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Abstract
Human attempts to draw clear boundaries between the wild and the civilized are typically subject to negotiations, 
discourses, and conflicts between environmental authorities, environmentalists, and the local population. However, 
this perspective often overlooks the agency of nonhumans in b/ordering space. Against this background, this paper 
offers a new conceptualization of more-than-human borderlands of wilderness. They are understood as spaces of con-
tinuous negotiation processes co-constituted by complex, relational, and hybrid entanglements of humans, animals, 
materialities, regulations, politics, discursive-material practices and transactions, in which the boundaries between 
the civilized and the wild are constituted, enacted, and challenged. Using the empirical study of returning wolves to 
Switzerland, this paper exemplifies the transactional constitution of more-than-human borderlands of wilderness. It 
demonstrates that the returning animals challenge human b/orderings of wilderness by following their prey, hunt-
ing (domestic) animals or entering settlement areas, whereas humans attempt to restabilize the boundary between 
the wilderness and the civilized by putting the wilderness back in place through new regulations and b/ordering 
practices that allow, for instance, the hunting of “problem wolves.” Thus, the boundaries between the wilderness and 
the cultivated are always being challenged by the transactions and intra-actions of humans, wolves, and other more-
than-human entities, thereby constituting the borderlands of wilderness that cut across human territorial and b/or-
dering claims. Therefore, investigating wolves’ actions and the intra-active human attempts to restabilize their ideas 
of the “right place” for the wild allows a deeper understanding of wilderness in a co-created, fluid, and dynamic way.
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1. Wildlife Across Boundaries

Wolves are inconvenient animals. Since they have be-
come an “epitome of the wild” (Urbanik, 2012, p. 143), 
their uncontrolled return to the cultural landscape of 
Central Europe has challenged the human demarca-
tion between the wild and the civilized. Wolves are 
crossing territorial borders and imaginative bounda-
ries that are crucial to human self-orientation in the 
world and the way humans shape it (Cronon, 1996). 
They represent, one could say, the wilderness intrud-
ing into civilization, the wilderness that is out of place 
(Cresswell, 1996; Philo & Wilbert, 2000).

With their conceptual and territorial boundary cross-
ings, wolves challenge the Western understanding of 
the world (Poerting et al., 2020). Accordingly, wilder-
ness is understood as that which is uninhabited and 
untouched by human influence (Ward, 2019, p. 35). 
In contrast, its antonym, cultural landscape, is un-
derstood as nature that humans have “cultivated, 
cleared and settled” (Castree, 2013, p. 24). The bound-
ary between the two is therefore crucial to the idea 
of human mastery over nature. The mastered nature 
is always the civilized one; nature that has been culti-
vated, tamed, and domesticated. It is nature’s dangers 
that have been controlled and subdued by medicine, 
technology, or even weapons. In this process, Western 
European societies have seemingly subjected even the 
wilderness by assigning it a place in nature reserves 
and national parks (Hinchliffe, 2007). The boundaries 
between places of wilderness and places of civiliza-
tion are socially produced through discursive-mate-
rial negotiations and conflicts among environmental 
authorities, environmentalists, and local populations, 
and then often territorially fixed through adminis-
trative bordering processes (Cronon, 1996; Kangler, 
2009).

From this perspective, the mobility and actions of 
nonhuman entities in shaping the borderlands of 
the wild are often seen as problematic, since human  
attempts to draw clear lines between the wild and 
the cultivated are fundamentally called into question 
by the everyday practices and mobilities of nonhu-
man species (Frank & Heinzer, 2019). By following 
their prey and hunting (domestic) animals, wolves, for  
instance, prey on livestock, overcome herding protec-
tion fences, and enter or come close to settlements at 
times and to an extent that is unacceptable to humans 
and causes indignation, fear, and anger. Setting aside 
the emotional reactions to livestock predation, it can 

be argued with reference to Cresswell (2014, p. 715), 
that these reactions are quite typical, since many 
such “moral panics about animals have had mobility 
at their heart.”

As we will show through exploring the example of 
the return of the wolves to the Swiss Calanda region, 
when animals “invade” the human sphere, they ques-
tion human demarcations of wilderness and cause 
dynamic changes in human-animal transactions. In 
doing so, their mobile lives across human boundaries 
challenge human intentions in putting them in place. 
It is the very precariousness of these human bounda-
ries of wilderness that the practices of wolves are now 
disruptively bringing to the attention of human socie-
ties, thereby also challenging the very idea of human 
mastery over nature.

In response, humans attempt to restabilize the 
boundary between wilderness and cultivated areas by 
b/ordering processes (e.g., van Houtum et al., 2005a), 
which are intended to put the wilderness back in 
place. They transform, for instance, their everyday 
hunting practices and invent new administrative 
regulations, which define and allow the hunting of 
“problem wolves.” For their part, wolves develop new 
“tactics,” practices, and mobility patterns that again 
question and undermine the allegedly clear (human) 
notion and demarcation of wilderness (Schröder & 
Steiner, 2020; Schröder, 2024). 

Along the lines of Fleischmann’s notion of more-than-
human borders (2020, p. 250), we understand more-
than-human borderlands of wilderness as spaces 
of continuous negotiation processes co-constituted 
by complex, relational, and hybrid entanglements of  
humans, animals, materialities, regulations, politics, 
discursive-material practices (Barad, 2003; 2007; 
2012; 2015), and transactions (Schröder & Steiner, 
2020; Steiner, 2014; Steiner & Schröder, 2022), in 
which the boundaries between the civilized and the 
wild are constituted, enacted, and challenged.

Or, in short: We think of borderlands of wilderness as a 
discursive-material and transactional space in which 
the everyday realities of civilization, wilderness, and 
wildlife are played out. Such a more-than-human  
approach to borderlands raises the question of how 
the human boundary between the civilized and the 
wild is called into question, challenged, and (re)b/or-
dered by more-than-human entities. It assumes that 
nonhuman entities such as wolves possess an agency 
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within the network that places them as autonomous 
political actors in the field, who challenge the gover-
nance practices and b/ordering processes directed to-
wards them, thereby revealing ruptures in the world’s 
existing human spatial orders. Investigating wolves’ 
mobilities and practices alongside humans’ trans- and 
intra-active attempts to restabilize their notions of 
the “right place for the wild” therefore allows for a 
deeper understanding of wilderness more widely as 
co-created, fluid, and dynamic.

2. Trans- and Intra-Actional Perspectives of a 
More-Than-Human World

More-than-human geographies (MTHG) represent a 
heterogeneous theoretical field that emerged around 
the turn of the millennium, primarily within the An-
glo-Saxon context (e.g., Braun, 2005; Greenhough, 
2014; Whatmore, 2002), but increasingly also in  
German-speaking geography (e.g., Fleischmann, 2020; 
Steiner et al., 2022). Beyond the previously dominant 
human geographical focus on meaning and repre-
sentation, the approaches gathered in this research 
field emphasize the extent to which the world is  
co-created by human entanglements with materi-
ality and other living beings (e.g., Jackson, 2000; 
Lorimer, 2005; Thrift, 2008; Thrift & Dewsbury, 2000;  
Whatmore, 2006). MTHG therefore aim to overcome 
the dualistic separation between human and nonhu-
man entities and instead seek to better understand 
human existence in relation to its intense interweav-
ing with nonhuman beings in co-produced co-worlds 
(Whatmore, 2006). Hence, it is not surprising that one 
of the concerns of MTHG is to reach a comprehensive 
understanding of how humans, in their complex rela-
tionships with animals (e.g., Buller, 2014; Haraway, 
2008; Philo & Wilbert, 2000; Pütz & Schlottmann, 
2020; Urbanik, 2012), microorganisms (e.g., Lorimer, 
2016), viruses (e.g., Greenhough, 2012), plants (e.g., 
Gesing, 2021; Head & Atchison, 2009), or machines 
and technological devices (e.g., Haraway, 1991;  
Whatmore, 2002), co-constitute the world. Thereby, 
agency is also attributed to nonhuman entities (Panelli, 
2010) and understood as emerging from relational 
ties within assemblages (e.g., Anderson & McFarlane, 
2011; Mattissek & Wiertz, 2014) or actor-networks 
(e.g., Thrift, 2000).

This shift in focus creates a new emphasis on themes of 
change and dynamic relational relationships through 
which our world is transactively (Bridge, 2008;  

Dewey & Bentley, 1949; Schröder & Steiner, 2020; 
Steiner, 2014) co-produced and constantly (re)con-
stituted in processual entanglements or intra-actions 
(Barad, 2003; Barad, 2007).

A transactional perspective has its origins in John 
Dewey’s anti-fundamentalist and ontologically  
agnostic classical pragmatism. It assumes that we 
cannot understand entities independently of their en-
vironment; they have to be considered as “organisms-
in-environment-as-a-whole” (Dewey & Bentley, 1949, 
LW.16.103). In this holistic view, the dynamic mutual 
interaction of all parts of a system is necessary for its 
preservation. Accordingly, complex objects and rela-
tionships must be understood relationally, emphasiz-
ing their procedural and dynamic interdependence. 
All transactors, within the framework of their trans-
actional processes, performatively and recursively 
transform the conditions under which they and other 
transactors exist and transact—the world is inher-
ently co-produced. It is thus characterized by emer-
gent processes that produce a historical sequence of 
situationally unique events. This largely explains why 
pragmatism understands relationships in the world 
as a temporary expression of a continuous, dynamic, 
and fundamentally unpredictable process of change. 
In this process, all transactors—human and nonhu-
man—are subject to events in their environment. 
These events significantly determine the transactional 
possibilities of all transactors. Agency is therefore 
conceived, similarly to Actor-Network Theory or as-
semblage theory, as something “distributed” among 
the relationally interwoven transactors. The logical 
consequence of such a perspective is that no transac-
tor has full control over unfolding events (Steiner & 
Schröder, 2022).

The idea of intra-actions can be traced back to Karen 
Barad’s (2003, 2007) draft of an agential realism. At 
its core, Barad posits that entities do not exist inde-
pendently and outside of their relations to each other; 
rather, they emerge from these relations through spe-
cific intra-actions that shape the concepts or mate-
rial delineations of the world, creating meaning and 
boundaries (Barad, 2012, p. 19). The result is a fabric 
in which things are no longer ontologically separated 
from each other but understood as a kind of entangle-
ment (Barad, 2015, p. 130).

From this perspective, matter does not simply exist; 
it is inherently entangled with the discursive. Mate-
riality generates meanings and vice versa (Barad, 
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2012, p. 34). Neither discursive nor material phenom-
ena are ontologically pre-existent; rather, they are 
intertwined in material-discursive practices, through 
which both relevancies are formed and boundaries 
constituted (Barad, 2012, p. 22).

To elaborate on this idea, Barad introduces the con-
cepts of the apparatus and the agential cut. The  
apparatus is to be understood as a material-discur-
sive practice, a set of intra-actions that produce phe-
nomena in their becoming, shaping both matter and 
meaning (Barad, 2012). The agential cut occurs with-
in the apparatus and represents the moment when 
the phenomenon emerges from the void (Richthofen, 
2021, p. 30). Neither the subject precedes the object 
nor vice versa, ontologically or epistemologically. 
Both come into existence through agential cuts that 
separate, for example, wilderness from culture or hu-
man from animal.

Agential cuts thus produce opposing pairs. They are 
two sides of the same coin in terms of a cutting-to-
gether-apart (Barad, 2015, p. 182). Barad therefore 
refers to material-discursive apparatuses as “bound-
ary-drawing practices” (Barad, 2012, p. 35), setting 
in motion what is “relevant in specific constellations 
and what is excluded from relevance” (Barad, 2012, 
p. 34). Apparatuses produce differences that matter 
and are simultaneously the result of these differences. 
Humans and more-than-human entities participate in 
the practices that constitute the apparatuses, orga-
nizing our world and manifesting boundary-drawing.

3. Conceptualizing More-Than-Human Border-
lands of Wilderness

However, in political geography in general and border 
studies in particular, MTHG and animal geography 
approaches remain rare (Fleischmann, 2020; Smart 
& Smart, 2012). For decades, political geographical 
research has focused exclusively on humans, largely 
overlooking nonhuman entities such as animals and 
their role in political configurations (Hobson, 2007; 
Srinivasan, 2016). Border studies are no exception in 
this regard—the human ordering of space has tradi-
tionally been their main focus.

According to Fleischmann (2020), there are only 
a few exceptions to this: Sundberg (2011), for in-
stance, investigates how deserts, rivers, and cats in-
flect, disrupt, and obstruct the everyday practices of 

boundary enforcement. Mather and Marshall (2011)  
diagnose an emerging geopolitics of animal health, 
which is defined by a complex patchwork of “secure” 
and “unruly” spaces, exploring how spaces in South 
Africa were (re)configured and (re)territorialized  
after an outbreak of classical swine fever in pig farms 
in 2005. Cudworth and Hobden (2022) examine politi-
cal responses to zoonotic pandemics. While doing so, 
they focus on the predominant bordering practices 
of surveillance, securitization, and bodily separa-
tion and conclude that the boundaries between spe-
cies are notoriously leaky and are regularly being 
breached. Fleischmann (2020) and Svendsen (2023) 
explore how animals, other nonhuman beings, and 
materialities are implicated in power relations that 
materialize in spatial border delineations by investi-
gating the complex more-than-human bordering pro-
cesses following the African swine fever pandemics 
in the EU and Denmark, respectively. In particular,  
Fleischmann thereby demonstrates how animals be-
come focal points for spatially effective governance 
practices and discourses, leading to the establishment 
of specific spatial b/ordering patterns. At the same 
time, nonhuman beings become political subjects with 
agency, challenging, shifting, and producing existing 
border delineations and territorializations. In short, 
these new perspectives on borders call for a shift in 
focus from a human ordering of space to more-than-
human b/orderings.

In doing so, these studies align with processual ap-
proaches (Brambilla, 2021; Sparke, 2009a) within 
border studies that focus on practices of border- 
making (Newman, 2006; van Houtum & van Naerssen, 
2002), or what many call (re)b/ordering (for instance 
Newman, 2002; van Houtum, 2002; van Houtum et al., 
2005a). These approaches emphasize the performa-
tivity, the ongoing (re)negotiation of borders, and 
the spatial ordering of the world based on othering 
processes (van Houtum & van Naerssen, 2002). B/or-
dering, in this sense, can be understood “as the stra-
tegic fabrication and control of a bounded sphere of  
connectivity,” constituting “a reality of (affective)  
orientation, power, and ease, thereby expressing de-
sire for protective distance from the outside world. … 
B/ordering … decides what is to be included and ex-
cluded” (van Houtum et al., 2005b, p. 3).

Drawing on Dewey and Barad, we aim to expand the 
understanding of b/ordering processes in two ways. 
Firstly, we understand b/ordering, in the sense of 
the concept of transaction, not only as a human phe-
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nomenon but also as a process that is relationally 
configured in the coexistence of humans, wolves, and 
other entities. Therefore, the b/ordering practices of 
one are intertwined with the b/orderings of all oth-
ers. Like two sides of the same coin, the b/orderings 
of one entity make the b/orderings of others mutually  
visible. Secondly, we see b/ordering as a process in 
which the material and the discursive are intricately 
interwoven. Therefore, b/ordering always implies a 
discursive-material dimension. Hence, boundaries are 
set up in agential cuts that b/order the world. In this 
sense, materialities and nonhuman entities involved 
in b/ordering practices are not to be seen as some-
thing separate from discursive b/orderings. Rather, 
they must be interpreted as materializations of agen-
tial cuts, in which the discursive-material boundaries 
of our everyday lives are constituted.

In this paper, we therefore follow Fleischmann’s idea 
of more-than-human borders and border-making in 
the sense of b/ordering and extend it to boundaries 
and borderlands. Understood as geographical, con-
stitutive makers and markers of regulative power 
relations (Sparke, 2009c), boundaries are central to 
the ordering of our world. Our notion of borderlands 
transgresses the traditional notion of the term as re-
ferring to the geographical regions surrounding inter-
national borders (e.g., Sparke, 2009b, p. 53). Instead, 
we use the term borderlands in a more metaphorical 
way (Pratt Ewing, 1998) to point to “spaces where 
the everyday realities of boundaries are played out“ 
(Morehouse, 2004, p. 19). In this sense, cultural and 
social boundaries “are also characterized by border-
land spaces …, even if these cannot be defined in spa-
tial or territorial terms” (Newman, 2011, p. 38). Their 
meaning results from transactions within and across 
boundaries and their rules (Morehouse, 2004). These 
transactions often have a disruptive effect on b/or-
dering attempts, which is why state and civil actors 
often try to control and/or destroy these disruptions 
through various combinations of state-, economic-, 
and civil-society-mediated violence (Sparke, 2009b, 
p. 53). Ultimately, the resulting b/ordering practices 
and territorial regulations are “all about tying flows 
to places” (Agnew, 2009, p. 747). They are intended to 
put people, animals, and things in place and to inhibit 
unwanted movements. It is precisely this connection 
between putting wilderness (and wolves) in place 
(e.g., Urbanik, 2012, p. 144, 154) that is at the very 
heart of this paper. In this sense, the “unruly” animals’ 
mobilities (Hodgetts & Lorimer, 2020) conflict with 
all sorts of human practices of b/ordering wilderness.

Wilderness itself is a fuzzy, multifaceted concept (Cas-
tree, 2013, p. 27; Kirchhoff & Vicenzotti, 2017). As a 
social construct (Cronon, 1996), contemporary per-
spectives often regard wilderness as a remote, un-
populated area of “nature out there,” untouched by 
and entirely independent of human societies (Castree, 
2005, p. 137; Hinchliffe, 2007, pp. 10–14).1 Generally, 
it is imbued with positive, romanticized connotations, 
representing an intact other to the over-civilized  
human world (Cronon, 1996, p. 7; Fletcher, 2014). It 
has come to be valued as “a place of freedom and es-
cape from the ostensive pressures and constraints of 
mainstream social life” (Fletcher, 2014, p. 123), as a 
“space of unique authenticity” (Fletcher, 2014, p. 128), 
as a place “to invigorate life forces,” a “location of good 
primordiality,” and as a “source of individual strength” 
(Kirchhoff & Trepl, 2009, p. 43) as well as “energy” 
(Snyder, 1990, p. 11). Consequently, the concept of 
wilderness has been “idealized” and held “sacred” by 
the culture that created it (Cronon, 1996, p. 10). This 
favorable perception of wilderness is extremely influ-
ential in environmentalism, ecotourism, and the arts.

Nonetheless, wilderness is a Janus-faced concept. In 
earlier times, it carried negative connotations, being 
equated with terms such as deserted, savage, deso-
late, barren, or waste (Cronon, 1996, p. 8). It stood in 
opposition to all that was orderly and good (Cronon, 
1996, p. 9); it was “threatening, unruly and fickle” 
(Castree, 2005, p. 139), uncontrollable, and thus (life) 
threatening, dreadful, and unpredictable. In short, 
wilderness was regarded as the antithesis of the  
morally judged cultural order (Kirchhoff & Trepl, 
2009, p. 22). It was associated with chaos, Eros, the 
unknown, taboos, ecstasy, and the demonic (Snyder, 
1990, p. 11). It embodied the menacing “other” and 
served as an evil counter-world to civilization and 
domesticated nature (Kirchhoff & Trepl, 2009, p. 43). 
Wilderness was, therefore, a place where no one went 
by choice (Cronon, 1996, p. 9). It was somewhere  
humans could only make a home by conquering, by 
taming, by using the wilderness—even if this meant 
killing some of its elements (Castree, 2005, p. 13; 
Cronon, 1996, p. 24).

The boundaries between “wild” and “cultivated” have 
always been precarious and uncertain (Cronon, 1996, 
p. 10). Large, wild animals such as foxes, deer, wild 
boars, beavers, or wolves have often been perceived 
as “transgressive (‘out of place’) and abject” (Philo & 
Wilbert, 2000, p. 63) as soon as they crossed the all-
too-often unspecific thin line between wilderness out 
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there and cultivated land. At the same time, human 
groups tend to insist on maintaining the boundary be-
tween civilization and wilderness to prevent “merg-
ing of culture and nature” (Philo & Wilbert, 2000, 
p. 63). In the same vein, Urbanik (2012, p. 143) has 
argued that many animal-human conflicts arise from 
an “uncertainty over the significance of social cat-
egories, a circumstance that often generates conflict 
over where boundaries are to be drawn and what is 
permissible within them.” Consequently, nature con-
servation often falls into a “territorial trap … in which 
nations, nature reserves, and other politicalized units 
become the bounded containers for Nature. Wildlife 
transgressing or living outside their boundaries is 
deemed lost” (Lorimer, 2015, p. 164). Therefore, the 
uncontrolled movement and actions of wild animals 
challenge human boundaries between the wilderness 
and the cultivated. These boundaries imply a territo-
rial as well as a categorical dimension and become 
guiding principles in transactions, often clashing with 
the real-life circumstances and mobility of wolves.

In line with Whatmore (2002), we therefore think of 
wilderness in a complex, relational, and hybrid order. 
Things, animals, or other entities are not inherently 
wild or domestic. They are always hybrid, configured, 
and drawn together (Hinchliffe, 2007, p. 53). Wolves 
are a prime example of this, as their biological and  
cultural evolution and that of humans are closely 
entangled (Kotschral, 2014). Wilderness, therefore, 
cannot be seen as separate from humans. Rather, it 
“dwells everywhere within and around us” (Cronon, 
1996, p. 25), is everywhere “e.g., in fungi, moss, mold 
and yeast, animal encounters on the back porch, the 
freeway or the city parks” (Snyder, 1990, p. 15). Wild-
life exists and persists in every part of our everyday 
life (Lorimer, 2015, p. 7). Therefore, humans and  
nonhumans transactionally create the borderlands of 
wilderness, in which boundaries are inherently dy-
namic and fluid in time and space, as they are played 
out in the situationally changing and evolving every-
day lives of the respective entities. This more-than-
human relativity of boundary-making is the reason 
why we speak of more-than-human borderlands of 
wilderness.

4. Case Study

The setting for this case study was Switzerland’s  
Calanda region, situated between the cantons of 
Grisons and St. Gallen, near the city of Chur. In 

2012, a wolf pack established itself here for the first 
time, marking the first presence of these animals in  
Switzerland in 150 years. Calanda was selected as the 
study region because the parent animals of the pack 
reproduced continuously for seven years, and humans 
and wolves have thus been coexisting in the area for 
an extended period. Furthermore, the density of pre-
existing informational materials was crucial. Over the 
years, the area has become one of the best-known wolf 
regions in the Alps, primarily due to numerous news-
paper articles, the annual public Wolf Report from the 
Grisons Office for Hunting and Fishing regarding the 
Calanda pack’s situation, genetic studies, and wolf ob-
servations.

The Calanda region’s valleys are relatively densely 
populated. The largest town at the foot of the Calan-
da mountain is Chur, with just under 40,000 inhabi-
tants. Mountain tourism on Calanda is thriving, with 
two mountain huts run by the Swiss Alpine Club plus 
numerous alpine pastures. As is the case across the 
entire Alpine region, most livestock farmers work 
part-time, often with just a few animals. For centuries, 
farmers from the same village have brought their ani-
mals—mainly sheep but also cattle—to the mountain 
pastures for the summer grazing, while the mead-
ows in the valleys are used for haymaking to feed the 
animals in the winter months. This farming system 
is deeply rooted in the region, and alpine farming is 
valued as part of Calanda’s cultural heritage. From an 
ecological point of view, there is also a benefit in the 
management of alpine pastures, as pasture farming is 
associated with a high level of biodiversity. As a re-
sult, the farmers receive extensive state and societal 
support to maintain the established economic system.

Since the wolves were eradicated, the animals on the 
mountain pastures have not typically been herded, 
penned, or stabled at night. Today, there are sheep and 
cattle pastures (suckler cow husbandry, dairy farm-
ing) run by cooperatives as well as private farms, on 
which—depending on animal numbers and topogra-
phy—various herd protection measures such as herd-
ing, guard dogs, and electric fences have been used for 
several years. The grazing areas are characterized by 
very steep, rocky terrain as well as extensive hilly and 
hummocky areas. They reach an altitude of between 
560 m and 2,500 m, are between 15 ha and 250 ha in 
size, and it is often impossible to fence off their upper 
areas.
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In contrast with the widespread district hunting sys-
tems, in which the local authorities lease the hunting 
rights for a specific district to a hunting association, 
the canton of Graubünden has a “patent hunting sys-
tem” that allows hunting across the canton, with the 
exception of game reserves. Hunting as a practice is 
therefore broadly rooted in society.

5. Methods

The empirical approach of our study consists of 
48 episodic interviews (Flick, 2000) with repre-
sentatives from agriculture, alpine farming, wild-
life management, hunting, and forestry. The inter-
views followed an ethnographic go-along approach  
(Kusenbach, 2003), taking place in the field as the in-
terviewees went about their daily activities. These in-
cluded working in the stables, milking, visiting herds, 
feeding livestock guardian dogs and sheep, or accom-
panying individuals to the hunting grounds. This ap-
proach aimed to provide a deeper understanding of 
the performative events and embodied experiences of 
the respondents.

Furthermore, field walks and observations (Lüders, 
2000) in the Alpine region played a significant role. 
Even though humans can barely sense the “being-in-
the-world” of wolves, we can learn to appreciate ani-
mal perspectives by developing an understanding of 
their social and spatial behavior, their hunting strat-
egies, and their food preferences depending on habi-
tat conditions. To achieve this, the second author of 
this paper completed a course on “Mammals: Species 
Knowledge, Ecology, and Management” at the Zurich 
University of Applied Sciences. This course provided 
insights into wildlife relationships and field methods 
in wildlife biology while also training the author how 
to interpret the lived animals’ mobilities and geogra-
phies (“beastly places”; Philo & Wilbert, 2000), which 
have received less attention than “animal spaces” 
(Philo & Wilbert, 2000; Hodgetts & Lorimer, 2015; 
Gibbs, 2020).

The results of the ethnographic work were recorded 
in a field diary and, together with the transcribed in-
terviews, fed into a content analysis (Kuckartz, 2012).

6. Contested Borders and Places of Wilderness

In the following, we discuss some of our empirical 
findings. In doing so, we face a systematic challenge. 
While on the one hand, we assume from a theoretical 
perspective that all actions of the entities involved are 
entangled with each other, it hardly seems possible 
to narrate the events simultaneously from different  
perspectives. We therefore describe all events—pure-
ly analytically—from a specific perspective. However, 
it is important for us to emphasize that the discursive-
material actions of humans, wolves, and other enti-
ties are always transactionally interconnected. As 
“boundary-drawing practices,” they have to be under-
stood as a matter of “cutting-together-apart” (Barad, 
2015, p. 182); they represent two sides of the same 
coin. That said, we distinguish analytically between 
normative b/orderings, transgressional b/orderings, 
and b/orderings in transactional zones.

6.1 Normative and Categorical B/Orderings

As indicated in the interviews, wolves are often asso-
ciated with a wilderness that does not belong to “our 
cultural landscape.” Wolves are thus seen as being in 
contrast to humans, as creatures that are generally 
accepted but should live elsewhere:

The wolves have no place here because they can’t 
live wild among us. That’s the problem! I can ima-
gine it’s not a joy for the wolves either because 
they always encounter something human and 
civilization. (Farmer, interview [ITV] 5, 2018)

The wolf is not the problem, it’s the fanatics who 
feel like we have to have lynxes, bears, and wolves 
in this small space again. It doesn’t fit. We are too 
small. If it’s in Sweden, Norway, or Canada, then 
it’s okay, but we are too confined. (Hunter, ITV 31, 
2018)

From this perspective, wolves are interpreted as wil-
derness out of place and should be kept at a distance. 
However, by othering wolves or embodying them as 
wilderness, b/ordering processes ensue, aiming to fix 
and stabilize spatial orderings in coexisting with the 
species.

In contrast to such primarily discursive b/ordering 
practices, bodily and material b/ordering practices 
in terms of herd-protection measures such as fenc-
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ing, penning livestock at night, integrating livestock 
guardian dogs into herds, and permanent shepherd-
ing aim to achieve the surveillance and protection 
from wolves and to bodily separate them from their 
potential domestic prey. These measures are there-
fore designed to stabilize the boundaries between the 
wild and the domesticated and to keep the wild in its 
place.

Therefore, it is perhaps not surprising that people 
feel irritated and uncomfortable when wolves are 
spotted “out of place” near settlements or livestock 
enclosures. A precondition for this discomfort is that 
wolves are sighted during their boundary crossings or 
leave traces, such as animal predation.

In the evaluation of wolf-hunting practices as threat-
ening and unruly, the moral judgment of wilderness as 
alienated and evil becomes obvious: 

Our deer die miserably and painfully at the hands 
of the wolf because it simply takes a piece of their 
thigh. ... For our animals, the wolf is actually a 
murderer. (Hunter, ITV 31, 2018)

When such events and livestock predation occur and 
become public, many representatives of the agricul-
tural sector immediately demand that the wolves be 
shot. In doing so, these actors attempt to (re)stabilize 
the boundary between cultivated areas and wilder-
ness.

Yet on the other hand, some of the respondents wel-
comed the return of wolves and saw them as actors 
representing “an intact nature” (Hunter, ITV 43, 2019), 
and “crucial for maintaining balance” (Hunter, ITV 13, 
2018). From this perspective, the presence of wolves 
is categorized as a contribution to re-establishing 
wilderness as a location of good primordiality. Thus, 
from their perspective, wolves belong in the Calanda 
region.

At the same time, placing and timing are essential 
for b/ordering practices in terms of a spatially ef-
fective governance. For instance, the Swiss National 
Wolf Concept, published in 2016 and updated in 2023 
(Bundesamt für Umwelt [BAFU; Federal Office for the 
Environment], 2023), reveals the discursive-material 
categorizations of place-time-dependent human b/or-
ders of wilderness and their consequences: If a wolf 
appears “multiple times (more than twice) during hu-
man activity times (between 6 a.m. and 10 p.m.) in a 

settlement” (BAFU, 2023, p. 26), or if a wolf “kills a 
domestic dog in a settlement” (BAFU, 2023, p. 26), it 
is classified as a problem wolf and faces being shot.2 
When animals roam through settlements at night, 
people tend to be more tolerant of wolves’ mobilities.

When a wolf passes by the village, or even runs 
through the village at night, that’s his business. 
It’s different at night than during the day. ... But if 
wolves enter stables, that’s unacceptable! (Hunter, 
ITV 14, 2018)

If a wolf kills a dog “near an occasionally inhabited 
cabin” (Hunter, ITV 14, 2018), its behavior is consid-
ered “undesirable,” according to the Swiss National 
Wolf Concept, and it is subject to deterrent measures. 
Again, being in or out of place in relation to timing is 
essential for categorizing wolves when it comes to 
their transactions with hunters:

One shot and five minutes later the wolves are 
there. They’ve learnt that when something is 
shot, there are entrails left behind, and there’s 
food. (Hunter, ITV 33, 2018)

Wolves’ b/ordering processes during the hunting sea-
son are therefore different from those in previous 
months. Humans, specifically hunters, and wolves 
get closer than usual during this time. However, the 
wolves do not “know” that such behavior will lead 
to their categorization as undesirable individuals in 
Switzerland. However, if they take more than “ten 
minutes after the removal of the bait by the hunter” 
(BAFU, 2023, p. 25), there is no categorical conse-
quence for them.

Finally, if a wolf kills prey or livestock near “an inhab-
ited single house or settlement in a situation without 
herd protection” (BAFU, 2023, p. 25), its behavior is 
deemed to be “harmless,” but the animal will be moni-
tored more closely. In terms of Barad’s agential real-
ism (2003, 2007), these categorizations can be inter-
preted as agential cuts, which are intended to sustain, 
stabilize, and defend the boundaries between wilder-
ness and civilization.

6.2 Transgressional B/Orderings

Unfortunately, the agency of wolves makes them 
uncontrollable by humans; they create moments of 
unruliness. Thus, wolves’ everyday practices trans-
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actionally challenge and question human boundary-
making. In other words, human practices of b/order-
ing disregard wolves’ lifeworld by b/ordering space 
according to their own needs. For example, wolves fol-
low their prey, which moves along game trails. These 
trails sometimes run close to settlements, across 
roads, and through fields. Since wolves do not hunt 
exclusively at night (when people are asleep and thus 
unaware of wolves’ movements), human-wolf encoun-
ters are inevitable. For example, deer, the main prey 
of wolves in the Calanda region, tend to move into 
the agricultural pastures near human settlements 
at dawn—and wolves will naturally follow. Since the 
time of dawn varies according to the season, the time 
at which wolves approach settlements may vary, too. 
Furthermore, in a snowy winter, prey tends to be 
found at lower altitudes, and thus so do the wolves. 
In consequence, they (and deer) “ignore” human b/
ordering practices, which point to distinct and inflex-
ible timeframes, such as those set out in Switzerland’s 
National Wolf Concept. Instead, these observations 
demonstrate that wolves and other animals have their 
own spatio-temporal relevance systems, create their 
own geographies (Lorimer et al. 2019), and in doing 
so constantly cross and unravel human b/orderings.

This regular transgression and deconstruction of  
human b/orderings, and thus the agency of wolves, is 
especially evident in their approach to stables. They 
repeatedly roam around these buildings at night, caus-
ing anxiety among cows with calves, or sheep, which 
farmers then notice the next day. In the municipality 
of Turn (outside the territory of the Calanda pack), a 
wolf even entered a stable—a crossing of boundaries 
for many people and also for the Grisons Office for 
Hunting and Fishing, which interprets such behavior 
as “highly unnatural” (translation by authors; Amt für 
Jagd und Fischerei [Office for Hunting and Fishing], 
2017, p. 13) and as requiring immediate intervention. 
However, one hunter interviewed about the incident 
empathized with the wolf:

In our vicinity, a wolf entered the barn. Now we 
just have to close the doors again. You didn’t have 
to do that for years, and now you just have to do it 
again. So, if I were the wolf, I would go in too! So, 
I can’t understand why they make such a scandal 
out of it. (Hunter, ITV 33, 2018)

6.3 B/Ordering in the Transactional Zones

These examples demonstrate that the b/ordering 
processes at Calanda are a continuous negotiation be-
tween human and animal entities. Despite, or rather 
because of, the activities of humans and wolves in the 
“transactional zones,” where agential cuts regularly 
form, the lifeworlds of humans and nonhumans are 
closely entangled. They are continuously evolving in 
transactional relations in which each species learns 
and develops new practices according to the behav-
ior of the other. One example that can be highlighted 
in this regard is the issue of baiting sites, which are 
hunting facilities near settlements where people hunt 
foxes, martens, and badgers. To attract them, animal 
carcasses are laid out as bait. Afterwards, the hunt-
ers just have to wait until their prey appears. Unfortu-
nately, scavenging wolves quickly learned that baiting 
sites offered a set table. Baiting sites therefore encour-
age wolves to come close to neighboring settlements. 
As a result, state authorities have banned these bait-
ing sites near settlements, which, in turn, has changed 
hunters’ practices:

The ban on baiting sites near settlements has 
deeply affected me. Now, I go hunting on the 
other side of the valley, at around a thousand me-
ters. But when there’s snow, I have a hard time 
reaching my baiting site. The decision has been 
a limitation for me, but I accept it. (Hunter, ITV 
14, 2018)

However, not all hunters seem to be as accepting of the 
ban. Some local hunters were accused of disregard-
ing the new regulations, actively luring wolves with 
slaughterhouse waste near settlements to legitimize 
wolf removal.

A second example is the dissolution or “elimination” of 
wildlife protection areas which have become redun-
dant since the wolves’ return:

At the beginning, we actually benefited from the 
wolves because with designated wildlife protec-
tion areas, we made the behavior of deer very 
predictable. After the first hunting day in Sep-
tember, they [the deer] moved there because they 
knew nothing would happen to them. The wolves 
waited in those areas, almost driving the animals 
towards us [hunters]. ... But the protected areas 
have become unnecessary because the deer no 
longer retreat there. (Hunter, ITV 14, 2018)
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This example shows that the relationship between 
all involved species—humans, wolves, and deer—
evolves and changes transactionally over time, as each 
species takes into account the actions and learnings of 
the other. Thus, this example shows how the Calanda 
pack completely reversed human and more-than-
human b/ordering processes. The boundaries, which 
previously remained stable for both hunters and deer, 
have dissolved in recent years at Calanda. Within the 
context of this paper’s topic, this means that wolves 
develop new b/ordering processes that undermine 
the human demarcations of wilderness. Instead, the 
wolves’ mobilities have led to dynamic changes in 
human-animal transactions and have made hunting 
more challenging and unpredictable. This loss of con-
trol over nature has prompted some older hunters or 
those seeking larger hunting yields to change their 
hunting grounds.

Nonetheless, these entanglements of human and ani-
mals’ geographies can sometimes benefit alpine farm-
ers and livestock:

We have our Alp on the border of the Calanda 
pack’s territory, and the wildlife warden said that 
if there are two packs and you’re on the edge of 
both packs, you’re least likely to encounter any 
issues. That’s because they mark their territories 
with feces, urine, and howling, and if you’re on 
the edge, you’re in the protection of both packs. 
(Farmer, ITV 3, 2017)

So at Calanda (and in other regions where wolves have 
returned), we have observed entanglements between 
humans, wolves, and other animals, in which the ev-
eryday trans- and intra-actions of entities can only be 
understood in relation to others. The agency of all the 
species involved makes the situation uncontrollable, 
dynamic, and unstable.

In summary, the spatio-temporal b/ordering proces-
ses of humans and wolves often come into conflict 
with each other. They are not congruent, as we can 
see from the fact that wolves are indifferent to or una-
ware of human spatio-temporal attempts to b/order 
the wilderness. Similarly, these animals will not ac-
commodate themselves to, or be disciplined by, cate-
gorical boundaries that humans draw up (through the 
Swiss wolf concept). Rather, non-overlapping spatio-
temporal b/ordering practices result in conflicting hu-
man-animal relationships and contested, more-than- 
human borderlands of wilderness that make it almost 

impossible to draw clear, shared boundaries across 
species between the wilderness and the cultivated—
either empirically or in a categorical-conceptual way.

7. Conclusions: Uncontrollable Nature out 
There

More-than-human borderlands of wilderness are con-
stituted both by the discursive-material cuts through 
which humans put wilderness in or out of place in 
time and space, and by the transgressional practices 
and transactions of nonhuman entities such as wolves 
and deer. Therefore, clear boundaries between the 
wilderness and the civilized and cultivated cannot be 
drawn, either conceptually or empirically. The trans- 
and intra-actions of wolves, humans, and other more-
than-human entities constantly challenge the b/or-
derings of other entities and subject them to conflict, 
sometimes with deadly consequences. These territo-
rially and conceptually contested spaces constitute 
the borderlands of wilderness, “where the everyday 
realities of boundaries are played out“ (Morehouse, 
2004, p. 19). Those more-than-human borderlands 
cut across human territorial and b/ordering claims. 
Of course, nonhuman species such as wolves are una-
ware of the normative and categorical b/ordering of 
the world by humans. Tragically, and independently 
of their agency, the relationship between humans and 
wild animals such as wolves is also characterized by 
an imbalance of power, since wild animals may not 
be consciously aware of the discursive-material cuts 
humans make, but they are nonetheless connected to 
them through their material consequences, such as 
fences, bait, livestock guardian dogs, or—ultimate-
ly—bullets.

As all species involved follow their own spatio-tem-
poral b/ordering strategies and relevance systems, 
b/ordering processes between humans and wildlife 
remain precarious, and the boundaries between wil-
derness and civilization remain unstable in time and 
space. Therefore, investigating wolves’ practices and 
the intra-active human attempts to re-stabilize their 
ideas of the right place for wilderness allows for a 
deeper understanding of wilderness in a co-constituted, 
fluid, and dynamic way.

We therefore think of borderlands of wilderness as a 
discursive-material space in which the everyday reali-
ties of civilization, wilderness, and wildlife are played 
out. This space is topologically folded in the sense that 
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the notion of wilderness is “a relational achievement 
spun between people and animals, plants and soils, 
documents and devices in heterogeneous social net-
works which are performed in and through multiple 
places and fluid ecologies” (Whatmore, 2002, p. 14). 
The intense transactional relationships and intra-
active entanglements between wolves and humans in 
Calanda are a prime example of this. Therefore, wil-
derness cannot be separated from humans by draw-
ing clear-cut boundaries. Instead, the borderlands of 
wilderness are continually negotiated, contested, and 
imposed between and upon the entities involved.

Notes

1 Concurrently, this idea laid the groundwork for Europe-
an colonial conquest, in which land owned, settled and 
cultivated by indigenous groups was assumed to be “vir-
gin,” pristine, and uninhabited—and therefore available 
for European settlement. This idea made indigenous 
peoples’ ownership and agency over the land invisible, 
categorized them as savage and uncultivated, and legiti-
mized the violent colonial dispossession and removal of 
indigenous groups from their homelands (Ward, 2019, 
p. 41).

2 Exploring the legal territory of human-wolf geographies, 
Ojalammi and Blomley (2015, p. 59) have also stated that 
such “legal/spatial codings are immensely important in 
producing an animal biopolitics of life and death, while 
also governing human relations.”
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