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Abstract
We engage with debates on shifting geographies of sover-
eignty in the digital age by providing a conceptual frame-
work for “situated sovereignty”. Our contribution draws on 
a review of the scholarly literature and current sovereignty 
practices. We aim to move beyond state-centred and terri-
torial understandings of sovereignty. A common discussion 
is the necessity of reconfiguring notions of sovereignty. 
However, hardly any studies have discussed the sociospa-
tial configurations of practising sovereignty in the digital 
present. We conceptualise practices of sovereignty along 
intersecting strands of scholarly literature that have scarcely 
been related, drawing from political geography, science 
and technology studies, and critical digitalisation studies. 
Reviewing the literature, we identify three fields framing 
current practices of sovereignty—(i) state and territory, (ii) 
civic engagement, and (iii) digitalisation—based on which we 
develop a conceptual framework of situated sovereignty. 
Our framework addresses the situated role of sovereignty 
practices from a spatial point of view. We propose pragma-
tism, legitimacy, and governance as three analytical themes 
for better understanding current and future shifting geog-
raphies of sovereignty and enhancing sovereignty studies.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Geographies of sovereignty are continuously shifting (Agnew,  2020; Couture & Toupin,  2019). Our aim is to 
complement the common understandings of sovereignty by pointing out its shortcomings and proposing a new, 
more epistemic understanding of sovereignty. Sovereignty is defined as the structural power mechanism and insti-
tutional authorities that are attributed to the people and in modern societies exercised through representative 
bodies such as elected parliaments. From a history of ideas perspective, sovereignty is a concept closely related 
to statism. In its traditional definition, as coined by Jean Bodin and Thomas Hobbes, sovereignty aims to combine 
powers and ensure stability by pooling resources and establishing a clear hierarchy of responsibilities, checks, and 
balances.

Over time, the process of concentrating power has broadened to include an increased democratic orientation. 
The term also encompasses the right of a state's citizens to exercise their self-determination, including their individ-
ual rights vis-à-vis the state (Grimm, 2013; Nootens, 2013). These conceptions of sovereignty have always remained 
closely linked to a geographic-territorial orientation, despite the rise of cybernetic thinking from the second half of 
the twentieth century onward, and thus of thinking in networks (Lambach, 2020). Consequently, understandings of 
sovereignty are still strongly territorially conceived, defined by political and administrative boundaries; thus, sover-
eignty is primarily thought of in terms of the boundaries of nation states but also of other territorial entities, for 
example, states, federal states, or even municipalities (McCormack, 1999). Moreover, against the backdrop of digital 
transformation, sovereignty has gained enormous importance globally in the last decade, in political, public, and 
scientific discourse, on the part of very different actors (politics, organisations, civil society, individuals) and in diverse 
references—from cybersecurity to consumer sovereignty (Thiel, 2019).

Common representations of these changing geographies of sovereignty are processes that originate as an inter-
play between globalisation and regionalisation (Moisio, 2006). Both are perceived as competing forces in so different 
phenomena, such as European integration, international migration, or responses to recent crises, such as the COVID-
19 pandemic, climate change, or financial crisis. Recent contributions on the concept of globalisation—and in recent 
years the planetary—(e.g. Mould, 2023) suggest being more specific regarding the holistic assumptions of the plan-
etary and, consequently, addressing distinct human practices in its specific contexts. Following this critical approach 
and especially with regards to digital transformation, we must rethink existing concepts of sovereignty and question 
the very “nature of sovereignty” (Floridi, 2020, p. 5).

We recognise a growing political need for democratic engagement and an increasing awareness of the demand 
for democratically practised digital sovereignty in recent years. We refer to the activities of actors that take place 
outside the usual administrative routines and institutional contexts but which can nevertheless change and influence 
a great deal on the ground. These sovereignty practices are therefore about recognising, occupying, and making use 
of the scope for action that, in principle, all citizens can create for themselves, not only politicians through decisions 
in parliament or administrative actors through administrative action.

Conceptually, there is a lively debate on how to foresee these activities that aim at realising democratically 
grounded modes of “doing sovereignty” as “hybrid governance arrangements” (Baud et  al.,  2021), “reconfiguring 
urban governance” (Davidson et  al.,  2019), or new “governance orders” (Young,  2021). Due to the great impor-
tance of non-state actors in our understanding of sovereignty, we acknowledged a great closeness to the concept of 
governance in our reconceptualisation of the term, with non-state actors also playing a major role. In some respects, 
sovereignty is the lubricant that makes governance work.

However, where and how to practically do sovereignty remains unclear. Knowing where and how to practise 
sovereignty has become even more urgent, as responses to recent global crises stress the need to design policies at 
different scales (Sharp & Raven, 2021). Correspondingly, we push the debate in the direction of rethinking geogra-
phies of sovereignty and conceptualising the spatial dimensions of “doing sovereignty”. Much has been stated about 
the necessity to reconfigure sovereignty (Agnew, 2020; Blühdorn & Butzlaff, 2019; McConnell, 2009; Mountz, 2013). 
Therefore, taking a closer look at the “doing of sovereignty” can, illustrated on the basis of practices and processes, 
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LANGE et al.

indicate how, in the implementation of these practices, collective action processes in which citizens experience 
self-efficacy and in which sovereignty intentions can be recognised and grasped.

We engage with conceptual discussions on the sociospatial configurations of “doing sovereignty”. To move 
beyond state-centred and fixed territorial understandings of sovereignty, we need to rethink the geographies of 
sovereignty in the digital age. We do not refer to territory as a bounded space. Rather, territory involves different 
ways of thinking about geographic space, and territories themselves result from territorial practices. As our realities 
can no longer be divided between the analogue and the digital, socio-technical developments force us to reconsider 
the dynamics of power and control on a global level on the one hand and adequate sociospatial terminologies on the 
other. To better understand and improve our knowledge of emerging practices of sovereignty in the digital age, the 
key question is: How can practices of doing sovereignty be conceptualised from a spatial point of view?

So far, the local and regional levels have been addressed as significant and analytically relevant spatial concepts 
involving the reconfiguration of private (corporate) and public governance and power. To bring forward a conceptual 
understanding that helps to address and analyse the shifting and oscillating relational geographies of sovereignty 
between global and local/regional contexts, we understand globalisation and regionalisation as processes of doing 
and re-doing sovereignty in the digital age that are highly situated and still differ significantly from region to region.

Doing or practising sovereignty in cities and regions implies that they constantly shift their sovereignty through 
processes of growing or shrinking, adaptation, transformation, or stagnation. Accordingly, the underlying challenge of 
urban and regional planning and development is to be capable of acting, to preserve and create room for manoeuvres, 
and, lastly, to take actions to master present and future challenges. Concepts related to agency, actionability, capac-
ities to act, or empowerment are crucial to understanding actual practices of sovereignty. Since sovereignty is about 
enabling actors to make decisions in the collective interest, practising sovereignty is highly situated.

These observations can be scrutinized beyond formalised planning logics, such as in the field of neighbour-
hood, village, and urban development planning, where they play an increasingly important role. They act freely and 
initiate independent processes, such as the “Urban League” in Germany. Other examples of this “sovereign action” 
beyond the market and the state can be seen above all locally and regionally, for example, in neighbourhood, village, 
and urban development, new regionalisation of public tasks (public transport, regional nature parks), and citizens' 
initiatives. This is often the case with new issues, such as dealing with migration, shrinkage, energy transition, and 
post-growth on the ground.

In the course of time, these activist digital networks, for example, in the form of the re:publica in Berlin, have 
developed into a temporary sovereignty node for digital agendas, digital rights, human-centred technological futures, 
and civic tech/alternative technologies. Rather, it is the original sovereignty that makes actors act. Whenever actors 
succeed in doing something, when they become active, or when they unfold their power to act, then sovereignty 
shows itself beyond the legal framework or the formal development and implementation of political concepts, 
programmes, and strategies (i.e. policies).

In this paper, our aim is to rethink the geographies of sovereignty. We do this by conceptualising practices of 
sovereignty along intersecting strands of the scholarly literature that have yet to be extensively related, drawing from 
policy and governance studies, science, and technology studies, critical digitalisation studies, and human geography. 
Based on our reading of the literature, we identify three conceptual fields framing current practices of sovereignty: 
(i) spatialities (territory, state, scale, and region), (ii) civic engagement, and (iii) digitalisation. Our review of the schol-
arly literature motivates us to introduce the conceptual framework of “situated sovereignty”, which we define as a 
practice-based collaborative, self-determined action to open alternative spaces. We introduce situated sovereignty 
as a conceptual framework to better understand informal, ad hoc, and interventionist action grounded in local and 
regional practices of self-organisation and civic engagement to deal with contemporary challenges and resulting in 
hybrid governance arrangements that emerge over time and space. Our perspective is related to understandings of 
collective sense-making outside formalised democratically legitimised institutions, as discussed in the scholarly liter-
ature (Casey, 2018; Dittrich et al., 2014; Greenwood et al., 2019; Hinton, 2014; Hünefeldt & Schlitte, 2018; Janssen 
et al., 2015; Madsen & Josephsson, 2017).
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Our understanding of “situated sovereignty” is informed by concepts of social practice (Herlo et al., 2021; Schmid 
& Smith, 2020), concepts and usages of the term situatedness (Lippert et al., 2015), and especially Dewey's philoso-
phy of pragmatism (Dewey, 1981, 1989). We ground our thinking on Dewey's philosophical pragmatism but broaden 
the practical “doing” by linking it to democratic valuing that needs experiences among individuals and collectives alike 
(see e.g.; Bridge, 2021). Pragmatism also refers to debates on the applicability of actor–network theory to geograph-
ical subjects (Bridge, 2021; Cenere, 2021). Sovereignty practices also relate to the capability approach pioneered by 
Amartya Sen in the 1980s, which focuses on what people are effectively able to do. Especially in relation to alterna-
tive (technological) practices that differ from governmental policy perspectives, critical digitalisation studies highlight 
the role that local practices and civil society play worldwide in collaboratively helping democracies to focus on issues 
of human rights, privacy, and protection of individuals and addressing the complex challenges that face us today 
(Couture & Toupin, 2019; Lambach & Oppermann, 2022; Wright, 2020).

Situated sovereignty refers to socio-cultural practices that are guided by “situational circumstances” 
(Casey, 2018), which place practical action above theoretical reasoning (Bartels et al., 2020; Bridge, 2021; Hünefeldt 
& Schlitte, 2018). “Theoretical reasoning” refers to relying on complex belief systems with collective forms of legiti-
misation, while practical reasoning is a process to modify intentions and beliefs. Taking this observation further, we 
provide a conceptual frame to show the added value of “situated sovereignty” when analysing the diversity of “doing 
sovereignty”. Examples of situated sovereignty include local currency, shared infrastructures, circular and solidarity 
economy, regional commons and commoning, housing cooperatives, and community agriculture and forestry, as well 
as field configuring events such as the annual tech festival re:publica festival for digital society.

We introduce situated sovereignty as a conceptual framework to better understand informal, collaborative, 
ad hoc, and interventionist actions as prefigurative policy making. Accordingly, our interest is in researching local 
and regional practices (forms, expressions, spatialities) of self-organisation, civic engagement, or local initiatives 
to address contemporary challenges. Understanding the “doing” of sovereignty helps to propose ways to design 
sovereignty practices, preparatory planning, and participation procedures and to design relevant sovereignty regimes 
anew. In that respect, sovereignty as a concept is never territorially bounded or fixed but rather dynamic, agile, and 
fluid and needs to be built repeatedly according to new situations, as the understanding of sovereignty changes over 
time and depends on many different contextual factors. To grasp today's self-determined capability of individuals and 
communities to act in a networked world, sovereignty should always be considered against their societal, planning, 
and political contexts.

2 | GEOGRAPHIES OF SOVEREIGNTY

Before proposing our conceptual framework for situated sovereignty in more detail, we discuss sovereignty and the 
practices of sovereignty along intersecting strands of the scholarly literature that have scarcely been tied together. 
We identify three conceptual fields framing current practices of sovereignty: (i) spatiality (territory, state, scale, and 
region), (ii) civic engagement and (iii) digitalisation.

2.1 | Spatiality: Territory, state, scale, and region

The scholarly debate regarding the sovereignty of places and spaces is usually associated with terms such as “terri-
torial sovereignty” or “regional sovereignty” (Agnew, 2005). Sovereignty is inherently characterised by a spatial or 
geographical element. In policy studies and political geography, we traditionally link sovereignty to state author-
ity. Aside from a basic definition of sovereignty as national sovereignty, exercised through political, legal, or fiscal 
means, a variety of other understandings of sovereignty exists. Scholars refer to “sovereignty regimes” (Agnew, 2005, 
2019), “disaggregated sovereignty” (Dean,  2010), “energy sovereignty”, “food sovereignty”, or “indigenous digital 

4 of 15

 17498198, 2023, 12, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://com

pass.onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/doi/10.1111/gec3.12728 by Paul Scherrer Institut PSI, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [15/01/2024]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense
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sovereignty” (In Kukutai & Taylor, 2016). In political and geographical debates, scholars place the resulting forma-
tions as, for example, multiscalar governance arrangements (Geels & Schot,  2007; Kreating,  2020; Strambach & 
Pflitsch, 2020), thereby acknowledging the weakened local state.

Our understanding of territory and sociospatial relations refers to the TPSN framework introduced by Jessop 
et al.  (2008). They suggest that territories (T), places (P), scales (S), and networks (N) must be viewed as mutually 
constitutive and relationally intertwined dimensions of sociospatial relations. Jessop et al.  (2008) reframed recent 
debates on sociospatial theory to better grasp the “inherently polymorphic, multidimensional character of socio-
spatial relations”. The authors questioned the privileging of a single dimension of sociospatial processes, scalar or 
otherwise. They argue for a more systematic recognition of the polymorph organisation of sociospatial relations in 
multiple forms and for an extension of recent contributions to the spatialisation of the strategic–relational approach.

In this context, functional or administrative boundaries are not constitutive, nor are they effective for many 
sovereignty intentions and assertions; of relevance, instead, are horizontal networks (spaces), in which places have 
an important role. Following Löw (2008), territories and territoriality are constructed through communication and 
practices, forming “spatialities”. Our understanding of “spatialities” shows that all actors are involved in the produc-
tion of space, and consequently, their understandings of sovereignty are recognisable as spatially relevant practices. 
Digital technologies, in particular, have led to a multiplicity of relational spaces in and alongside powerful state- or 
market-dominated spaces. Practices of forming space and place, for example, the DECODE project in Barcelona, 
configure new spatial relations. DECODE, as an EU project on data sovereignty, provides tools that give individuals 
control over personal data and enable them to use them for the common good.

Consequently, the widened range of multiple actors puts cities and regions and the institutional framework all 
over the world under enormous stress and challenges established formal procedures of local state-defined sover-
eignty (Eneqvist & Karvonen, 2021). Outside of democratic states, authoritarian self-understanding has only recently 
been claimed as the very moment of state sovereignty. Instead of the way authoritarian states have claimed (digital) 
sovereignty so far, sovereignty should be understood as a broader principle that gives democracies space/room to 
formulate visions for accountable forms of governance in the digital realm.

As sovereignty is highly contested, depending on specific priorities, interpretations, and subjects, it is obvious 
that many sovereignty studies deal with borderlands and political conflict (Jones, 2012; Kraudzun, 2017; Murphy & 
Evershed, 2021; Stein, 2016). The securitisation of the border through the construction of roads, fences, and flood-
lights transgresses and ignores the imposition of sovereign authority at the previously open and lightly guarded border. 
Mason and Khawlie (2016) introduced the concept of “fluid sovereignty” to denote configurations of state authority in 
which flows of living and nonliving things, within, and across borders, render insecure claims of unconditional territorial 
control. The development of the EU and the ongoing European integration illustrate that “sovereignty is multi-layered, 
overlapping, fragmented and under constant re-definition” (Moisio, 2006, p. 444). On the one hand, the EU is a post-
modern reaction or adaptation to globalisation, bringing back small, weakly bordered neo-medieval forms of territorial-
ity. On the other hand, the EU emerges as a novel political actor performing sovereignty over a post-national territory.

The rescaling of states is resulting in new governance arrangements (see e.g. Agnew,  2005, 2019, 2020; 
Brenner, 1999; Elden, 2009; Mountz, 2013; Willi et al., 2018). New local and regional governance arrangements 
focus on bottom-up and place-based initiatives involving diverse stakeholders (Pütz et al., 2017; Willi et al., 2018). 
Regional policies have become increasingly regionalised, targeting subsidiarity as a key strategy.

From a geographical point of view, the COVID-19 pandemic has shown, that fixed spatial boundaries either 
on the level of the nation state or within state coalitions has reinvented the role of the nation state as a definer of 
everyday rules, restrictions, health services, and access to public institutions (Willi et  al.,  2020). Underneath the 
level of the national state, the distribution of the crisis was unequal, highlighting the various scales of the region 
and even sub-regions. Unequal distributions of infections have questioned the uniformity of national health policies 
and their legitimacy. The same applies to trans-border migrations that have caused an ongoing exchange of infected 
working migrants and—regarding health and regulating policies—delegitimised the effectiveness of sovereign nation 
state-based actions.
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Literature sensitive to place and space highlights the role of place-based sovereignty. Accordingly, sovereignty is 
often practised with reference to territories (Jurkevics, 2022). A closer look at the dynamic and shifting geographies 
of sovereignty reveals these processes as those of regionalisation. This is because many everyday problems and 
tasks go beyond a municipal scale and require cross-sectoral collaboration as well as collaboration across borders. In 
this respect, regional governance means establishing regional sovereignty as a way of exercising self-determination 
and applying the concept of sovereignty to political entities other than states, such as sub-national institutions or 
indigenous communities (e.g. In Kukutai & Taylor, 2016). Regionalisation includes the institutionalisation of regional 
processes, the establishment of regional development agencies, and the empowerment of regional actors.

2.2 | Civic engagement

The debate on the role of civic engagement has moved away from a static institutional and territorial perspective on 
governance to a more flexible, dynamic, and de-territorialised conception of governance (Benz et al., 2007). Concep-
tually, the increased spectrum of civic engagement challenges the formal routines of doing and negotiating regional 
development processes from the top down.

Recent emphasis has been presented on the role and the prefigurative character of hybrid actors and their rela-
tional networks (In Hajer & Wagenaar, 2003). Furthermore, greater attention on non-state civic actors in processes 
of legitimacy building, power regulation, and decision-making can be observed (Baud & de Wit, 2009; Colona & 
Jaffe, 2016; Pierre & Peters, 2000). In these constellations, different actors are collectively involved in defining the 
‘rules’ and processes. These broadened forms of doing civic involvement are an expression of an increased demand 
for power acceptance, and for the acceptance of the public will towards managing common affairs in the light of 
intensified and unforeseen crisis.

A wide debate on concepts of democracy and citizenship aims to see how contemporary policy-making arenas 
and public participation approaches may better represent marginalised social groups, local activists, and collaborative 
alliances in the decision-making (Gaventa, 2006; Herrle et al., 2015; Innes & Booher, 2004). Emerging forms of citi-
zenship built up within social movements and civil society organisations to empower their members and engage with 
state institutions have been explored (e.g. Holston, 2013; Hordijk et al., 2015; Scott & Barnett, 2009).

Looking closer at the internal mechanism and the social positioning of these civic structures, a growing debate 
on the various processes of legitimation, the interplay of official planning, and participation processes (Carpenter & 
Horvath, 2022), the civic collectives act as structural intermediaries between formal state institutions and the wider 
public (Hargreaves et al., 2013), popped up. All these scholars aim at deciphering the processes that are associated 
with different “sovereignty making”. Scholars debate how the output of planning, dialog, and negotiation processes is 
used in influencing decision-making processes (Baud et al., 2021).

Taking these observations further, we refer to “civic engagement” as an attempt at brokerage and sense-making 
among intermediary agents: Apart from the formalised democratic modes of “doing sovereignty,” it becomes obvious 
that civic collectives locate themselves at the interfaces of different demands, disciplines, and social worlds to be able 
to create the corresponding added value through appropriate networking while arguing for their specific thematic 
interest. They are brokers of social capital and thus translators, mediators, and facilitators (Schmid & Smith, 2020). 
As thematically focussed interest groups, their work is project-based and thus designed for constant transformation 
and cooperation to achieve their goals. Thus, they counter the structural changes of today's capitalism, in which 
hierarchical, often network-based, forms of organisation displace the hierarchical, monolithic structures of the indus-
trial  age and their democratic representations. Co-designing and experimental civic engagements have found their 
way into various formalised “places of negotiation”, for example, social living labs or “policy innovation labs” (William-
son, 2015). They represent a pioneering approach for actions, design-based creative methods, and situated civic 
engagement reconfiguring modes of sovereignty. This applies especially to the relationship between sovereignty and 
the digital.
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Since the debate on civic engagement has conceptually ignored the formative role of digital technologies, we are 
aiming to point out how digital-based practices have recently changed our knowledge regarding the reconfiguring of 
geographical proximity and distance relations worldwide. This is even more relevant, as long-standing socioeconomic 
and infrastructural disparities between the centre and periphery have not dissolved due to technological distribution 
but rather lead to new places, including places that have been left behind (Hepp et al., 2022). Both aspects show the 
necessity of taking a closer look at the configuring premises imposed by digitalisation.

2.3 | Digitisation

Information, access, and networking beyond borders and governments, as some of the main promises of the 
networked society, might still determine the ways in which we frame civic opportunities for individuals and organ-
isations to exercise their roles in the digital world self-determinedly. The narrative of the mere idea of the global, 
participatory, and inclusive sphere of cyberspace (Barlow,  1996; Negroponte,  1995) has been faltering for some 
time—at the latest since questions of privacy, security, and data ownership became reinforced into critical consider-
ation through the revelations presented by the whistleblower Edward Snowden in 2013 (Couture & Toupin, 2019; 
Pohle & Thiel, 2021).

A key concept that underlies many political conversations when speaking of digitalisation is digital sovereignty 
as a form of striving for more independence and self-determination in the digital world (Pohle, 2019). Across all 
areas, individuals, communities, and regions face manifold opportunities as well as challenges and risks to their 
self-determination. In a very short amount of time, most areas of our societies have been transformed by digital 
technologies and the global technical infrastructure of the Internet. Its growing role in politics, at the national and 
European levels and beyond, and its implications for people, the environment, and technology make it urgent to 
examine how digital sovereignty is understood and the consequences of lacking it.

The focus on democratic digital sovereignty (as opposed to authoritarian claims or “laissez-faire” logics of the 
area of the so-called Californian Internet) brings about a perspectivestion of digital sovereignty that no longer 
looks mainly at the dominant role of the state but considers digital self-determination and autonomy through 
collective and collaborative governance, sustained by civil society initiatives and social movements (Couture & 
Toupin,  2019). Understanding digital sovereignty from this democratic self-determination point of view is to 
perceive the concept as a right to be claimed and a process constantly in the making, as a condition of the ability 
to critically partake in the societal digital transformation. The latter requires profound and well-informed debates 
around technology, regulation, and digital literacy (German Consumer Affairs Council, 2017). This lens stresses 
the importance of inclusive digital participation, as it frames digital sovereignty as a performative practice that 
requires constant deliberation, renegotiation of rights, and assessments of risks, opportunities, and capabilities 
(Pierri & Herlo, 2021).

Digitalisation has created not only supranational corporate dominance but also a weakening of the national 
sovereignty scale. As a counterreaction, national-based as well as local civic-based attempts have begun to bridge 
the separated fields of action between sovereignty and digital networks. Since the transformation of analogue public 
rights to digital ones, a large strand of the debate in recent years has been dominated by technological optimism. 
It has highlighted access, information, and participation in the vein of providing new positive narratives against 
global inequalities. At the same time, the fulfilment of digital sovereignty has raised the question of how democratic 
self-determination points at citizen's and individual's right to be claimed as a constantly shifting process. This is even 
more important when pointing to digital support tools (decentral contact tracing) in a pandemic as an opportunity to 
critically partake in everyday life again. Digital sovereignty in the light of practising civic engagement implies a deter-
ministic, technology-driven perspective. However, from a social inclusive point of view, practice-based approaches 
demand design practices that consider the rights and skillsets people need to understand and control their data as a 
main aspect of their digital literacy.
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3 | SITUATED SOVEREIGNTY: A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK FOR UNDERSTANDING 
COLLABORATIVE PRACTICES

Building on three stocks of recent local and regional debates and their efforts to approach collective forms of “doing 
sovereignty” and “practices of collaborative action”, we propose to rethink geographies of sovereignty beyond tradi-
tional geopolitical understandings of territorial sovereignty. We aim to push the conceptual debate further to better 
understand how cities and regions practice sovereignty and how this practice is situated in place, time, and context. 
Given that civic engagement has always defined itself as agency and distinct empowerment, recent local and regional 
sovereignty formations in the digital age do it similarly. Understanding (digital) sovereignty is about capacities to 
act, governance, and enabling actors to make decisions in the collective interest (Herlo et al., 2021). In that respect, 
sovereignty as a concept is never territorially bounded or fixed but rather dynamic and fluid and can be deciphered as 
highly situated. Taking this grounding idea further, spatial sub-categories such as scale, network, or space and place 
help us to understand the idea of “situated sovereignty” that is inscribed in distinct space, time, and context.

Our conceptual framework of situated sovereignty helps to identify fluid interactions between situation and 
space more easily than in the past for the understanding of “doing sovereignty” (Chatterton & Pusey, 2020; Herlo 
et al., 2021). Local expressions stemming from collaborative actions are objects of investigation that give scholars easy 
access to observable social practices and changing situations (de Vaujany et al., 2019; Grabher & Ibert, 2013). They 
are indicative of enhanced degrees of freedom of choice; there are hardly any constraints that people in civil society 
experience through political exposure, organisational structures, hierarchies, production plans, or pressure to perform.

Communities and collaborative practices may be a delimiting element of such freedom, giving social practices and 
transactions some orientation (Schüßler et al., 2021). This, in turn, can be seen as a prerequisite for the emergence 
of situatedness, because once a decision for collaboration has been made and reference to a (thematic) commu-
nity of practice has been established, experimental forms of doing “things collaboratively” are likely to unfold (Ibert 
et al., 2015; Lange et al., 2020). Situated practices flourishing in local niches appear as a firmly rooted bulwark against 
estranged formalised political powers and self-assured social innovation from below.

Situatedness, largely based on temporal collaborative sense-building, identity formation, and conducive social 
transactions, may thus serve as a counterbalance to the rule of experts, political dirigisme, and state-defining actions. 
Situated sovereignty might not only give a clearer impression of the spatialities that emanate from the wealth of rela-
tions, cross-references, and agency established by civil society. It might also explain the dynamism that many other 
bottom-up approaches entail.

We propose three analytical themes to conceptualise “situated sovereignty”: (i) pragmatism, (ii) legitimacy, and 
(iii) governance.

3.1 | Pragmatism and situated sovereignty

Pragmatist understandings of situatedness (Bridge, 2021; Hünefeldt & Schlitte, 2018; Lowe & Chiu, 2020) promise to 
give clearer insights than before into relevant dynamics of sociospatial practices, of reiterated transactions that form 
and legitimise situations, and of social innovative approaches towards political will and to multiple internal (commu-
nities) and external relations (networks, politics, other social fields). They have the potential to reveal the richness of 
social phenomena that characterise open fields, that is, social forms, processes, and constructions of meaning that 
continually change and provide fluid spatialities. Phenomenological approaches may be helpful in the theoretical and 
empirical description of such situatedness, as they provide intimate knowledge about the individual's natural involve-
ment in complex social processes (De Vaujany & Aroles, 2019; de Vaujany et al., 2019; Fabbri & Charue-Duboc, 2013; 
Hünefeldt & Schlitte, 2018).

The references to social practice that scholars of pragmatism make come close to geography's concern with 
the social construction of place and space, although without directly addressing it. How, then, can the relationship 
between situatedness and place/space be theorised within the further debate on sovereignty?
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One answer given by phenomenological approaches can be read as a complement to pragmatism (e.g. Hünefeldt 
& Schlitte, 2018). Referring to the basic idea of humans being ‘cast into the world’ (uttered in various ways by Heide-
gger, Merleau-Ponty, and Clancey). Hünefeldt and Schlitte (2018) concluded that humans always face a natural life-
world that they cannot escape. Being tied to situations and their shifts, social agents mostly deal with places that 
are involved in the evolution of situations and that force them to define a moment of sovereignty for at least this 
situation.

The need for theoretical concepts that interrelate agency, situation, or context and space has caught atten-
tion. The common point of reference in all of their debates is Dewey's definition of situations. Dewey (1981, p. 18) 
assumes that agency is based on transactions that involve human and non-human elements. The outcome of a series 
of overlapping and interrelated transactions is reflected in humans as experiences. Experience ‘happens’ within situ-
ations that are characterised by “a large number of elements existing across wide areas of space and long periods of 
time, but which, nevertheless, have their own unity” (Dewey, 1989, p. 291, cited after Bridge, 2021, p. 420). Situa-
tions thus “reflect the complexity of relations between material and organic elements” (ibid.).

In this pragmatist perspective, ‘situatedness’ describes a state in which an individual or group experiences its 
everyday life. More specifically, the context provided by a situation becomes relevant for action if it is involved in prac-
tices of problem solving and in overcoming uncertainty through experimental action (Madsen & Josephsson, 2017, 
with reference to Dewey, 1939). This is the connecting point to the increasing role of experimental spaces, where 
new collaborations are tested, experienced, and formed according to “big challenges”.

In the terminology of Madsen and Josephsson (2017), everyday ‘occupation’ denominates successive events of 
‘doing’ that individuals perform in their everyday lives. According to the authors, “From this perspective, an occupa-
tion always takes place in and is dependent on the specifics of a situation. Hence, situatedness refers to “specific 
situations in which occupation takes place” (Madsen & Josephsson, 2017, p. 1).

The theoretical framework that Dewey (1981) and other pragmatists offer promises to facilitate the identification 
of transactions, the condensing of repeated transactions into experience, the intermingling of relations of individual 
and collective experience with networks of internal and external relations, material elements, influences, societal 
‘modes of operation’, the planful or unintentional invention of things and procedures, and finally the self-declared or 
externally declared quality of such inventions as novel or as a spreading innovation. As far as the complexities of the 
formation of space and place are concerned, it might be helpful to integrate a recently developed theoretical lens. We 
must stress that the task consists of getting rid of preconceived ideas of space that present it as a fixation of political, 
social, or economic processes.

3.2 | Legitimacy and situated sovereignty

For decades, new practices and habits of demand and use have come up against understandings of boundaries 
and the drawing of boundaries in the everyday use of space. When boundaries are no longer fixed but mobile and 
realigned, they mean different things to different people (Balibar, 2002). This decouples the notion of scale (local, 
regional, national) from fixed spatial-territorial categories of fixed demarcations. If the latter do not have universally 
valid but different effects on social groups, a concept of sovereignty that can no longer be described territorially—
understood as an appropriation of space acquired through everyday practices of use, for example, in the form of “my 
group”, “my neighbourhood”, or “my community”. This a theoretical gap.

The varying subjective understandings of borders that extend beyond physical space, which often overlap or 
counteract each other, are then ciphers for everyday appropriations of space (in the physical as well as the digital), 
in the sense of a self-empowerment in the appropriation of space that marks other borders than, for example, an 
administratively-territorially limited space. Approaches to the process of bordering emphasise, for example, the flex-
ible ways in which actors relate to situated social and spatial elements of their lifeworlds (Johnson & Jones, 2014). 
Subsequently, the description of different sociospatial scopes of borders—of the fixed local as well as the global—
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shows the fuzziness that it has created: on the one hand, in relation to territorially defined understandings of 
sovereignty, of the people and institutions acting within it, and on the other hand, in relation to everyday practical 
understandings of self-determined use of “my” space.

These practices are to be understood as expressions of different understandings of space appropriation as well as 
distinct legitimacy doing that reveal space as a heterotopic reference point from the perspective of everyday use prac-
tices (Willi et al., 2023). To move away from a primary consideration of conflicts and points of friction, fixed concepts of 
boundaries and scales (such as local vs. global) should be questioned. Integrative approaches conceptually reveal how 
fluid places and flexible forms of social and socio-technical construction “hybridise” within “horizontal” social fields 
and how processes of social practice, as well as their materialities, can be continually re-referenced (Löw, 2008). This 
shift in sociospatial relations is, again, fuelled by the digital transformation and the readjustment of local versus global, 
leading to an increased hybridisation and complexity of the fields of action of individual spatial appropriation practices.

Contrary to the notion of fixed boundaries and associated nested and stacked understandings of hierarchy, as 
well as predetermined levels of scale, a look at the respective different ways in which spaces are constructed shows 
that sociospatial contexts each open up different contingent spaces for action. The relational perspective on different 
forms of appropriation of space points the way to recognising different expectations and interests of use and placing 
them in relation to the political question of for whom the space should be used.

3.3 | Governance and situated sovereignty

The understanding of how power is distributed throughout multi-scalar governance arrangements is perceived as very 
important (Swyngedouw, 1997). Views of dominant actors may prevail with the knowledge of less-powerful actors 
marginalised (Allen, 2011, p. 24). Therefore, the view of “situated sovereignty” is important in order to acknowledge alter-
native action among various hybrid governance arrangements that emerge over time and space. Governance concepts 
play an important role in spatial research, especially when understanding the role of intermediary actors and their polit-
ical positioning. A basic component of these governance concepts is to address the engagement of intermediary actors, 
bottom-up initiatives, and collaborative action between civic society, the market, and politics. Regarding the specificity 
of intermediary actors, it is worthwhile to look at different understandings, concepts, and forms of situated sovereignty.

Self-governance and self-rule are perceived as the ability of a person or group to exercise all necessary functions of 
regulation without intervention from an external authority. It may refer to personal conduct or to any form of institution, 
such as family units, social groups, affinity groups, legal bodies, industry bodies, religions, and political entities of various 
degrees. Self-governance is closely related to various philosophical and socio-political concepts, such as autonomy, 
independence, self-control, self-discipline, and sovereignty. In the context of nation-states, self-governance is called 
national sovereignty. In the context of administrative division, a self-governing territory is called an autonomous region. 
Self-governance is also associated with political contexts in which a population or demographic becomes independent 
from colonial rule, absolute government, absolute monarchy, or any government that they perceive does not adequately 
represent them. It is therefore a fundamental tenet of many democracies, republics, and nationalist governments.

Following this line of thinking, Hajer and Versteeg (2005) argued that an analytical expectation of governance 
is that practices of ‘performance’ and of experiences should be paid more attention, considering shared viewpoints 
and the development of joint sense-making of sovereignty ‘rules’. Essential and pressing crisis phenomena often 
drive actors to collaborate, acknowledging that the requirement to work out effective solutions to problems is key 
(Driessen et al., 2012). Each action is situated within a specific governance arrangement, and a distinct spatial context.

4 | CONCLUSION

Situated sovereignty as a concept provides a promising tool for studying the shifting geographies of sovereignty in the 
digital present. The key is to include situated forms of doing and belonging in this perspective. The analysis not only 
delivers a key for tracing the success or failure of practical bottom-up approaches to independent socialities under the 
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tutelage of ‘do-it-together’ or collaboratively acting temporal communities. It puts the spatiality of these approaches into 
perspective—that is, as open, changeable, and fluid processes and, thus, preconfigurative governance arrangements. 
In this respect, we contribute to research on new forms of sovereignty, situated forms of ‘doing’  and ‘practices’, and 
why sovereignty differs geographically. Sovereignty can hardly ever be described in terms of fixed spatial formations, 
such as territories. Situated sovereignty has the potential to understand places as represented by strong ideas of local 
and regional autonomy amid the search for alternative, diverse, and post-capitalistic spaces (Schmid & Smith, 2020). 
This emancipatory component of situated sovereignty is not limited to local niches and counter communities. It is also 
present where social practices are developed beyond the structuring power of organisations and political interventions.
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