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The research network Crossroads Asia,
funded by the BMBF, started off in March
2011 with the aim to question the validity of
the conventional ‘world regions’ of Central
and South Asia as defining bases for area
studies as conceptualized, organized, and
taught at German universities. The increas-
ing mobility of people, goods and ideas
along Asia’s crossroads—so the network’s
underlying assumption—can no longer jus-
tify a division of the world in territorially
fixed ‘areas’, defined by certain character
traits to be found on the ‘inside’, but instead
demands concepts of ‘area’ that take these
dynamisms into account. For doing so, the
network chose a novel approach with Nor-
bert Elias’ figurations at its conceptual cen-
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tre. After three years of largely empirical,
ethnographic research, the network has in-
dulged in a process of bringing the differ-
ent empirical insights on the role of mobili-
ties and immobilities in the spatialities of
everyday life together by discussing the
conceptual, methodological, and episte-
mological research outcomes and lessons
they offer for conventional area studies ap-
proaches. This text offers a brief summary
and overview, hoping to invite other inter-
ested scholars into the debate.
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Charlie Hebdo, Ebola, and Crossroads
Asia

The year 2015 was still young when the
deadly attack on the French satirical
magazine ‘Charlie Hebdo' continued a
series of events that-since the early
summer of 2014—hold the world in mo-
tion. Events such as the renegotiation of
the political border between Russia and
the Ukraine or the activities of the ‘Islam-
ic State' in Irag and Syria point us to the
relevance of Crossroads Asia's research
foci on the mobile dimension of peo-
ple's everyday practices and how these
practices scrutinise existing categories
of spatial and social organisation. The
mobility of people, goods, ideas, and vi-
ruses inherently questions political bor-
ders and socio-cultural, ethnicity- and
religion-based boundaries. The recent
appearance of Da'esh’, or ‘Islamic State’,
graffiti all over Pakistan is just the most
recent indicator of how symbols travel;
the events in Paris illustrate how power-
ful symbols are in guiding human action.
Looking at Africa, the recent outbreak of
the Ebola virus in its western part illus-
trates how a virus spreading along the
main transport routes and nodes leads
to the compartmentalisation of cities
into affected and non-affected parts, a
tightening of border controls, but also to
the drawing of new cognitive boundar-
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ies, equating the region of Western Af-
rica with ‘the Ebola region’.

In line with our research within the compe-
tence network of Crossroads Asia, these
events indicate that different types of mo-
bility, just as much as immobility, and thus
different types of borders and boundaries
are negotiated, take on shape, come into
being, or are deconstructed again in and
as a consequence of human interaction,
which is also always communicative inter-
action. The everyday practices of liveli-
hood provision in the border regions be-
tween Pakistan and India, Iran and
Afghanistan, Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, and
western China, as well as at the verge of
socio-cultural boundaries and modes of
social differentiation and ordering in Uz-
bekistan and Tajikistan, suggest that some
of the geographically fixed categories that
our world operates in are increasingly
characterised by degrees of dynamism
that transcend territorial fixity. This holds
true for the conventional world regions
identified after the Second World War,
such as Central and South Asia within the
Crossroads context. Yet, the above-men-
tioned events additionally infringe upon
the sovereignty of nation states and their
possibilities to act as territorially fixed enti-
ties. Ebola—as well as regional Jihadism—
does not stop at political (national or re-
gional) borders.
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The competence network Crossroads
Asia, funded by the Area Studies Initiative
of the German Ministry of Education and
Research, started off in March 2011 with
the aim to scrutinise the conventional spa-
tial concepts—the ‘world regions' of Cen-
tral and South Asia—underlying today’s
conceptualisations and teaching of area
studies at German universities. The newly
obvious and increasing mobility of peo-
ple, goods, and ideas along Asia’s cross-
roads—so the network’s underlying as-
sumption—does not justify a division of the
world into territorially fixed ‘areas’ as ‘con-
tainers', defined by certain character traits
to be found on the ‘inside’, but instead de-
mands conceptualizations of ‘area’ that
take these dynamisms into account (Miel-
ke and Hornidge). For doing so, and with
the broader aim of rethinking convention-
al area studies approaches, the network
brings together area studies expertise
from Central, South Asian, and lIranian
Studies with the social sciences and hu-
manities, namely geography, political sci-
ence, sociology, linguistics, social anthro-
pology, and history.

Crossroads Studies: Research Lens, Tool-
box, and Approach

Drawing on Norbert Elias' concept of figu-
rations (What is Sociology?), the network
took on a relational perspective on space
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underlining not only the constructed char-
acter of social and physical spaces and
‘areas’ as manifestations of power rela-
tions, butin addition the interdependence
of multiple spatialities, such as places,
scales, networks, distances, and mobilities
(Leitner et al.; Jessop et al.). Following the
more general idea of a social construction
of reality (Berger and Luckmann), the net-
work attributes importance to how social
and spatial, ‘subjective’ (emic) and ‘objec-
tive' realities are constructed through
communicative action and interaction in
correspondence with each other (Knob-
lauch, Kommunikationskultur, “Diskurs”
“Konstruktivismus”; Keller, Diskursanalyse,
“Approach to Discourse”). Building on lo-
cal perceptions of reality and their mani-
festation in the construction of different
types of spaces, the network’s focus at the
content level shifts to a more in-depth
analysis of the dynamic processes of geo-
graphic and social mobility and immobil-
ity and the interactive negotiation of po-
litical, socio-cultural, and ethnic
boundaries and borders in processes of
boundary drawing and weakening. Be-
sides this conceptual pillar on the ‘figura-
tive construction of space’, we develop a
methodological approach called ‘follow
the figuration' and-as a third (ethical) pil-
lar—reflect on the potential impact of us as
researchers: our own socio-spatial and
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disciplinary positionality in the process of
knowledge generation and the effect it
yields on our results. The three pillars are
each contributing to the development of
‘Crossroads Studies’ as an interdisciplinary
research paradigm in the making.

Conceptual: Figurative Construction of
Space

The debate on area studies versus ‘sys-
tematic’ disciplines has repeatedly re-
volved around two criticisms of the re-
spective ‘other’, regarding (1) area studies
as theory-distant and without ‘proper’
methodological tools; and (2) ‘systematic’
disciplines as Euro- and Western-centric,
thus in fact being nothing other than area
studies of the global North and West, the
world regions that acted as their empirical
bases (Mielke and Hornidge “Cross-
roads”). These criticisms have in the past
4-5 years evoked increasingly concerted
efforts in the area studies themselves to
self-confidently analyse their empirical
data and conceptualise, developing non-
Western, non-Northern ‘mid-range con-
cepts’ (Houben). Robert Merton here
speaks of ‘middle-range theories', ab-
stractions that "lie between the minor but
necessary working hypotheses [...] and
the all-inclusive systematic efforts to de-
velop a unified theory that will explain all
the observed uniformities of social behav-
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ior, social organisation, and social change”
(Merton 39). Crossroads Asia's research so
far has resulted in abstractions that could
become stepping stones for ‘mid-range
concept-development’, based on Asian
empirics collected in difficult environ-
ments. These include concepts such as
the ‘Kashmir space’ (Mato Bouzas
“Space”), 'social order’ (Mielke et al. “Di-
mensions”; Mielke “Constructing the Im-
age") 'linguistic conflictuality’ (Rzehak), as
well as ‘forms of functional-strategically
motivated social differentiation’ (Horn-
idge et al. “Boundary Management”;
Hornidge et al. "Uzbekistan”).

The concept of the ‘Kashmir space’ (Mato
Bouzas “Space”) assesses how the pro-
duction of Kashmir as a specific spatiality
draws heavily on boundary-strengthening
processes linked to feelings of ‘belong-
ing’ that also explain the cultural and so-
cial heterogeneity of Kashmir. Here also
the dichotomy of being at a certain place
and at the same time feeling to ‘belong’
to another is unveiled. The ‘social order’
concept (Mielke et al. “Dimensions”; Miel-
ke "Constructing the Image”) enables us
to analyse local politics as processual and
relational negotiation of interests based
on emic rationalities and a qualification of
the category of ‘the state’ as the dominant
factor in people'’s everyday lives and as
the epistemological base for understand-
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ing governance. The concept of ‘linguistic
conflictuality’ (Rzehak) assesses this hu-
man aim to structure and order the social
reality that we live in—and by doing so
constructing it—by assessing conflict as a
universal aspect of social action and inter-
action in the functional semantics that we
employ. These studies on the languages
of Dari and Pashto thus offer a contribu-
tion to the field of linguistics of communi-
cation and functional grammar. Practices
of functional differentiation—and the
boundary-drawing and weakening prac-
tices that constitute these—also stand at
the centre of ‘forms of functional-strategi-
cally motivated social differentiation’
(Hornidge et al. "Boundary Manage-
ment”; Hornidge et al. "Uzbekistan”). The
concept aims at developing ongoing de-
bates of formal/informal forms of social
differentiation further by differentiating
formal (along formal rules), strategic
(along formal and informal rules), as well
as discursive practices (discursively com-
pensating the deviations from the formal
rules through strategic practices).

All of these early-stage ‘mid-range con-
cept’ developments study processes and
practices of boundary-strengthening and
-weakening and their role in determining
or simply shaping mobilities as well as
immobilities of people, goods, ideas,
and symbols. They suggest that a social
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and temporal-spatial concept of reality is
constructed in and through communica-
tive action and interaction, one which not
only relates to local cultural knowledge
reservoirs and practices, but also takes
on relevance in transnational relation-
ships. Encapsulated in language, such
spatial representations transcend physi-
cal borders and the margins of tradition-
al communities of speech, such as when
the BBC service in Pashto coins neolo-
gisms that find currency in both Afghani-
stan and Pakistan; the figurative ties here
stretch beyond Asia to London and all
the way back (Sékefeld and Bolognani
“Kashmiris in Britain”).

Methodological: Follow the Figuration

In order to capture the dynamic of the mo-
bile, Crossroads Asia’s research empiri-
cally builds on two methodological ad-
vancements: conducting research in
multiple locations belonging to one figu-
ration or one journey studied—in the sense
of a ‘multi-sited ethnography' (Marcus)—
and joining the people, goods, and ideas
with (im-)mobilities under study and there-
by deriving the research space from the
their space(s) of interaction. In line with
Elias’ figurational approach, and inspired
by a participatory and dynamic innovation
development approach named ‘Follow
the Innovation’ (Hornidge et al. "Transdici-
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plinary Innovation”; Ul-Hassan et al.
“Guidelines”), ‘Follow the Figuration’ as a
dynamic, qualitative methodology for
studying the mobile and the interdepen-
dencies that enable and restrict mobilities
is being developed. The approach entails
following travelling people, goods, and
ideas and basically letting the mobility of
the studied determine the researcher’s
next moves. Points of departure of these
subjects, objects, and ideas so far have
been located in the geographic region
between eastern Iran and western China
as well as the Aral Sea and northern India,
yet following the mobile took Crossroads
Asia's researchers far beyond these geog-
raphies. A study into the silent mobilities
of women in northern Afghanistan, for ex-
ample, assessed marriage networks cross-
ing different ethnic and social groups.
From the point of departure, namely Ma-
zar-e Sharif, the research extended to Ta-
jikistan, Uzbekistan, and Turkey-all sites
part of the studied marriage figurations.
An interesting—and for the research, fruit-
ful-implication of the multi-sited ethnog-
raphy was that many respondents were
substantially more open to being inter-
viewed and observed when outside of
their home environments (Durdu). Besides
the enabling aspects of ‘mobile method-
ologies’ for knowledge generation, sev-
eral research experiences in ‘difficult envi-
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ronments’, characterised by mistrust, high
levels of self-censorship, and lack of phys-
ical safety, in Pakistan, Afghanistan, and
Iran led us to start reflecting on the meth-
od’s limitations in conflictual environments
(Crossroads Asia Working Group Conflict)
as well as on the limitations of ourselves as
researchers trapped in not only our own
worldviews (disciplinary, western, etc.),
but also epistemologies.

Epistemological: Reflexivity and Position-
ality

Rethinking area studies as they are prac-
ticed in German teaching and research as
of today requires a reflection on global
and national knowledge structures, facili-
tating and to a large degree determining
what type of and whose knowledge is
heard, on academic disciplinary to inter-
disciplinary (maybe even postdisci-
plinary) knowledge production, as well as
on our own researcher’s position in reaf-
firming or changing existing epistemolo-
gies (keyword: positionality; Mielke and
Hornidge, “Crossroads”). How do the the-
ories and methods, largely originating
from Western/Northern empirical con-
texts, while claiming to be of universal
value, influence how we approach our re-
search objects and subjects? How are we
ourselves shaped by our disciplinary/area
studies backgrounds, by our own socio-
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cultural, ethnic origin, our sex, age, posi-
tion within the academic sector, etc.? Are
we (i.e. a German sociologist/Southeast
Asianist, etc.) at all able to develop non-
western ‘mid-range concepts'? Are we
able to leave our epistemological trap—
e.g. through team research in interdisci-
plinary and intercultural teams? Or are we
indeed trapped, and only the Tajik social
scientist and the Kyrgyz anthropologist
amongst us can call their work non-west-
ern ‘mid-range concepts'? And finally,
what are the research ethical consider-
ations of this for our research? How do we
overcome the ‘us’ and ‘them’ divide in the
research process?

The communicative negotiation and rela-
tional construction of spaces also has a
non-negligible impact on how acting sub-
jects self-identify and what positionality
they claim for themselves (Alff) or attribute
to others (Boboyorov). And just as people
in their everyday actions position them-
selves in translocal figurations involving,
for example, educational mobility, re-
searchers in their fields are also partici-
pants in a distinct figuration and must ne-
gotiate their own positionality.
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Outlook

The three separate research components
introduced above are contributing to the
development of an interdisciplinary re-
search paradigm for knowledge genera-
tion in different ‘areas’ of the world; we call
it ‘Crossroads Studies’ Based on Elias’
concept of figurations, the tracing of hu-
man interdependencies in interactions
across socio-cultural and physical spaces
enables the identification and analysis of
real and virtual spheres of activity that are
opened up and dynamised by social, eco-
nomic, political, cultural, and religious in-
teractions. In the coming years, further sys-
tematic exploration will be required to
uncover the limitations of the concept of
figurations and how they can be compen-
sated for or supplemented with comple-
mentary methodological approaches. In
advancing this approach, our concern
continues to lie on finding productive an-
swers to frequently heard criticisms of
what are perceived as deficits of area stud-
ies: thinking in pre-defined territorial re-
search spaces and ‘containers’, the episte-
mological peripheralisation of particular
geographic locations within ‘areas’ (van

#04-2015

Schendel), and, more broadly, ignorance
of the ‘spatial turn’ in the social sciences
(Schroer; Ingold; Léw). By synthesizing
the empirical insights generated in the
first four years of research, we expect to
expedite the content-focused debates on
area studies and space/spatialities, discus-
sions on methodology, and the elabora-
tion of theory in the respective specialist
disciplines, and deliver on the frequently-
heard demand that research on the global
South should be more prominent within
specialist disciplines (i.e. Lackner and Wer-
ner, Braig and Hentschke; Hentschke). The
bundling of conceptual, methodological,
and epistemological considerations un-
der the notion of ‘Crossroads Studies’ as
programme for research and teaching is
notintended to lead away from ‘areas’, but
rather to focus on the dynamic and (im-)
mobile element that determines the social
and communicative construction of spatial
realities and to underline how the (re-)ne-
gotiation processes of physical, social, and
thus also epistemological spaces have to
stand at the centre of area studies research
and teaching in the twenty-first century.
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