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Abstract 

The study of emerging forms of public engagement and collective action is crucial for understanding 
the ongoing democratic dynamics, citizenship, and the constitution of the city's public problems. To 
recognize how the field of frontier studies is inseparable from the processes of experience of actors, 
this study focuses on the importance of the social innovation ecosystem (SIE) for the development 
of frontier zones. Specifically, this study revisits the main instruments of public management and 
border development policies to emphasize figures of civil society and their collective mobilizations 
on the Brazil-Bolivia border, recognizing social innovation initiatives and the main challenges they 
seek to solve. This path of public investigation allowed us to understand the territorial dimension of 
borders and expand their meaning as a living space by giving light to the actors' practices, identifying 
how they mobilize to repair socio-environmental inequalities. 

Keywords: border studies; social innovation ecosystems; public action; pragmatism; cities. 

 

Introduction 

The study on public management and border territorial development1 (BTD) has mobilized 
an expressive segment of researchers at national and international level. In Brazil, for example, such 
interest is revealed mainly by the offer of a professional master's course in border studies (Federal 
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University of Mato Grosso do Sul), by the creation of research centers such as the Unbral Fronteiras2, 
and by holding scientific events dedicated to the theme. These studies are part of a broader 
movement of geographic renewal, with the amplification of its scope to interdisciplinarity and 
interculturality, which has been fostering different frontier approaches (Costa & Oliveira, 2012). The 
relevance of this subject has gained such value in recent decades that it has conquered space in the 
public sphere through programs and public policies that aim to promote management, education, 
and development in border areas. However, the term ‘border studies’ is still neglected, not being 
considered as a field of studies in national scientific databases, for example (Cardin & Albuquerque, 
2018). On the contrary, it is considered a stereotype, being thus negligible when central 
governments develop public policies. 

By focusing on the border areas of Latin America, we observe that all countries have gone 
through dictatorial regimes. Safeguarding their own differences, the histories of these countries 
walk along a common path, which can be summarized as follows: the colonial period, struggles for 
independence, the formation of republics and dictatorships, and redemocratization processes. The 
difficult construction of democracy in Latin America is constantly marked by new dilemmas and 
public problems, which configure new needs and realities. The will for democracy to be consolidated 
is enormous (Zaverucha, 2009), being always questioned at the borders. More recently, it has been 
forged in an era of epidemic walls³; with the advance of extreme right-wing conservatism (as in 
Brazil); by the media's stereotype about borders (Santo, 2018); and by the state's inability to deal 
with local problems and to stimulate popular participation (Souza, 2006) and, due to their frivolous 
ideas, to plan development at the borders (Krüger, Dantas, Castro, Passador, & Caldana, 2017). 

Overcoming these problems is a central part of the development process, as we still have 
184 million people living in poverty and advancing towards extreme poverty, which already affects 
62 million people in Latin America and the Caribbean (“Cepal foresees an increase in the poverty in 
Latin America and the Caribbean in 2019”, 2019). Therefore, we support that through a deliberative 
and participatory democracy (Cefaï, 2007), such problems can be addressed taking into account the 
vast repertoires exposed to them aiming at finding the appropriate solution. Democracy in border 
areas in Latin America should be the expression of freedom or, according to Sen (2000), freedom 
should be the main means for development, including political freedoms, economic facilities, social 
opportunities, guarantees of transparency, and protective security. These elements are essential for 
rethinking border integration and development. However, public policies and other forms of social 
regulation are generally and largely idealized by central governments (Machado, 1998), as the 
Brazilian government still does, without the massive participation of civil society in this process, 
focusing mainly on the subjects of public security and trade agreements. 

There are many and profound democratic challenges for countries in their border areas. 
Through analysis of the public policies created by central governments (Krüger et al., 2017), it can 
be concluded that “democracy” is confused with “public security” on the border, as this is the main 
focus of the government agenda. However, this policy is designed for the entire national territory, 
whose most immediate objective to prevent, among other issues, drugs and other narcotics from 
reaching large cities (Santo, 2018). In other words, it is not a policy that directly affects the quality 
of life of people living on the border4. 

Therefore, we agree with the current that believes in valuing local experiences and practices, 
even if imperfect and incomplete, as the fundamental dawn for the transformation of this reality 
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(Addor, 2018; Andion, Alperstedt, & Graeff, 2020; Andion, Ronconi, Moraes, Gonsalves, & Serafim, 
2017). We will argue in the next sections that the great challenge is to build objects of public 
intervention through public action (Lascoumes & Le Galès, 2012), which is a terminology that seeks 
to break with the unity of the State and its centralization of decision, giving visibility to the 
challenges of the city and the efforts of actors to resolve them, promoting participatory co-
management for whatever needs to be faced. 

Participation comprises more than the operations of actors in public decisions. We admit 
that they can be equivalent to participating in worlds of meanings, which are made through the 
actions of micropublics (Cefaï & Terzi, 2012). In this logic, public intervention occurs through the 
actors and their social participation – a fundamental point for the elaboration of policies in a 
democratic structure. It is up to us researchers to learn more about the different forms of public 
experience, highlighting the various ways of seeing and communicating with the actors, so that the 
axes of development on the frontier are expanded further than the necessary public security 
(addressing subjects such as health, environment, education, tourism, leisure, and others) and in 
order to idealize a quality of life in this region. 

We agree with Addor (2018) on the need to promote “[…] a local political movement that 
allows the inhabitants to rescue their utopias” (p. 1117). However, we operationalize this view from 
the contributions by Andion et al. (2017, 2020), who supports the identification and analysis of social 
innovation ecosystems (SIE) promoted by the collective action of civil society in the public sphere 
from a pragmatist perspective. Social innovations are new ideas and practices that arise from the 
mobilization of a network of actors who seek to respond to different public problems, such as the 
quality of life, the insurance of rights, and the fight against poverty and social exclusion (Santo & 
Andion, 2020). It is a term that has been gaining strength and attention both in academic literature 
and in the public discourse. An important reason for this is the greater involvement and participation 
of civil society in this form of innovation. It addresses putting into practice the emphasis on the 
action of the actors, so that the democratic spirit is kept alive (Dewey, 1939), seeking to understand 
the relationship between the collective action undertaken by actors and the city and sustainability 
(Lévesque, 2009; McPhearson , Andersson, Elmqvist, & Frantzeskak, 2015; Wolfram & Frantzeskaki, 
2016). Democratic experimentation (Ansell, 2012; Dewey, 1938) is one of the methods used to 
understand democracy in practice through the experience and action of the actors in the territory5. 

Given this problematization, we seek to contribute to the reflections made in the field of 
border studies by answering the following question: what is the importance of recognizing the SIE 
for the democratic strengthening of border areas? More specifically, we aim to: (a) revisit and 
identify gaps in the main instruments of public management and border development policies to 
emphasize the action of actors and their mobilizations; (b) broaden the understanding of the 
frontier and show the contributions of pragmatism and its association with SIE studies; (c) present 
the structure of the SIE on the Brazil-Bolivia border, highlighting the different initiatives and public 
problems they seek to respond to. 

This study presents the first surveys carried out in the Brazil-Bolivia border area, specifically 
in the cities of Corumbá and Ladário (MS) on the Brazilian side and, on the Bolivian side, in the cities 
of Puerto Suarez and Puerto Quijarro, in the Germán Busch province, department of Santa Cruz, 
consisting of a conurbation with approximately 160 thousand inhabitants. In this border, as in most 
Brazilian borders, the main problems can be summarized in integration and development, as 
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integration is not a priority on the agenda of the Brazilian government (Oliveira et al., 2017), which 
focuses its development policies mainly on drug trafficking and other illicit activities. Trafficking is 
part of the border landscape and must be fought (Santo, 2018). However, the idea of development 
needs to be ground and idealized in view of a social reality and as a political option. 

This paper is structured in eight parts. We start from this introduction and the 
methodological procedure to present three theoretical sections that address management and 
development in border areas, the field of border studies, and the contributions of the social 
innovation ecosystem from a pragmatist perspective to this field. Then, we present the main public 
issues and the structure of the SIEs that have been seeking to promote social change in their area 
of expertise. We conclude with the final considerations and an indication of the references used in 
this study. 

 

Research design 

We started this study (theoretical-empirical) with an intense bibliographical and documental 
survey (research reports and newspapers) on the keywords of this study. This survey took two years 
(2018-2019) for us to reach the reflections presented in this paper. 

Regarding the understanding of social innovation, the formation of SIEs, and their territorial 
exploration, this study was inspired by the methodology of the Observatory of Social Innovation of 
Florianópolis (Obisf), a digital and collaborative platform that maps the social innovation networks 
that are mobilized around public problems in Florianópolis (SC), including support actors, social 
innovation initiatives, and their interactions. 

The Obisf was created in 2017 by researchers from the Santa Catarina State University and 
is part of a survey consisting of the following four main moments presented in Figure 1: 
identification of public problems and territorial exploration; mapping of social innovation and 
support initiatives; ethnography and monitoring of experiences; and the configuration of the SIE 
and its incidence in the city, which, in order to identify the social innovations underway in the 
territory, interrelates the following three scales of analysis: macro (institutional), meso (ecosystem), 
and micro scale (experiences)6. 
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Figure 1. Analytical and methodological framework of Obisf 

Source: Andion, Alperstedt,& Graeff, 2020, p. 195. 

 

Subsequently (2019-2020), the cartography of social innovation and support initiatives 
present in this frontier was started, which allowed their identification, to perceive the interactions 
among them, and to recognize the main public problems they seek to solve (moments 1 and 2 of 
Figure 1). This mapping took place through secondary data (research and document reports). We 
also had tracked other initiatives, one after another, on the Obisf website, where its partners 
(initiatives or support actors) are indicated; on the Obisf social network (Instagram or Facebook); or 
through informal conversations with the managers of some these initiatives. Once identified, it was 
possible to identify their area of activity, for example: Black Women’s Institute of Corumbá; area of 
expertise: gender and racial and social vulnerability. By recognizing the area of these iniciatives, it 
was possible to correlate them with one of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations, 
2015). 

Unlike Obisf, which has a digital platform to register its data, we do not have this feature yet. 
Thus, we used the Google Maps tool to map the SIEs, as this research is the first step of the following 
broader project: a Center for Border Studies on Social Innovation, which will be the result of this 
research and is scheduled for release in 2021. What is intended with the project through public 
investigation is to understand how the actors are mobilized to form a given public and to what 
extent their actions and experiences affect them and their territory. 

Epistemologically, the reading of all these data is based on the trend in sociology of 
addressing public problems with a pragmatist approach (Andion et al., 2017; Andion et al., 2020; 
Cefaï, 2009; Cefaï & Terzi, 2012), consisting of a dialogue with the subjects of social innovation and 
democratic experimentation (Ansell, 2012; Shields, 2008) to explore the possibilities of new forms 
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of organization and to rethink politics through the critical capacity of actors, their practices, and 
their participation by understanding how action is placed in the border territory. 

 

Scenario and scientific-political debate on border management and 
development 

When we think on border development and public management, the scenario is quite 
delicate. Initially, it is worth recognizing the size of the challenge. We are talking about a country 
that has a border length (BL)7 of 15,719 km, bordering ten countries in South America and involving 
588 Brazilian municipalities, out of which 121 directly share borders with other countries, that is, 
being considered as border areas, distributed in 11 Brazilian states. In this length, we have an 
estimated population of 10 million inhabitants, with Acre having the largest number of inhabitants 
located in the BL (43%), followed by Rondônia (38%), Roraima (22%), and Mato Grosso do Sul (12%) 
(Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics, 2018). 

Historically, the borders of Brazil were not prioritized by public policies (Machado, 1998), 
being considered with different interests over time, among which a hegemonic model for 
development prevailed, as occurred between the 1950s and 1970s, when the so-called ‘March to 
the West’ aimed at new ways of accumulating wealth and expanding capitalism towards the South 
and the Central-West regions, the Amazon, and borders, causing profound transformations and 
social conflicts in regions of economic expansion (Cardin & Albuquerque, 2018). The 1970s to the 
1980s were also permeated by a flagrant gap between Fordist ideals (Lipietz, 1991), that is, 
economic, social, and political progress, and the situation of the majority of the population, 
characterized by the large expansion of inequalities at a global scale (Sachs, 2009). In these areas, 
the intention was to implement the modernization of the countryside by transferring production 
techniques and technological innovations to the rural environment due to their prerogative of 
promoting economic growth and job creation. However, the result further aggravated the situation 
of the majority of the population in these areas. 

For Machado (1998), the governmental disinterest during the decades of 1980-90 - added to 
the geographical distance, the dominance of the primary sector, the insufficient infrastructure, the 
low quality of public services, the problems related to poverty and public safety, drug trafficking, 
and other illicit activities - further aggravated the situation of the population living in border areas. 
In the 1990s, the increase in policies from development blocks emerged with the aim of further 
integrating national states. The formation of the European Union (1993), for example, sought to 
discuss cooperation efforts to rationalize the European production and encourage the dilution of 
frontiers by unifying the currency and expanding roaming8, mobility and its possibilities, tourism, 
and others. In the case of Mercosur, which seemed to follow a European trajectory, the 
consolidation of its strategies, forms of cooperation, and other legal-administrative procedures 
adopted to discuss economic, social, and environmental structures, focused mainly on the economic 
bias and national security. 

Economic, social, and environmental transformations have brought the need for a reform of 
the State and its public administration to the center of the political agenda (Andion, 2012). The 
democratic and participatory regime was, for the most part (Uruguay, Brazil, Argentina, Ecuador, 
Mexico, and others), the prominent model of organization (Sen, 2000; Zaverucha, 2009). Thus, the 
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political-administrative transformations of the first decade of the 2000s were carried out in the form 
of organizing the State, the national economy, and administrative practices through the public 
interest and its participation, which Sen called “the process of expanding freedoms" for enabling 
people to enjoy their political and civil liberties through participation, engagement, and social 
mobilization in political decisions. “[…] Public discussion and participation is thus central for the 
elaboration of policies in a democratic structure” (Sen, p. 170). 

Although the 20th century was a period of exceptional achievements regarding the 
development and economic growth of Latin countries, especially in its last twenty years, as the end 
of that century approached, the countries faced problems (extreme poverty, for example) that they 
imagined they would overcome through the models and public policies implemented in the period. 
The enormous material and social triumphs achieved after the redemocratization of these countries 
were not enough to contain the return of neoliberal politics in this century (21st) to the center of 
leadership, highlighting the elaboration of administrative plans and reforms and the role of 
regulatory agencies and development models, as in vogue in Brazil — in addition to the 
impeachment and coup processes, when democratically elected presidents were overthrown. In 
other words, public interest, participation, and democracy are still a challenge for Latin countries 
(Paes de Paula, 2005). 

In more recent years, new discussions such as the territorial and ecological exploration of 
development processes have been proposed as alternatives for promoting new styles and dynamics 
that are more sustainable and inclusive in terms of development (Lévesque, 2009; Sachs, 2009). The 
projects implemented by the State, which is the main development agent, are decisive for territorial 
development through promotion, integration, and planning of frontiers. Thus, the frontier has 
become an object of study for numerous researchers who seek to understand the development of 
these regions. 

 

How is the field of studies of public management and the development of border territories 
configured? 

We do not intend to mention all the projects implemented at the borders. The path was 
defined from our theoretical-methodological perspectives dialoguing with development theories. 
However, other paths are possible. Therefore, we analyzed the five main instruments9 used by 
researchers and politicians in the search for gaps10. 

(a) Cross-border cooperation agreements: these agreements are understood as cooperation, 
which is the act of establishing strategic alliances between different actors and contiguous countries 
with the aim of stimulating and strengthening the regional integration process. Thus, cross-
borderization occurs when the different actions of actors (state and private) go further territorial 
limits and strengthen supranational integration (Carneiro Filho, 2016). The experiences 
implemented at the Brazilian BL aim to boost mainly the development of road, energy, and 
telecommunications infrastructure, international trade, migration, tourism, and the defense of the 
territory. Several procedures will legitimize a cooperation agreement, such as treaties, agreements, 
and consortia, among others. An example is the experience of the Intermunicipal Consortium (CIF, 
acronym in Portuguese) signed between the Brazilian cities of Barracão (PR) and Dionísio Cerqueira 
(SC) and the Argentine city of Bernardo de Irigoyen. It is a cooperation that seeks to manage the 
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territory through the following four development strategies: education, tourism, agroecology, and 
local products. These strategies are created and established by the municipality’s executive and 
legislative branches (Consórcio Intermunicipal de Fronteira, 2020). Angnes, Mattos, Klozovski and 
Sturm (2013) reported that a large part of the CIF's objectives has been or is being achieved. 
However, what caught their and our attention is that despite all the success, the "citizen 
participation", which even has space on the CIF institutional website, has no action presented or 
carried out. 

(b) Public policies: In this second item, Krüger et al. (2017) identified and analyzed the main 
public policies for the development of the Brazilian BL. According to the authors, from the year 2000 
onwards, most public policies were implemented and elaborated by the central government. They 
intend to promote the development and ordering of the region through the generation of 
employment and income, tourism, education, health, cultural activities, and preservation of the 
environment, besides policies to reduce crime and different trafficking. However, none of them deal 
specifically with social innovation. In the authors' analysis, the contrast between the discourse 
promoting sustainable development on the frontier and the actions implemented is striking, as 
there was no integration and balance between initiatives in various spheres, such as the 
environmental, economic, and social spheres. In contrast, the dimension associated with “economic 
development” was the one that presented the worst performance in the BL. Advances were 
observed in the dimensions of health and education, but the authors claimed that this evolution is 
a result of national policies, and not policies specific to borders. Finally, the authors revealed that 
most of the municipalities in the BL showed a decrease in indicators related to employment and 
income, in contrast, in this dimension, to the scenario observed in the country. 

(c) Border Committees: Santo, Costa and Benedetti (2017) defined them as the third 
possibility as they represent a space for binational dialogue celebrated at the federal level and 
headed by the respective consul of each country. In this space, different actors (political, 
institutional, and private) can participate to discuss a local problem. Its focus is the local agenda, 
but this ends up being defined by the central government, as happened between Chile and 
Argentina, which established a committee with the objective of offering quick solutions for the 
transit of goods and the trafficking of people, vehicles, and goods. This was the same subject mostly 
addressed in the Brazil-Bolivia border committee. The importance of this agenda, which needs quick 
and efficient decisions, is indisputable. However, the use of public spaces for representation, 
negotiation, and consultation is essential to also allow for greater interaction between society, 
besides including more substantive agendas, such as education, environment, and health. Here, 
"participation", as reminded by Souza (2006), and the "so-called participatory experiences" are 
questioned because although decisions are local, they are still centralized in the various sectors of 
public administration (in this case, in the consul, the mayors and secretaries and, not infrequently, 
in some experts). That is, planning and public management are not democratized and the exercise 
of participation is mythologized. 

(d) Isolated initiatives and specific projects in border zones: the studies based on them are 
inspired by theoretical approaches or prescriptive models to compare cities located in border zones 
(specific projects), with the predominance of a management and economic approach to the 
phenomenon of this instrument, such as the work carried out by Castro (2012). In the end, 
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researchers only explain or detail a given project and try to compare them with other similar projects 
in other borders, so there is no depth of research. 

(e) The empirical study of actors and their organizations: there are few works that will 
analyze the dynamics of development through the actions and practices of actors associated with 
the notion of territory, making use of a trustworthy understanding of territorial development, as we 
propose here. These are studies such as those by Costa e Costa (2015) and Conceição e Costa (2017), 
which are not defined by physical limits and focus on apprehending the production of social 
interaction within them, reporting how this determines life on the frontier. 

Given this entire scientific and political scenario, we see that the field of public management 
studies in border territories follows the larger field of public administration, which is strongly 
marked by a functionalist conception of science (Andion, 2012), that is, these are studies that seek 
to produce scientific knowledge that is useful to maintain the status quo, seeking balance, social 
integration, order, and stability. 

These findings indicate some gaps that can be addressed in this study, namely: (a) some 
border studies have been forging their importance over time, which gave this term the label of being 
“sectorized” for creating stereotypes of a region and reinforcing its marginalization when applied to 
the limits of the national state (Kaiser, 1998); (b) these studies confuse economic growth with 
development. However, the former goes further than the multiplication of material wealth – after 
all, growth is a necessary condition, but not sufficient (Sachs, 2009); (c) these studies constantly 
have a normative character of research, in which "the description of the elements that supposedly 
explain the performance of some areas ends up being taken for what it is not: an explanation of the 
causes" (Abramovay, 2006, p. 30), lacking a look at the citizens of the borders (the social actor). 

All instruments previously commented are valid. However, they must give light to the main 
actor: the citizens of the border and their networks. Therefore, we will argue from the need to think 
on development and, subsequently, on a border management that values the heterogeneity of the 
border and microcivic and micropolitical activities aimed at the distribution of the powers (Cefaï, 
2007) of border cities, in order to recognize and value organized civil society, encouraging its 
participation and allowing it to have an active voice in the public space. 

 

Amplifying the sense of frontier: the emphasis on actors 

Traditional border studies are a landmark of political geography, having as object the physical 
location of the boundary and its function of protecting the State sovereignty. These analyzes are 
diluted and the term frontier is analyzed with the concepts of territory, territoriality, sovereignty, 
power, and State (Bradshaw & Gómez, 1999). The dispute over the geographical nature of the 
boundary becomes a demarcation of the field, through which researchers seek to apprehend the 
relationships, the social characteristics, the identities, and cultures of the different border regions. 
There is a great conceptual emphasis in their analyses, which sometimes leads these researches to 
some negligence due to creating border taxonomies, such as the border as the end of the State, or 
a territory exclusive for illegal activities (Lasconjarias, 2004). 

Advances in research, as well as the development of social life, allowed frontier studies to 
acquire different conceptions in the contemporary world. The term frontier, which is of a legal 
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nature and essential for the structure of national States, began to receive multiple approaches, such 
as that of interdisciplinarity, promoting the expansion of its scope. Today, cross-border cooperation, 
border committees, and border public management, among others, are discussed. However, such 
progress was not enough for the term not to be neglected (Benedetti, 2018). 

The concept of frontier is constantly submitted to a deep discussion and resignification. From 
the studies by Lasconjarias (2004) to those by Benedetti (2018) we have a gap of fourteen years. 
During this time, despite advances, the neglect of research ended up creating metaphors referring 
to the concept of union, fraternity, and mobility, even proclaiming the "end of borders", with the 
justification that they only exist on maps (Hall, 2009). 

This trivialization by researchers is caused by at least two factors. First, the intellectual trap 
they fall into when rushing to borrow models and concepts foreign to their own domain (Ramos, 
1989). Second, the lack of ethics and methodological rigor when they try to explain the social aspect 
turning their backs on the ethos of science, seeking, in any case, to encapsulate the social aspect – 
creating contexts and formulas to better translate (in their view) reality (Latour, 2012). 

Grimson and Vila (2002) argued that, in the various attributions to the sense of frontier, “the 
actors” ended up being forgotten, as researchers romanticized the researches by obscuring the 
social and cultural conflict that frequently characterizes borders, regardless of the physical 
separation they present. The actor gained a vague, polysemic, and distorted conception, if not a 
black box concept in the social sciences (Gumuchian, Grasset, Lajarge, & Roux, 2003). Such a position 
prevents asymmetric relationships between actors and States from being unveiled, which can mask 
and exclude some localities and phenomena. Some of the studies undertaken in border areas 
sometimes avoid the analysis of border conflicts and seek to reaffirm "regional integration", stating 
that people in these areas only demonstrate brotherhood and fraternity or the non-existence of 
"borders" for local populations. 

For this reason, this generalized romanticism prevents the understanding of the meanings of 
frontier or limit. It prevents the capture of its political, economic, environmental, social, and cultural 
knowledge. Thus, the teaching on the frontier is prevented from being idealized. In this process of 
romanticization, the frontier became an instrument of disenchantment in the world, according to 
Max Weber, as some of the researchers and their normative researches concealed the history, 
knowledge, dilemmas, and challenges of populations living in the frontiers. They did not recognize 
the actors' perception of destiny - which is legitimate for them. 

Therefore, we need to amplify the sense of frontier further the sectorial aspect without 
devaluing its existence. This does not imply abandoning it and deducing that it has lost place. It must 
be recognized that, nowadays, border areas have grown; some regions were revalued and began to 
be more influential for the economic, demographic, social, and cultural data of the 21st century, 
even further the limits of the territories, where now it is necessary to “cross borders” (Grimson & 
Vila, 2002) under a perspective of territorial studies, and understand that they dialogue with 
phenomena that happen in other places considered as non-borders, such as the issue of immigration 
in large cities. The frontier should be integrated and seen as a space marked by varied activities that 
concentrate countless actors, and not be interpreted solely as the end of territory and space for 
illegal activities and smuggling (Santo, 2018). However, borders still have a residual place in public 
agendas and policies (Krüger et al., 2017). 
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The problem is that, in very recent frontier studies, there is a general failure to pursue the 
theoretical possibility that the fragmentation of research might lead to the reinforcement 
of frontiers, rather than being an invitation to cross them. Thus, crossing borders rather 
than reinforcing borders is the preferred metaphor in the current hegemonic version of 
border studies and theory (Grimson & Vila, 2002, p. 84). 

 

Borders are zones or regions that have been moved and altered by space over time (Kaiser, 
1998). In this concept, frontier studies present a major conceptual and theoretical problem. Initially, 
they all look similar—hence the label that qualifies the border as a marginal place that separates 
two or more countries. However, a micro analysis will reveal that they have specific and peculiar 
qualities and they also dialogue with macro problems or issues, which demands an empirical study 
of these locations, so that the social processes that arise there can be understood. 

Border studies are currently the order of the day (Cardin & Albuquerque, 2018; Costa & 
Oliveira, 2012; Hall, 2009) and should remain so. The world history would be much better if it was 
seen from the border (Kaiser, 1998) - which leads us to the following border thought: how to 
conduct public management at the borders seeking to promote sustainable territorial development 
in these regions? 

There is no exclusive recipe for this. However, border studies should focus on the actors, 
who constantly reconstruct the senses of border. When we emphasize the actor, we are returning 
the focus to action, which are the experience and territorialization processes. This argument had 
already been revived by Touraine (1984), who justified that it had once been hidden by various 
forces or ideologies of classical sociology, being later crushed by economic determinism. The actors’ 
return aims at the transformation of a given order through the analysis of their practices. 

Therefore, the analysis of social practices on the border must be immunized against a 
simplistic reading. We need an ontological and methodological vision that can allow us to vary the 
scale and interpret different interests and forces involved in the creation and formation of the 
frontier as a field of action. This requires undertaking research that takes into account their political 
ecology and that prioritizes the dynamic processes in which actors feel actively involved. It also 
requires studying agendas that do not have dialogue and understanding why local societies do not 
debate certain border issues, such as participation in local policies (Hall, 2009). 

Kaiser (1998) indicated comparative studies for this analysis. Here, we present a more 
organic approach, so that we can re-discuss the practice of frontier studies and doing science in this 
field. Thus, given the serious socio-environmental and ethical problems we are experiencing, a 
pragmatist approach to frontiers and the search for new lifestyles and development seems 
opportune to us (Lévesque, 2009). However, it demands further research, crossing borders 
(Grimson & Vila, 2002), valuing public participation, and integrating the territorial dimension to 
border development strategies. 
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Contributions of social innovation ecosystems, sustainability, and 
pragmatism to frontier studies 

We know that cities are globally interconnected through political, economic, social, 
environmental, and technical systems. Now, more than ever, scientific research and policies be 
united to idealize possible futures and overcome the challenges of connecting cities, valuing the 
ecological footprint and improving the health, education, and quality of life of their inhabitants. 
Therefore, studies on the emergence and effects of SIEs are intensifying, being identified as the main 
means of understanding that society has to drive global social transformation articulated to 
sustainability through governance, planning, management, and policy systems appropriate to the 
objective of promoting resilience in urban systems and a real impact on territorial development 
dynamics (Andion et al., 2020; Gómez-Baggethun et al., 2013; Lévesque, 2016; McPhearson et al., 
2015). 

The SIEs began to be thought under the influence of explanatory models of business 
(entrepreneurial) approaches, which illustrate the formation of entrepreneurial ecosystems (EE), an 
expression coined by George Tansley in 1935 to designate a complexity of interacting bodies that 
share a common destiny and whose interrelationships can result in some co-evolution. For Lévesque 
(2016) and Andion et al. (2020), the EE emphasizes entrepreneurship, which must be facilitated or 
retained by the community of members, placing at the center of the system not the company, but 
the entrepreneur as a leader, while the government's role is limited to that of facilitator. The 
question here is that the explanatory models arising from business approaches emerge to illustrate 
EEs, identifying a successful ecosystem — having a very limited operationalization when aimed at 
understanding SIEs as, among others, EEs prioritize the access to the market, human capital, 
finances, and ecosystem offers (support institutions), and do not consider some particularities, such 
as the trajectory (reasons for its emergence), structure, civil society, the need for a more active role 
of government (public policies), and the scenario and consequences (real and practical) of social 
innovations in the territory. 

Therefore, more recent studies, such as the one by Andion et al. (2020) justified the need to 
build new theoretical-analytical approaches to understand existing problems, the social 
articulations that seek to resolve them, and how these actions contribute to improving resilience in 
cities. Inspired by these authors, we also start from the resumption of the pragmatist perspective11, 
which is based on different issues within the scope of collective action, reactivating the notion of 
public with conceptions in experience and in practice in order to understand the formation of SIEs 
and their effects on the territory. Thus, the SIE is understood in this study as a technical device that 
allows mapping a network of actors, identifying their interactions and their field of action 
(environment, childhood, health, education, and others). Recognizing a SIE enables strengthening 
democratic experimentation, as the problematization and publication of a given disorder and the 
struggle for its solution becomes clear. In the words of Dewey (1939), it is about seeing democracy 
in practice. 

Pragmatist researchers seek to understand methodologically different experiments that 
occur through test situations, crises, disputes, controversies, and different emergencies that drive 
collective engagement. That is, they seek to identify and explore the possibilities of new forms of 
political practice that demand a pragmatist analysis of microcivic and micropolitical activities in 
public laboratories (Ansell, 2012; Cefaï & Terzi, 2012). This method of investigation is not intended 
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to prove anything and does not try to decide anything. It only aims, in the case of science, to treat 
experience as a starting point for it to be revealed as it is, simply reality (Dewey, 1938). 

Initially, the investigation seeks to capture collective action, that is, any attempt to constitute 
a group that is somehow formalized in a joint action or through dialogue, which will join efforts to 
produce a common good that will be freely accessible for everyone after its creation (Cefaï, 2007). 
It takes place in public arenas, a space for disputes and cooperation where there are people of good 
faith or not, and various games of interest. Its formulation is never guaranteed and will depend on 
an ongoing process of knowledge and evaluation of consequences. It is also configured temporally, 
without being possible to attribute established borders to it (Cefaï, 2009; Cefaï & Terzi, 2012). 

These issues are associated with emotional perception, feelings, and the memory of 
problematic situations, launching researches and organizing audiences (Quéré & Terzi, 2015). 
Problematic situations (definition of the problem, for example, environmental disasters, tense 
meetings, poverty, inequalities, and pollution, etc.) and publicization (constitution of the public 
surrounding the problem) are inseparable from the fields of experience (Cefaï & Terzi, 2012). Their 
definition occurs through public investigation, which consists of configuration, definition, and 
control of a previously undetermined and vague situation in a determined situation. 

The problematic situation arises when certain events are no longer necessary for the 
harmonious balance of collective life. There is a disarticulation in the social process and ways of life 
are broken, which leads to the formation of a public. Publics are associations, in the sense of 
connections (Latour, 2012). They are human and non-human12 organizations, movements, and 
groups affected by these breakdowns that end up getting involved in an attempt to resolve them. A 
problem only becomes public when it acquires a greater dimension, mobilizing different actors who 
intend to change a given situation and inscribe it in the public space, drawing the attention of 
different characters who confront the cause (Lascoumes & Le Galès, 2012). Public problems are not 
those for which the government is responsible, but those that evoke the action of citizens around a 
problem (Dewey, 1927). They arise in the activity of identifying, problematizing, and disclosing a 
suffered situation (Quéré & Terzi, 2015). 

According to Dewey (1927), the formation of the public would also depend on the actions of 
the State and public institutions, whether through ensuring the conditions of freedom (freedom to 
associate and form the public), or the organization of public life in accordance with applicable 
policies or laws. Thus, recognizing the policies and laws of a problematic situation studied is a 
fundamental step in the process of public investigation, as it is through this apparatus that the State 
"tries" to maintain public order. 

What makes this question even more intriguing to management theory and practice is the 
social experiment in which citizen participation has been mandatory. Social mobilizations around 
the social and environmental problems of cities have been analyzed in the form of social 
innovations, which begin to indicate intentional and targeted reconfigurations of social practices 
(Gómez-Baggethun et al., 2013). Thus, the researcher seeks to identify social innovation initiatives, 
laws, and policies that support innovation, as well as to understand how the experiences of these 
initiatives are promoted in the territory and produce consequences in the reinforcement of 
deliberative democracy and the promotion of a more sustainable style of development (Andion et 
al., 2020). 
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According to Andion et al. (2017), social innovation is inscripted in long trajectories of 
configuration, which justifies the need to capture the experience of actors through investigation 
[inquiry] (Dewey, 1938), thus leading researchers to “follow” a partner, an associate or a network 
of actors to understand not only what they do, but how and why they do it over time (Latour, 2012). 
Here, the use of qualitative methods of observation of experiences and ethnographic work are 
highlighted. “The challenge of this proposal is to follow the experience of the actors in order to 
understand the processes of emergence and diffusion of social innovation, its scope, its 
consequences, and its limitation” (Andion et al., p. 382). 

We see in this inscription that pragmatic analysis emerges as a way to renew public 
administration (Shields, 2008) by emphasizing the importance of public freedom and their 
engagement in solving problems and forming a democratic state (Dewey, 1927). The State is the 
place of experimentation. The experimentalism of pragmatism uses a prospective view of science. 
The goal is not to find eternal principles, but to use an experimental and ongoing process to develop 
action plans that are evaluated in light of practical consequences (Ansell, 2012). By moving away 
from a verifying perspective and prioritizing practical consequences (following an experimental or a 
scientific logic), this type of experimentalism can be a pillar in the construction of democracy, as it 
values public governance processes. 

The emergence of democratic regimes revives the importance of freedom, which is the main 
feature of this model, and the appreciation of different forms of organization of individuals in 
associations (as opposed to individualism). For democracy to exist, concluded Dewey (1927), there 
is a need for free and voluntary collaboration and for individuals to have control over their own 
opinion. Therefore, democracy is associated with the free exercise of citizenship. The expansion and 
insurance of freedoms must also be fostered through (more) participation, whether by opening the 
doors of the government and giving space to public participation in decisions (for example, popular 
participation in urban planning and management) or by improving public policies, which should 
dialogue more with politics and look more at the territory. 

 

Cities and the frontier: giving visibility to public challenges 

In this section, we present a first technical survey on the SIEs on the Brazil-Bolivia border, 
identifying initiatives of social innovation and support, government agents, and other actors. Thus, 
we have reached out so far 212 plural organizations of individuals, groups, associations, politicians, 
companies, and others who share a collective identity. 

Figure 2 shows in detail 113 social innovation initiatives, 25 government agents (city halls, 
secretariats, public prosecutor offices, and others), 64 teaching and research institutions (2 federal 
universities, 5 private universities, 2 master's programs, and 55 groups of research and extension), 
6 public support institutions (bodies such as Sebrae, Senai, and Sesc that finance projects) and 4 
support initiatives (private companies that finance projects through public notices, donations or 
internal projects, such as Vale, Votorantim, Camba, and Gravetal). Most of these organizations are 
concentrated in the urban area of the municipality of Corumbá (MS). However, several of them, are 
located in the countryside or in the Pantanal region (25 social innovation initiatives), since this 
border is home to the Pantanal, the largest wetland in the world. Ninety-six percent of the territory 
of Corumbá is located in the Pantanal, which covers 250,000 km², including Brazil (Mato Grosso and 
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Mato Grosso do Sul), northern Paraguay, and eastern Bolivia. These initiatives in the Pantanal seek 
to support the nature (fauna and flora), river communities, families in rural settlements, other small 
producers, cowboys, and indigenous communities. 

 

Figure 2. SIEs on the Brazil-Bolivia border 

Source: Prepared by the authors. 

 

Through this cartography, seven public problems that mobilize these different actors 
described in Table 1 on the Brazil-Bolivia border were identified. The nomenclature of these 
problems was inspired by the 17 SDGs (United Nations, 2015). 

 

Table 1 

Identification of public problems 
 

Poverty 
eradication 

The eradication of poverty and marginalization and the reduction of social inequalities is one of 
Brazil's fundamental objectives, expressed in the Article 3 of the Federal Constitution (Brasil, 
1988). The State must promote the good of all, without prejudice of origin, race, sex, color, age, 
and other forms of discrimination. The text is cohesive; 86% of Brazilians believe that Brazil's 
development depends on reducing social inequalities (Georges, 2019). However, poverty still 
haunts the lives of Brazilians. Despite the achievements of the past, the numbers have grown 
again and, today, 13.5 million Brazilians are miserable, that is, they live on less than US$ 
1.90/day. In Mato Grosso do Sul, 17% of the population (73,470 thousand people) live in the 
poverty line, with a per capita household income of R$ 385, and 3% live in extreme poverty (Frias, 
2019). There are eight favelas in the state, with five of them in Corumbá (MS), representing 5,767 
people (Souza, 2019). On the Bolivian side, the situation is even worse, despite the progress that 
the country has achieved in recent years. There are several challenges, such as access to 
drinking water and sewage treatment, housing, food, and work, which are critical development 
factors that call for social innovations and restructuring of public management with the 
strengthening of governance by valuing community participation and empowerment approaches. 

Social and 
racial 
vulnerability 

In Brazil, social inequality and poverty act as catalysts for gender inequalities and ethnic-racial 
problems, creating socially, economically, and culturally marginalized groups. This situation 
highlights the inefficiency of public power actions, with public policies that do not meet the 

Social Innovation Initiatives 

Support Initiatives 

Government agents 

Teaching and Research Institutions 

Public Support Institutions 

International Limit 

Bolívia 

Ladário 

Corumbá 
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and gender 
equality 

demands of the most vulnerable society. Thus, social vulnerability has been established as a 
major challenge for government officials, as new public policies need to be thought out, rethought, 
and specially operationalized and discussed with civil society. Violence and sexual exploitation of 
women and girls is a reality in this border area. From street prostitution to houses of prostitution, 
sex tourism is experiencing a “naturalization”. The civil society, public authorities, the judiciary and 
the police apparatus are aware of this activity. However, there are few established actions. 
Exploited women suffer an intersectional action as, besides the gender issue, they are mostly 
black and poor. 

public health 
and wellness 

According to data from the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics (IBGE, 2018), the 
mortality rate in Brazil is 6.6 per 1,000 births. In Corumbá and Ladário (MS), this rate more than 
doubles and reaches 17.8. On the Bolivian side, the numbers have decreased in recent years from 
50 to 24, but are still high. This difference is a powerful indicator of the problems that cities need to 
face in relation to health. Due to the significant cases of rabies and leishmaniasis, the challenges 
go further infant mortality and involve issues such as dengue, H1N1, abortion, cancer treatment, 
and animal health. Despite the high population (160 thousand inhabitants), many procedures are 
not performed in these cities, which depend on the municipalities of Campo Grande (MS) or Santa 
Cruz (Bolivia). The lack of a neonatal ICU and the limitations of Hemosul in dengue outbreaks 
indicate the need to rethink the epidemiological health surveillance services in border areas. The 
Integrated Border Health System (SIS-Fronteira) was created with the aim of improving these 
services, which have the intention of carrying out a diagnosis of local health and preparing an 
operational plan for the improvement of the network of health services in border municipalities 
(Krüger et al., 2017). Despite its benefits, this program has not yet been implemented in the 
region. Therefore, the challenges for different civil society initiatives range from demanding the 
operationalization of public policies to the distribution of goods and services in support networks. 

Ambiental 
degradation 

Environmental degradation is the entire process of destruction and removal of native vegetation, 
generating serious consequences for the fauna that lives in this habitat. This region has the two 
following large biomes: the Cerrado, which is the second largest biome in South America, with 5% 
of the planet's biodiversity; and the Pantanal, one of the largest continuous wetlands on the planet 
(Ministry of the Environment, 2020). So much richness does not prevent the ills arising mainly from 
activities related to agriculture and mining. In 2019, the Pantanal recorded 334% more fires than in 
the previous year. Consequently, the temperature increased by up to 6 °C while rainfall decreased 
by 25% (Oliveira, 2019). In March 2020, the fires tripled. Corumbá and Ladário (MS) lead the 
national ranking of fire outbreaks. The problem turned into a “conflict of neighbors” in which 
Brazilian and Bolivian mayors “blame” the fires on each other, as if the fire respected the 
international limit. Other disasters arise due to deforestation, wildlife trafficking, lack of solid waste 
management, and water pollution, remembering that this region does not have a sanitary landfill 
and the commitments for such implementation are slow ("Corumbá and Ladário sign a 
commitment to deploy a sanitary landfill”, 2019). The BR-262, which is a highway that cuts through 
the Pantanal, is known as the “Highway of Death” due to the trampling of wild animals. There are, 
on average, 6 deaths/day and an estimated 3,000 deaths per year (Naujorks, 2018). For all these 
reasons, the shift towards sustainability is driven by heterogeneous approaches and initiatives 
from the network of civil society actors in the cities and their environmental concerns. Regarding 
this issue, micro actions dialogue with macro actions, as environmental change is of global 
interest. 

Zero Hunger 
and 
Sustainable 
and Family 
Agriculture 

Hunger in an agrarian state is an attention-grabbing practice. Hunger has increased worldwide, 
reaching 820 million people (Jarvis et al., 2019). Few studies provided a specific picture of this 
region. However, news regarding the child malnutrition of river peoples, indigenous peoples, and 
other groups (followed by death) are common. The Goal 2 of the SDG (United Nations, 2015) 
stipulated that by 2030 we should end hunger and ensure access for all people to safe, nutritious, 
and sufficient food throughout the year. For this end, it is necessary to value the production of 
family agriculture, indigenous peoples, and small fisher producers through access to land, credit 
lines, and public policies that strengthen the market, among others. There are only ten years left 
for the agreement to be fulfilled. Research shows that Brazil is unlikely to reach this goal and the 
increase in poverty is an indication (Favareto, 2019). According to Jarvis et al. (2019), small 
farmers are four-fold more likely to enter the poverty line compared to other individuals employed 
in different sectors of the economy. This region has approximately ten groups of producers, mostly 
settled, which have difficulties in expanding food production mainly due to lack of water and 
oppression by large producers. The transitions of the productive bases, with attention to nature, 
the appreciation of families, open markets, and programs that amplify the acquisition of family 
farming production are at the center of discussions to promote the development of the region and 
its interactions. 
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Education and 
culture 

Current pedagogical trends have increasingly revealed an intercultural theoretical perspective. 
This trend seeks to create bonds of appreciation, acceptance, and respect for the most varied 
cultural manifestations, understanding that there are no superior or hierarchical cultural 
relationships, but a diversity that needs to be respected and understood. This intercultural 
perspective is fundamental to reduce gender or xenophobic prejudices through education. The 
cultural devaluation or depreciation is more evident in regions with great cultural flow, such as in 
this border, which presents social interactions between Brazilians, Bolivians, Paraguayans, 
Palestinians, indigenous peoples, and other peoples. This cultural flow, while creating 
hybridizations, also generates cultural prejudices. Therefore, schools in this region must act in 
order to promote intercultural relations, prioritizing integration by understanding life and 
opportunities on the frontier, valuing the sense of frontiers, bilingual education, and the formation 
of citizens able to live with diversity. Hence the importance of university extension projects to 
support schools in this endeavor, support initiatives to finance future projects, and other social 
innovation initiatives that also promote cultural and educational diffusion on the border. 

Immigration 
and Refugees 

The United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) defines immigrants as everyone 
who enters a country other than their country of origin for various reasons. On the other hand, 
refugees are "people who are outside their country because of a well-founded fear of persecution 
for reasons of race, religion, nationality, political opinion or participation in social groups and who 
cannot (or do not want) to return home" (UNHCR, 2018). This concept expands and 
encompasses, besides the reasons mentioned, people forced to leave their country due to armed 
conflicts, gender issues, violence, and massive violations of human rights. According to the 
UNHCR (2017), there are 258 million international migrants, 25.4 million of whom have left their 
country as a result of wars, violence, and persecution, which lead them to cross borders and 
become a refugee. In Brazil, 81,000 foreigners crossed the Brazil-Bolivia border in 2019; out of 
these, 56 thousand were tourists. Due to the proximity to Bolivia, traffic (coming and going) is 
constant due to the numerous exchange relationships. There are no border controls for the local 
population, which leads many immigrants to enter the country illegally. This certain 
"permissiveness" that favors local exchanges does not exclude xenophobia and racism, which 
demonstrates the social urgency of the cause of immigrants and refugees and its indispensability 
in the city. 

Source: Prepared by the authors. 

 

More than creating a typology of frontier cities, the cartography presented in Figure 1 
allowed us to capture contexts of experience and action surrounding common problematic 
situations. Table 1 lists the challenges that the actors and networks seek to solve. The association 
of these actors does not follow a logic of action. They act in multiple worlds (Boltanski & Thévenot, 
2006). On the other hand, the formation of networks occurs due to proximity bonds. This proximity 
is not understood on a spatial scale, but in relation to what is experienced and to their daily lives, in 
which different public subjects are shared (Cefaï, 2009). 

The different initiatives found have a complex network of cooperation and conflict focused 
on dealing with the public problem. In these relationships, a group of actors discusses their 
problematic situation, makes political agreements, and stages their public figures. It creates cultural 
universes, linking its image to the territory (symbol) and seeking to negotiate order and stabilize 
relationships. Logically, an initiative can act on more than one problem, such as the Moinho Cultural 
(eradication of poverty; social vulnerability, education, and culture). A more advanced study would 
be able to demonstrate whether these relationships configure the existence of different public 
arenas13 (Cefaï, 2007). 

It is possible to observe that all the public problems described in Table 1 are interconnected. 
For example, Demo (2002) argued that the problem of education, translated into learning, is of 
paramount importance for understanding the other (immigration) and promoting critical thinking 
(environmental degradation and poverty) and, when properly applied, can contribute to change the 
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life of the student (hunger; vulnerability). Furthermore, the micro analysis of the problem, such as 
environmental degradation, reveals macro problems, as their causes and consequences impact 
present and future generations, besides being globally interconnected (air and ocean pollution, 
among others). 

This first moment of identification of initiatives is called by the Obisf as “mapped” (see Figure 
1), when the initiatives have enough information to be mapped or registered, as we did (Figure 2). 
They then go on to the "observed" stage, in which the initiatives have their information validated 
by the Obisf team (third stage of the research). We will carry out this stage from 2021 through the 
Center for Border Studies on Social Innovation, besides recognizing the laws and public policies by 
which the State seeks to promote the development of each problem. By analyzing the current 
information provided by different organizations, we realized that, like most cities in developing 
countries, social innovation initiatives are also mobilized around the most urgent issues and work 
with the most excluded audiences, such as the Association of Artisan Women from Barra do São 
Lourenço, located on the banks of the Paraguay River, in the Pantanal, who work with handicrafts 
made with water hyacinth, a plant native to the region; the Dyang (Puerto Quijarro), which provides 
assistance to women who are victims of sexual exploitation and trafficking; and the Guató Canoeiros 
Indian Association, which seeks to preserve the indigenous culture and tradition among the 
descendants of this ethnic group. 

When we deepen the analysis in more specific networks, such as “education and culture”, 
we realized in these two years (2019-2020) that organizations are articulated by proximity in public 
life. Their challenge is to awaken children and adolescents to be interested in culture and the 
importance of study, especially reading, for the formation of citizens (knowing how to think, discuss, 
and respect), as education and culture can contribute to fight poverty (Demo, 2002). The main target 
audience is Brazilian and Bolivian children and adolescents who are served, for example, by the 
network formed by the Moinho Cultural (music, dance, and arts for needy children) and other social 
innovation initiatives and support actors (Vale, TV Morena, UFMS, etc.). This articulation by 
proximity was also felt within a historical local tradition, the Carnaval, supported by the municipal 
and state government as “the biggest carnival in the Central-west region of Brazil”. In Corumbá, 
different cultural and sports associations are linked to carnaval blocks or samba schools that have 
projects aimed at children and young people. 

Some initiatives are linked to religious communities, acting mainly with spiritual and 
solidarity networks, distributing goods or community services for human and even environmental 
promotion. This is the case of Oficina Mãos Amigas (spiritist), which works with children and 
teenagers in the area of education and with neighborhood residents through training and income 
generation; the Comunidad Inmaculada Concepción (Catholic), which works in the education and 
care of needy children on the Bolivian side; the Desafio Jovem Peniel (evangelical), which promotes 
actions in the area of eradicating poverty and culture and the environment; and the Pastoral da 
Mobilidade Humana (Catholic), which has been working with the reception and insertion of 
immigrants and refugees. 

Other initiatives are involved with conflicts surrounding urban and environmental planning, 
as well as objectives in the social, cultural, and economic fields. These experiences go further 
municipal boundaries, arguing and publicizing their challenges through vast repertoires, such as the 
SOS Taquari initiative, which works on the issue of the silting up of the Taquari River (more than 150 



Organizações & Sociedade, 2021, 28(99)    878 

 

km of silted river) and the Homem Pantaneiro Institute (IHP), which focuses on the conservation 
and preservation of the Pantanal biome, having already signed a partnership with the World Wide 
Fund (WWF) to promote, for example, training courses on the conservation and preservation of the 
Pantanal and the Cerrado. The challenge of these initiatives is huge, as the productive base of the 
Pantanal region is mainly focused on cattle raising, which is responsible for a large part of the 
burning of the Pantanal in 2020. The local discourse on environmental impacts focuses, above all, 
on economic loss and not on the quality of life, as in the case of the Taquari River. Therefore, as in 
the “education and culture” axis, the challenge of these initiatives is to preserve the environment 
and learning, enabling the population to understand the importance of nature, the harm caused by 
burning, and show that “everyone has the right to enjoy an ecologically balanced environment, 
which is a good for common use by the people and essential to the quality of life” (Brasil, 1988). 
Ensuring this right is everyone's duty. 

So far, we have seen that pragmatism as a method contributes to the renewal of public 
administration (Shields, 2008), as it emphasizes the deliberations and negotiations necessary for 
society. The practice of democracy imagined by Dewey, as well as the participation and the notion 
of public, allows the reconnection of public administration to the action of actors, who constantly 
(re)define innovations in the city. Dewey (1927, 1939) emphasized education projects, as through 
them democracy begins within the classroom. Certainly, it is through education that a democratic 
process would begin, as in the case of our initiatives, we see that, besides the most immediate action 
(for example: hunger > giving food), the great challenge is to form critical, autonomous, and active 
individuals, who are ready to face the city's problems and challenges. 

There are countless associations and articulations surrounding public problems in this 
region. Other initiatives and problems may exist and have not yet been identified by us. The SIE is a 
plural and endless network. It renews and is, thus, eternally provisional. The city is a laboratory so 
alive that it changes daily from every action. The network of actors comprising it moves and interacts 
and, in order to understand how social change occurs, and if it occurs, it is necessary to investigate 
and monitor and not to define the problem a priori. Many of these initiatives have already gained 
representation on a daily basis (such as the Network for Combating Cancer, Buraco da Onça 
Ecological Association, and others). Others continue to seek their own stabilization (such as the 
Quilombola Association, Different Generation, Aguapé Ecotourism, and others). There are different 
realities and purposes, which encourages the continuation of this research. 

 

To (not) conclude: the emergence of social innovation 

Who is interested in border studies? Is it just the people living in the border or everyone in 
the country? The border is a strategic area for the State. Brazil has the longest border strip in Latin 
America. However, it has great difficulties in perceiving the other and idealizing integration with 
Latin states. This study showed the need to assume the gaps found. However, there is difficulty to 
assume them in the face of the city's countless other challenges. Change requires a future project 
of social learning and adaptation, as well as recognizing that frontier cities function as complex, 
interdependent, and integrated systems. 

The border is a space permeated by unique interculturality and heterogeneity, which are not 
considered when development plans are developed for the region. We, like any national public 
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management, have to devise an alternative of seeing the world and acting on it — moving towards 
a new State-society relationship and thinking of a management model that escapes the traditional 
functionalist and normative conception (Andion, 2012), returning to a sociopolitical dimension of 
management (Paes de Paula, 2005), as we can no longer sustain naive assumptions based exclusively 
on instrumental rationality (attribute of the market system), which ends up misconfiguring the 
associated human life (Ramos, 1989). We have observed that the cross-cutting discussion to develop 
border areas is poorly addressed, and the idealized public policies do not involve the civil society in 
their elaboration and are far from promoting sustainable development for the region (Krüger et al., 
2017). 

Applying the contributions of pragmatism to border studies, especially John Dewey's 
considerations on democracy as association, research, and experimentation, allowed us to realize 
that border cities are full of plural organizations that act in a network of informal interactions facing 
different problems, thus comprising the SIE of the Brazil-Bolivia border. Network organizations arise 
due to the numerous test situations that make them operate in a political world (Boltanski & 
Thévenot, 2006). They gain representation on a daily basis, offering numerous services to the city. 
In fact, these problems (Table 1) show the emergence of analyzing the SIEs at the border. 

Therefore, the importance of recognizing the SIE for the democratic strengthening of border 
areas is opportune. If public policies are not working, then governments should appropriate more 
of the knowledge produced by the social and human sciences, in this case, the SIEs, which highlight 
what are the city's public problems and which organizations try to answer them, demonstrating, in 
the long term, the successes, challenges, and limitations of these responses. In a country as diverse 
and extensive as ours, public policies should not always be national in scope, but based on a local 
specificity, so that they can have a positive impact on people's lives. 

Having this knowledge, public policies could be better developed or, in more ambitious 
terms, by identifying the practical consequences of the initiatives, we could re-discuss the role of 
public administration and idealize the “co-management of the city” (Ansell, 2012) through an object 
of public intervention, such as the “public policy forums” (Lascoumes & Le Galès, 2012), a space for 
the democratic strengthening of cities where public action is negotiated between an ecosystem of 
actors who articulate their problematization in search of a project necessary to protect life, ensure 
rights, and increase ecological resilience within the city's strategic planning. 

The experiences of projecting the city from participatory forums14 are still rare. We support 
that the feasibility of implementing a forum in this region and its possible contribution to the 
territorial integration of the border should be studied. In this space, the government and different 
civil society initiatives in both countries could give a multilateral approach to collective public 
problems, discuss public policies, and perhaps discuss the future institutionalization of the forum. 

We reinforce, as qualified by Andion et al. (2020), that such theoretical-methodological 
choices generate advances in the understanding of the phenomena and limits in the scope of the 
study. Although the patchwork of a small conglomerate on the Brazil-Bolivia border does not expose 
the reality of other border areas, this case reinforces how much we need to qualify people's 
experience, practice, and political action in Latin America, where democratic experience is so fragile 
and recent. In other words, the contribution of this paper is to focus on the actors' practices (public 
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action), aiming to uncap the border, expand its meaning, and enhance the actors' protagonism, 
contributing to the advancement of theorization on social innovations and border studies. 

Studying the territory through the actor – their associations, engagements, and their 
collective action, represented through social innovations (practices that seek to change a given 
problematic situation) – encourages research to advance in order to understand how the 
participatory construction of public management takes place; the democratic dynamics of cities, the 
formation of public arenas, the importance of exercising citizenship, the scope and limits of social 
innovation, and its impact on the territory. The answer here is not given a priori, and this will be 
better studied by the Center for Border Studies on Social Innovation. When we rethink frontier 
studies, we do not exclude other forms of analysis and disciplines, nor the instruments of public 
management adopted so far. We are only discussing an alternative that is based on the worldview 
that emerges from practices, participation, and alternative development movements, such as 
gender, ecology, health, and education. 

Our interdisciplinary research field of frontier studies, based on pragmatism, is a particular 
roadmap for conducting public investigations that will allow us to identify a range of teaching, 
research, and extension projects in this field, including quantitative, qualitative, and comparative 
research analyses. We believe that our proposals to provide access to social innovations can 
dialogue with other frontier cities and with broader projects, such as those conducted by the Obisf 
team, aimed at building urban resilience and inspiring theoretical discussions. Therefore, we 
decided not to conclude, leaving the door open for a beginning of research on social innovation, 
participation, and protagonism of actors in frontier cities. 
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Notes 

1. This term is also found as “border territorial development”, or “border zones”. Zone, in the 
sense of a strip that concentrates inhabitants, housing, leisure, education, economic activities, 
and etc. Here we opted for BTD, dialoguing with the paradigm of territorial development. 

2. Open access portal of Brazilian universities on limits and borders. See: https://bit.ly/2ztIAam 

3. It refers to the issue of immigrants and refugees. In 2019, the construction of the wall on the 
US-Mexico border began, besides the invisible wall constituted by the barriers that countries 
impose on countless people who try to enter their territories when fleeing poverty, violence, 
and persecution, as happens in Europe. 

4. This paper perceives the frontier based on the studies by Nogueira (2007), specifically the “lived 
frontier” – a type of frontier that has more meaning for the society living on the frontier, as it 
reflects and refers to their daily lives. Nogueira, R.J.B. (2007). Border: Identity reference space? 
Revista Ateliê Geográfico, 1(2), 27-41.doi:10.5216/ag.v1i2.3013 

5. However, in Brazil, until this study was completed, social innovation is still not an issue 
addressed in frontier zones. This research gap motivated this study. 

6. This paper is part of a series of research carried out by the Center for Social Innovations in the 
Public Sphere over the past 10 years. Retrieved from https://bit.ly/30nYcXr. For more details on 
Obisf, see Andion et al. (2020). 

7. The Border Strip is 150 km wide parallel to the national territory's terrestrial dividing line. It 
arose from Law No. 6,634/1979, regulated by Decree No. 85,064/1980, the content of which 
was ratified by the Federal Constitution of 1988, in §2 of Article 2: "Registration of Brazilian 
municipalities with an area wholly or partially located in the Border Strip". 

8. Concept used in mobile telephony related to data transmission (sending and receiving) through 
mobile networks, in this case without international limits or international charging. 

9. We understand “public management instruments” as qualified by Kleba, Comerlatto, and 
Frozza (2015), as follows: “guidelines and parameters established in documents, such as laws, 
policies or plans, which constitute instruments to guide and qualify the democratic 
management of public policies" (p. 1059). 
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10. The analysis of this stage was inspired by the study by Ricardo Abramovay (2006) to categorize 
the works that associate the frontier with territorial development. 

11. For further details, we suggest: Corrêa, D., & Dias, R. (2016). Crítica e os momentos críticos: De 
la justification e a guinada pragmática na sociologia francesa. MANA, 22(1), 67-99. 
doi:10.1590/0104-93132016v22n1p067 

12. For Latour (1994, 2012), reality is considered as dynamic; being complex and non-linear. Hence 
the need to accompany the subjects to understand nature as it is seen, perceived, experienced, 
and interpreted by the actor. “Actor-network” refers to a compound of humans and non-
humans (technologies, organizations, animals, lists, reports, and others) who express 
themselves through guidelines, manuals, and spokespersons. The actor-network is not the 
same as an “actor network”. The actor-network indicates the set of everyone who promotes an 
action. 

13. For further details on the formation of public arenas, read: Cefaï, D. (2002). ¿Qué es una arena 
pública? Algunas pautas para un acercamiento pragmático. Retrieved from 
https://bit.ly/34XIbZK 

14. One of these experiences is the Public Policy Forum of Florianópolis. Visit: 
https://bit.ly/2VNgs9U 
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