard about it after eight years …. Her family lives in Triesh [Zatrijebač], right opposite Greça, that part of the mountain is theirs, their house is there and further up was their alpine pasture [bjeshk]. It was very near. My grandmother would walk over there [to the top of the mountain on the Albanian side] for three to four hours from here [the village in Kelmend] when she would take the sheep to graze. As young children we often went with her and she would always find a spot from where the command post on the Yugoslavian side could be seen – its roof was covered in cement cladding panels [eternit] and would shine under the sun. She would always stop on this spot to take a break and looking in the distance she would cry. We felt pain for her and cried with her. ‘Look over there is my family [gjini]’, she would say. ‘Will I ever see them again?’ I remember her tearful eyes to this day.

Some tried to circumvent the border with all its furniture and surveillance, fully aware that in so doing they risked their lives. Gjela, in her mid seventies and from Kelmend, spoke of her sister-in-law: 

Her brother was in Yugoslavia and at the time the border was closed [a ken dry kufini] …. She met with her brother secretly …, pretending she had gone to fetch water at the foot of the mountain. But someone spied on them and so she was caught and taken to prison. She was given fifteen years, but she only did five …. She left a son and a daughter for me to bring up, so I looked after them until she was released.

It was not until the mid 1980s, after Hoxha’s death, that the freeze in cross-border relations started to thaw. Initial supervised visits to relatives were organised, often of older people, signalling the dawn of a new era. Border areas and border communities, having been buffer zones and spaces of power contestation for decades, now had the opportunity to become bridges and to reconnect people and neighbouring countries once again.

Conclusion
Border studies have been at the core of political geography, experiencing a significant boost especially since the end of the Cold War.[footnoteRef:56] The proliferation of this scholarship has contributed to transforming our understanding of borders from the traditional view of fixed formal dividing lines, to one that considers borders as social processes, sets of practices and discourses, brought to life by symbols, performances and emotions, as much as by institutions and governance. At the same time, the border is not neutral, and whilst ‘seeing like a border’ may give us a different vantage point than if we were seeing ‘like a state’, the border has different impacts on different people, and is experienced and given meaning by them in different ways.[footnoteRef:57] Adopting Benedict Anderson’s ‘inverted telescope’ to pay close attention to practices of everyday life, this article brings into focus otherwise marginalised territories, lives, emotions and power struggles around one significant border.[footnoteRef:58]  [56:  Paasi, The shifting landscapes of border studies, 378.]  [57:  Andersen, Kramsch and Sandberg, Inverting the telescope on borders that matter.]  [58:  Anderson, The Spectre of Comparisons.] 

Through unpacking the ‘borderwork’ involved, a more nuanced understanding of the relationship between the state and its citizens, especially border residents, emerges. Such borderwork is not simply material or physical, such as putting up or tearing down razor wire fences, but it is closely entwined with emotions and affect. Fear – the primary emotion in our Albanian interviewees’ narratives – was a key instrument used by the state to exercise domination over its citizens, but one which did not go uncontested. The ways in which local border residents engaged with this fear, complied with it, but also resisted it, even onto death, are illustrative of citizens’ agency, even when confronted with a brutal regime.
By revealing the dynamics and multiplicity of the power relations between states and citizens, across space and over time, this article contributes to scholarship which seeks to understand the forms borders and bordering processes take in different contexts, and for differently situated social actors. These bordering processes emerge through, and are constitutive of, individual experiences mapped onto the constellation of power geometries, where gender, age, marital status and, above all, social background intersect. Nevertheless, for most border residents, life in these border areas was a careful balancing act of compliance and resistance, more covert at certain times and more overt at others.
In this play of power and resistance on the border, ‘dancing in the mouth of the wolf’ takes on a dual symbolism. Looking outward it was the performance of resistance of this tiny nation in the face of the ‘imperialists’. Borderwork as control over social space and territoriality here takes place at the state level situated in the global geopolitical arena. However, facing inwards, ‘ordinary’ Albanian citizens, through their many forms of compliance with and resistance to state power, and through their emotions of fear and hope, danced in the mouth of the wolf too. 
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