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	This collection of critical essays anchors itself in the Indian Ocean and explores the multiple ways dynamic exchanges have shaped this multilingual region of the world, from India to the Mascarene Islands to Southern Africa. Borders, edges and third spaces are revisited through the notion of the ecotone, a transitional zone between two ecosystems. If the term has primarily been used by biologists and ecologists, the metaphorical angle proves to be fruitful as it authorizes trans-disciplinary approaches and empowers fresh perspectives. In French and in English, the aim of the volume is to contribute to scholarship already published across various disciplinary fields and to participate in the development of Indoceanic studies. The authors of the volume aim to rethink those ecotonal sites that are spaces of frictions as much as spaces of fusion. The essays are by Pallavi Chakravarty, Debdatta Chowdhury, Cécile Do Huu, Pierre-Éric Fageol and Frédéric Garan, Laurence Gouaux-Rabasa, Elisa Huet, Marianne Hillion, J.U. Jacobs, Annu Jalais, Valérie Magdelaine-Andrianjafitrimo, Nicolas Roinsard, Laëtitia Saint-Loubert, Meg Samuelson, Ritu Tyagi. A conversation with the Mauritian writer Shenaz Patel offers a conclusion that opens the horizon towards literary creation.

      

      
        
	Les essais critiques réunis dans ce volume prennent leur ancrage dans l’océan Indien et explorent les multiples façons dont la dynamique des échanges a formé cette région multilingue, de l’Inde aux Mascareignes et au sud de l’Afrique. Frontières, bords et tiers espaces sont revisités à travers la notion d’écotone, une zone de transition entre deux écosystèmes. Si le terme a été surtout utilisé par les biologistes et les écologistes, l’angle métaphorique est particulièrement fertile en ce qu’il autorise les approches trans-disciplinaires et rend possibles des perspectives nouvelles. En anglais et en français, le but de ce volume est d’enrichir la recherche déjà publiée dans plusieurs champs disciplinaires et de participer au développement des études indo-océaniques. Les auteurs du volume réexaminent ces écotones comme des espaces de frictions autant que des espaces de fusion. Les essais sont écrits par Pallavi Chakravarty, Debdatta Chowdhury, Cécile Do Huu, Pierre-Éric Fageol et Frédéric Garan, Laurence Gouaux-Rabasa, Elisa Huet, Marianne Hillion, J.U. Jacobs, Annu Jalais, Valérie Magdelaine-Andrianjafitrimo, Nicolas Roinsard, Laëtitia Saint-Loubert, Meg Samuelson, Ritu Tyagi. Une conversation avec l’écrivaine mauricienne Shenaz Patel offre une conclusion en forme d’ouverture vers la création littéraire.
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          Introduction

          Borders, Ecotones, and the Indian Ocean1


        

        Markus Arnold, Corinne Duboin and Judith Misrahi-Barak

      

      
        
           Borders, whether physical, geopolitical, social, or cultural, are ontologically ambivalent. Both ‘barriers and bridges’,2 they are conceived of as dividing lines between two distinct elements, the inside and the outside, belonging and unbelonging, normative and subversive practices, ‘we’ and ‘they’—the Other, the foreigner. They are inner and outer margins that determine categories and differences; they delineate the contours of individual and collective identities—whether territorial, national, ethnic, ‘racial’, religious, linguistic, gendered, etc. As social constructs, borders can be erected and controlled, imposed or negotiated, contested and transgressed or bypassed, remapped or abolished; they reflect fluctuating, at times conflictual power relations and shifts in self-representations, or reconfigurations of the place and more largely the world we live in. Borders are initially imagined and drawn as clear-cut, fixed lines that reorder the world and construct it through exclusion more than inclusion.3 They may appear as the hard edges of nation states, keeping people in or out.

           However, boundaries complexify, if not destabilise, the very space they shape and segment, as exemplified by the arbitrary division of colonial Africa and the Partition of India, the Iron Curtain and the Berlin Wall, or the sealed border between North and South Korea. Some remain unstable for decades and continue to exist as loose demarcation lines and objects of constant disputes between two nation states.4 Some check points transforming emigrants into immigrants are more transient than permanent. Borders can be more blurred, fuzzy and subjective than one may think.

           Besides, following the path of rivers or mountaintops, traversing deserts or crossing seas, borders are more often than not ecological ecotones as well as sites of experimentation and cultural innovations. They are thresholds that can be crossed, liminal spaces that allow interactions, passage and flow of people, migrants, refugees, goods and capitals, knowledge and ideas, cultures and identities. Borders are borderlands, thick contact zones into which people, whose journey has been interrupted by legal and physical fences, find refuge in border towns or gather in shabby camps waiting for an opening. Others settle there for generations and live on cultural, economic and social discontinuities. From the chars of Bengal to the disputed post-Partition borders of Pakistan or Bangladesh, from the trading city of Abu Dhabi to the forest encampments in Mayotte, those borderlands have a rich history of both relegation, mingling and conflict. They are also sites of encounters, agony and regeneration.

           From post-Partition borders to the US-Mexican border, writers, poets and artists have explored the multifarious dimensions of borders, revisiting their myriad political and emotional aspects and inviting people to refashion a new world, one that would straddle borders. As early as 1987, Chicana scholar and poet Gloria Anzaldúa was already putting ‘borderlands’ at the heart of her creativity and engendering a ‘border culture’ whose impact is as influential in 2020 as it was thirty years ago.5

           The current globalisation period seems to have erased many borders in a ‘liquid’, hyperconnected, transnational, transcultural world. In the wake of the decolonisation era, the vertical centre-periphery model has given way to new conceptions of North-South and South-South relations. Cultural and Postcolonial Studies have contributed to rethinking cultural borders, to highlighting the complexities of multiple, at times intersecting, ‘modernities’ besides the West, and to reconsidering ‘roots’ vs. ‘routes’, thus indicating the significant role of mobility in the process of identification and the construction of Otherness. Furthermore, the production of multi-ethnic diasporic literatures together with postcolonial ‘world literature’ have offered alternative perspectives, innovative ‘contrapuntal’ narratives that reimagine a rhizomatic, creolised cultural environment that expands beyond national borders. In today’s multicultural world, postcolonial literature brings to light the undetermined identities of communities and individuals who live in transition: ‘These days we are all unmoored. Our identities are fluid. Belonging is a contested state. Home is a place riddled with vexing questions’, claims Black British novelist Caryl Phillips.6 Transnational writers, who cross geographic, cultural, and aesthetic borders, have become cosmopolitan figures.

           Besides, with climate change in the Anthropocene era, mass migrations including climate refugees, food safety, emerging infectious diseases, pollution and environmental disasters due to human activity such as deforestation and the 2019 Amazon rainforest fires linked to soy agriculture in Brazil are not considered mere domestic affairs, but global concerns and challenges. Yet, recent events throughout the globalised world—the migrant crisis in Europe; President Trump’s border wall project; Brexit and the Irish border question; new human-trafficking routes in the Indian Ocean and the deportation from Reunion Island of Sri Lankan illegal immigrants in early 2019; the growing protectionism, the resurfacing exclusionary populism, and identity discourses of some political leaders in both old and new democracies; or the rise of religious radicalism and nationalism—all show that in spite of, or even because of, increasing global circulations that transcend and obliterate binary boundaries, new national, social, economic, and cultural borders have appeared in contemporary fractured societies.

           In his Theory of the Border, Thomas Nail argues that ‘the border cannot be properly understood in terms of inclusion and exclusion, but only by circulation. (. . .) borders have always leaked. (. . .) In fact, one of the main effects of borders is precisely their capacity to produce hybrid transition zones’.7 These borderlands are intrinsically fluid, heterogeneous, transformational zones that give rise to new forms of identities. Anzaldúa used the borderland as a metaphor to portray her own difficult experience as a bilingual Mexican-American mestiza facing discrimination and having to cross many borders so as to come to terms with her marginal identity, between two divergent yet intermingling cultures. She opposed the border to the borderland, which she defined as ‘a vague and undetermined place created by the emotional residue of an unnatural boundary. It is in a constant state of transition. The prohibited and forbidden are its inhabitants’ (25). To her, borderlands ‘are physically present wherever two or more cultures edge each other (. . .)’ (19). Then, cultural borderlands can also be understood as intricate ‘ecotonal’ spaces in a metaphorical way.

           The ecotone concept has been used by ecologists to describe transitional zones between two ecosystems such as the forest-savannah transition, or the marsh-mangrove between land and sea. The term, derived from the Greek words ‘oikos’ (household) and ‘tonos’ (tension), was introduced by botanist Frederic E. Clements to define ‘the tension line between two zones’ or habitats.8 Clements noted that ‘the stress line’ (277) or ‘the ecotone between two formations is never a sharp line, but it is an area of varying width’ (281). The more recent and most frequently cited definition is that of Eugene Odum who further clarified the concept:

          
            An ecotone is a transition between two or more diverse communities (. . .). It is a junction zone or tension belt which may have considerable linear extent but is narrower than the adjoining community areas themselves. The ecotonal community commonly contains many of the organisms of each of the overlapping communities and, in addition, organisms which are characteristic of and often restricted to the ecotone. Often, both the number of species and the population density of some of the species are greater in the ecotone than in the communities flanking it. The tendency for increased variety and density at community junctions is known as the edge effect.9

          

          In 1988 an international group of researchers, who stressed the impact of global climate change on ecosystems and ecotonal biodiversity, suggested a revised definition of the ecotone as a ‘Zone of transition between adjacent ecological systems, having a set of characteristics uniquely defined by space and time scales and by the strength of the interactions between adjacent ecological systems’.10

           As ‘landscape boundaries’ or ‘edges’ in their many different forms, ecotones are thus not strict borderlines that separate two distinct ecosystems, but are fluid, impermanent, liminal spaces that connect, induce change and generate diversity through mixing, merging, overlapping, and shifting processes, cross-fertilisation, exchanges, interferences, competition, disturbance, and resilience. Based on these characteristics, the ecotone concept can be broadened to other fields of study in Social Sciences and Humanities and be fruitfully applied to the analysis of social and intercultural dynamics, as Florence Krall suggested:

          
            Cultural ecotones are the pluralistic contexts out of which conflict and change emerge; they are the places where society smooths the wrinkles in her skirt. (. . .) The ecotone, which, in the natural world provides a dynamic interchange, becomes exceedingly complex as a cultural metaphor and may represent a barrier that blocks some people from their rightful place in the scheme of things.11

          

          A ‘cultural ecotone’ can thus be understood as an interstice or interval, an alternative ‘Third Space’12 that generates oppositions, clashes and other frictions, but also promotes cultural mixing, renewal and diversity, the emergence of new ‘composite’ entities/identities,13 hybrid alterities. In The Location of Culture, Homi Bhabha insists on ‘the inscription and articulation of culture’s hybridity. (. . .) We should remember that it is the “inter”—the cutting edge of translation and negotiation, the in-between space—that carries the burden of the meaning of culture’.14 To focus on cultural ecotones thus implies looking into the process of transculturation related to migration, the processes of diasporisation and creolisation, borrowing, syncretism, and cross-pollination; it also implies examining cultural divides and identity cleavages, vulnerabilities, modes of opposition and resistance, as well as avoidance strategies.

           Besides, ecological and cultural ecotones may intersect: ecotones such as seashores and deltas can be privileged transitional life zones where human communities interact. Centring on seaports, Terrel Gallaway has shown that,

          
            (. . .) while ports of trade are shaped by culture and institutions, they cannot be understood outside their ecological context. While they are disparately shaped by social and ecological factors, their raison d’être is ecotonal on several levels—taking simultaneous advantage of multiple cultural, ecological, and economic systems.15

          

          Likewise, historian John Gillis who views seacoasts and shores as ecotones that ‘have long been a symbolic resource and stimulus to cultural development’,16 contends that islands in the Indian Ocean should also be thought of ‘as ecotones’, natural and cultural points of intersection and meeting within a larger oceanic system or network, instead of remote, isolated, and bounded territories. For Gillis, ‘island environmental history must be a history without borders, a history in depth and breadth, where earth, wind and water are in constant motion and interaction, and humankind plays a key role. Such a history will be more liquid, but still grounded in the actual experiences of islands and islanders’.17 In this perspective, Edward Soja’s notion of transformative, othering ‘Thirdspace’,18 that resonates with Bhabha’s own concept, can also be a useful tool for reconsidering the ambiguous, multidimensional ecotone as a ‘fully lived space, a simultaneously real and imagined, actual and virtual, locus of structured, individual and collective experience and agency’.19

           In the midst of these interplays between the natural environment (‘spatiality’), its conceptualisation (‘sociality’), and the history of the ecotone as a lived experience (‘historicity’), the notion of vulnerability (individual and collective exposure, as well as social and political vulnerability), in opposition to agency within the ecotone, must also be foregrounded. This fragility can be perceived as a source of potential risks; it can also lead to greater resilience, which requires awareness of this very fragility. The urgency of protecting endangered ecosystems must not make us forget that populations, that are also at risk, are closely linked to these ecosystems. As Rob Nixon argues, the inattention to slow ecological disasters and their impacts on the longue durée is detrimental to the ‘environmentally dispossessed’, ‘poor’ populations in the Global South who are the main victims of what he calls ‘slow violence’, an invisible violence ‘of delayed destruction that is dispersed across time and space, (. . .) that is neither spectacular nor instantaneous’.20

           Our objective is to further study the multifaceted notions of ‘border’ and ‘ecotone’ from cultural and literary points of view, with a particular focus on the Indian Ocean as a space of mobility and a ‘contact zone’ (Pratt, 1991). This volume literally emerges from two different locations in the Indian Ocean since some of the chapters were originally presented at a conference held on Reunion Island (France), while others were presented in Kolkata (India).21 Both conferences were organised within the wider series of academic events ‘Ecotones: Encounters, Crossings, Communities’ (2015–20), a series convened and coordinated by Thomas Lacroix (MIGRINTER, Université de Poitiers), Judith Misrahi-Barak (EMMA, Université Paul-Valéry Montpellier 3) and Maggi Morehouse (Coastal Carolina University, SC).

           With the recent developments in Oceanic Studies, the Indian Ocean has been examined as a regional sociocultural entity in a changing global context. Historians (Alpers, Bose, Pearson, Vink) have shown that, from precolonial times to the twenty-first century, the Indian Ocean has long been a space of renewed circulations, overlapping routes, cultural interactions and exchanges between diverse peoples living on the ocean rim and deltas, on islands and archipelagos, travelling or migrating—either voluntarily or forcibly—within and beyond the fluctuating limits of this vast body of water. Yet, as aptly pointed out by Presholdt, ‘rather than ﬂows alone, it is the shifting apertures...
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