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Conceptualizing the region – in what sense relational? 

 

Abstract 

Recently, the question of how to conceptualize the region seems to have created a division in 

geographical scholarship between those propagating the primacy of a relational view on the one 

hand and those defending the relevance of a territorial view on the other. This paper argues that 

two main factors have impeded a fruitful discussion, to the extent that even some points of 

convergence have been neglected. First, the two strands have drawn, sometimes implicitly, on 

incommensurable philosophical assumptions. Second, scholars in favour of a relational view 

have at times made statements that do not fit well (some of) their philosophical sources of 

inspiration. The paper suggests that we readdress the task of conceptualization by following 

consistently a discourse-theoretical relational ontology. 

 

 

“At the moment only philosophical confusion reigns supreme  

in much writing about place, space and region.” 

 (AGNEW, 1999, p. 93)  

 

Introduction 

 

In the past decade, a relational perspective on regions seems to have become widely accepted in 

geographic scholarship. This growing acceptance has been undoubtedly due to perceptions of an 

increasingly mobile and globally interconnected world. On the other hand, ‘the relational turn’ 
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has been a controversial one, with scholars taking divergent stances on ‘how far’ we should go in 

thinking regions relationally, and on how we should conceptualize territories, which are still very 

much part of our spatial realities. The above divergence of views became manifest in particular in 

the writings of a group of UK–based scholars, centred largely on the issue of England’s (the 

UK’s) ‘regional problem’, and the newly emerging structures of regional governance under the 

post-1997 Labour governments. However, in spite of their limited spatial-temporal empirical 

focus, the above writings have supplied theoretical-conceptual arguments that are relevant for 

‘regional thinking’ more generally. While our review of these various arguments necessarily 

reproduces the narrow focus on ‘New’ Labour’s England (UK) to some extent, our aim is to 

contribute to the broader academic debate on the conceptualization of ‘the region’, i.e. both 

beyond the electoral defeat of Labour in 2010 and beyond the confines of England (the UK). 

  So what divergence of views is at issue – what has the ‘relational vs territorial debate’ 

been really about? We propose to discuss the debate as an exchange between two camps of 

scholars. We will use the label ‘radicals’ to refer to the group of scholars that has – although 

without explicitly identifying itself as a collective – advocated a perspective from which regions 

are understood primarily in relational terms. The other group, that of the self-proclaimed 

propagators of “moderate relationalism” (Jones, 2009, p. 1), will be referred to hereafter briefly 

as the group of ‘moderates’.  Moderates have persistently countered radicals’ emphasis on the 

relationality of regions, arguing that radicals’ view tends to ignore actual regional 

differences/particularities, and how/why these differences/particularities persist. In fact, however, 

considering that radicals have not responded to moderate relationists’ repeated criticisms, we 

cannot even speak of a real debate. Possibly, others share the authors’ puzzlement about what 

radicals and moderates have really disagreed about, and how we can come to grips with the 

conceptualization of the region. This paper is motivated by the authors’ conviction that if we are 
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to have a fruitful debate about the above, undoubtedly important task of conceptualization, then 

we first of all need to reconsider the terms in which statements from both the radical and the 

moderate camp have been formulated. Above all, we need more clarity about the kind of relations 

that are said to be implicated in the construction of regions. 

Based on the careful re–reading of some of the key writings of radicals and moderates, 

this paper wishes to argue that two main factors have acted against gaining greater clarity. First, 

moderate and radical relationists have been inspired by different – and incommensurable – meta-

theoretical frameworks, namely (critical) realism on the one hand, and various strands of post-

structuralist thought on the other. With scholars often not making their meta-theoretical choices 

explicit, it has been difficult, both for ‘outsiders’ and ‘insiders’ of the ‘debate’, to appreciate the 

arguments made. Second and importantly, the apprehension of various statements has become 

further complicated by the fact that some scholars, in particular radicals, have not consistently 

adhered to the assumptions of post-structuralist frameworks.  

Although moderates’ fervent criticism of radicals might suggest otherwise, we argue that 

on the whole, the gap between the two strands is actually much smaller than we might think at 

first sight. Radicals and moderates have largely converged on emphasizing the inherently 

constructed character of regions, and adherents of both strands have done so on the basis of a 

shared concern with spatial justice. We conclude by arguing that in order to adequately address 

the nexus between the construction of regional spaces and spatial justice, we should hold on more 

consistently to a discourse-theoretical relational ontology. 
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Relational vs territorial: the contours of the ‘debate’ 

 

The ‘radical’ versus ‘moderate’ ‘debate’ originates primarily in radical relationists’ call to think 

regions in relational terms. The above call is rooted in turn in radicals’ concern with the ‘regional 

problem’ of the UK, i.e. the persisting dominance of the South-East vis-à-vis the rest of the UK. 

From the late 1990s on, radical scholars have claimed more and more ardently that one has to 

think of the UK’s geography in relational terms if one is to address the UK’s regional problem 

adequately (ALLEN et al., 1998; AMIN et al., 2003; MASSEY, 2001; 2007). Actually, Doreen 

Massey, one of the leading figures of the radical group, argued already in 1979 that the lagging 

behind of certain regions cannot be explained in terms of characteristics internal to those areas; as 

she put it: “inequalities do not result from a simple absolute deficiency” (MASSEY, 1979, p. 57). 

Accordingly, regional policy can only diminish spatial inequalities effectively if it is addressing 

the relations through which these inequalities are produced. Massey’s above remarks were part of 

a broader effort of Marxist scholarship from the 1970s on to challenge the hegemonic positivist 

‘spatial science’ that was inclined to assume an autonomous sphere of the spatial in which 

‘spatial relations’ and ‘spatial processes’ produced spatial distributions. Marxist scholars stressed 

that all these spatial relations and spatial processes were actually social relations taking a 

particular geographical form. The aphorism of the seventies was then that ‘space is a social 

construct’, meaning that space is constituted through social relations and material social 

practices. Actually, as MASSEY (1992) notes, the above seemed soon an inadequate 

characterization of the social/spatial relation. For although  

“it is surely correct to argue that space is socially constructed, the one–sidedness 

of that formulation implied that geographical forms and distributions were simply 

outcomes, the end point of social explanation. Geographers would thus be the 
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cartographers of the social sciences, mapping the outcomes of processes which 

could only be explained in other disciplines—sociology, economics, and so forth. 

[…] The events taking place all around us in the 1980s – the massive spatial 

restructuring both intra–nationally and internationally as an integral part of social 

and economic changes – made it plain that, in one way or another, ‘geography 

matters’. And so, to the aphorism of the 1970s – that space is socially constructed 

– was added in the 1980s the other side of the coin: that the social is spatially 

constructed too, and that it makes a difference” (MASSEY, 1992, p. 70). 

The above-mentioned, dialectical conceptualization of sociospatial relations, as well as the 

understanding of regional spatiality through plural spatial interconnections was carried forward 

by the seminal book of ALLEN, MASSEY and COCHRANE (1998) entitled Rethinking the region. 

The above authors’ drive to challenge the thinking of regions in terms of self-enclosed entities 

was rooted in the authors’ deep-going discontent with the (un)treatment of the regional problem 

under Thatcherism. In particular, ALLEN et al.’s (1998) main message was that the celebration of 

the South East by the neoliberal right as a region that – in contrast to the North – had successfully 

adapted to the requirements of global market forces is based on a fundamentally wrong view of 

sociospatial relations. Echoing MASSEY’s (1979) above-mentioned point that lagging regions’ 

position does not result from those regions’ absolute deficiency, ALLEN et al. (1998) stressed that 

the South East “in itself” does not possess any potential that explains its success. Rather,  

“[t]he form of growth which took place in the south east was fundamentally 

influenced by state intervention and emergent forms of regulation, even if they 

sometimes appeared in the guise of ‘deregulation’. State policy has been 

fundamental to the construction of the south east as ‘growth region’” (ALLEN, 

MASSEY and COCHRANE, 1998, p. 125).  
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Accordingly, ALLEN et al. (1998) proposed that we rethink the growth of the South East – and 

regions more generally – as existing in mutually constitutive interrelations with other regions. In 

line with this proposition, the above-mentioned authors argued that they did not draw precise 

boundaries to delimit their object of research (i.e. the South East), because  

“[o]nce drawn, such lines of containment convey the impression that all the social 

relations relevant to an understanding of growth in the region fall neatly within 

the boundaries. The result, effectively, is to empty the region of meaning and to 

fix its changing geography” (ALLEN, MASSEY and COCHRANE, 1998, p. ix). 

Ironically, following the 1997 defeat of Conservatives, which was interpreted by the above 

scholars as resulting from the public discontent with the growth-oriented policies favouring the 

South East, soon it proved that making a case for relational spatial thinking is still timely. In fact, 

New Labour’s evolving, territorially framed apparatus of spatial interventions made protagonists 

of relational thinking increasingly “fed up” (see MASSEY, 2001) and reassert their point about the 

inherent relationality of regions and places. Actually, it was as a response to this reasserted 

position that the stance of moderate relationists began to take shape. To turn back to Labour’s 

spatial policies, it goes beyond the scope of this paper to give an extensive overview of the 

above-mentioned spatial interventions that targeted most notably the scale of neighbourhoods and 

(standard) regions. Briefly, considering the first, community-focused policy initiatives of 

neighbourhood renewal became considered central to tackling micro-scale territorial disparities. 

As analysts have noted, under New Labour, ‘communities of place’ became not only a priori 

assumed to exist, but they have been given an ontological status as agents of (local) governance 

(RACO, 2003), expected to be mobilized, shaped and activated in the pursuit of the broader 

agenda of efficient service delivery (COCHRANE, 2003; IMRIE and RACO, 2003). Importantly, 

under New Labour, a container-view of socio-economic processes – or as AMIN aptly put it, the 
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“repackaging of the economy and society as a series of territorial entities” (AMIN, 2005, p. 614) 

was characteristic not only of interventions  at the neighbourhood level. Regions became 

imagined also as  

“a jurisdiction beyond which the actors have no real business or influence, and as 

a political community that, through mechanisms of deliberation, partnership, and 

shared interest, knows what is best for the locality and can deliver solutions that 

work for the common good” (AMIN, 2005, p. 618). 

Scholars propagating a view on space as produced through interrelations have strongly criticized 

the shaping ‘local boosterism’ under New Labour. As the ‘radical’ scholars in question stressed, 

it is not devolution to various sub-national scales per se that they oppose. Rather, they 

disapproved the apparent assumption underlying new regional and urban policies according to 

which 

“there is a defined geographical territory out there over which local actors can 

have effective control and can manage as a social and political space” (AMIN, 

2004, p. 36).  

As Amin argued, the public sphere is trans-territorial by its very definition, for  

“[a]ny particular geographical site can only ever be a nodal connection in a 

hydra–like network space that never coheres into a local public sphere” (ibid, p. 

38).  

According to radical relationists, the above, relational reading of places and regions should make 

us rethink the way we understand local (regional) democratic politics. The framework of the 

relational politics of place propagated by radicals has built on the acknowledgement that 

spatialities of connectivity and transitivity constitute the local (regional). Accordingly, 
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democratic local (regional) politics should not be seen as based on a territorially given, regional 

‘inside’; rather, the regional ‘inside’ has to be negotiated through public debate (AMIN, 2004).  

With leaving the regional ‘insides’, on the basis of which devolution is (was) to unfold, 

unquestioned, the Labour government’s regionalization agenda has been regarded by radical 

relationists as offering only an imitative model of democracy (ibid.). In particular, scholars have 

dismissingly pointed out that Labour’s devolution agenda (in particular for England) had failed to 

engage with the power dynamics that underlie the UK’s London-biased geography: a dynamics 

that continue to return London and the South East as the centre of the nation (AMIN, MASSEY and 

THRIFT, 2003). Instead of the misleading celebration of self-reliant regions that actually remain 

entangled in centrally orchestrated policy frameworks, radicals have called for a more radical 

revision of the UK’s territorial management. Summarizing their arguments in the pamphlet 

entitled Decentering the Nation: A Radical Approach to Regional Inequality, radicals have asked 

more specifically – and evoking traditional, i.e. Keynesian regional policy measures – for a 

dispersal of state investments, including public sector institutions. 

As to moderate relationists, they have expressed their sympathy with especially the way 

radicals have challenged the asymmetrical power geometries that continue to shape devolution 

arrangements (JONES and MACLEOD, 2004). Also, moderates have welcomed radicals’ relational 

reading of regions as opening up “innovative ways of conceptualizing contemporary economic 

and political spatialities” (ibid., p. 448). At the same time, however, moderates have stressed 

repeatedly that we should remain aware of the persisting relevance of the territorial dimension of 

sociospatial processes. In the words of Jones: “regions are made through the territorial 

specificities of social struggle between political society and civil society, which involves several 

integrated components” (JONES, 2004, p. 163, emphasis original). In similar vein, JONES and 

MACLEOD (2004, p. 437), refer to the example of Cornwall’s struggle for regional autonomy to 
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support a claim that “many everyday realpolitik acts of regionalization and/or regionalism” 

continue to be framed in territorial terms”.  

In fact, moderates have regarded regional territories as key manifestations of the 

institutionalization of regions, where ‘institutionalization’ is understood, following Paasi’s 

seminal work, as the process in which regions acquire a “status in the spatial structure and the 

social consciousness of society” (PAASI, 1991, p. 246). For moderates, clinging to a territorial 

perspective has been a way of acknowledging the “spatial relations of permanence” (JONES, 

2009, p. 8); in other words, a way of remaining aware of the solidified ways of thinking and 

acting in “regional terms”. On the whole, moderates have argued in favour of a combination of 

territorial and relational readings. As HUDSON (2007) put it, we should not regard the relational 

and the (hierarchically scalar) territorial as either/or conceptions, but as both/and conceptions. 

‘Territorially embedded’ and ‘relational and unbounded’ conceptions of regions are 

complementary alternatives, and actually existing regions are a product of a struggle and tension 

between territorializing and de-territorializing processes. Consequently, for moderates, the main 

task is to elaborate  

“a conceptual middle road between space as territorial anchorage and fixity and 

conceptions of space as topological, fluid and relationally mobile” (JONES, 2009, 

p. 10, emphasis original). 

We agree with moderates’ stress concerning the persisting importance of the territorial dimension 

of spatiality. But have radicals ever stated the opposite? Have radicals, as JONES (2009) claims, 

discarded the territorial view because they are uncomfortable with acknowledging “the spatial 

relations of permanence”? Have territories, as Paasi contended, been “like a red rag to a bull for 

many relationalists” (PAASI, 2008, p. 406)? We would like to argue that radicals are incorrectly 

accused of the neglect of territorial structures. These incorrect accusations are in turn, so we 
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further suggest, at least partly due to the inattentive reading of radical accounts by moderates. To 

begin with, MASSEY seems to echo moderates’ call for a combined territorial-relational approach 

when she argues in favour of a “territorially grounded politics that is responsive to relational 

space” (MASSEY, 2007, p. 156). Furthermore, while the South East and London often figure 

central to their writings, scholars ascribing to the radical agenda do emphasize that their 

arguments are not specifically about these territories. As AMIN (2004, p. 34) puts it, London is 

not any more relationally constituted than any other place. Allen and Cochrane similarly 

underline that they did not argue “that the South East of England was simply ‘unbounded’, but 

that it, indeed any region, is made and remade by political processes that stretch beyond it and 

impact unevenly” (ALLEN and COCHRANE, 2007, p. 1172). In spite of the above explicit remarks, 

a recurring comment from the moderate side is that given its long-standing involvement in 

international networks, London/the South East is a very specific English region, and as such an 

inappropriate base for generalization (JONES and MACLEOD, 2004; JONES, 2009).  

However, it is not only the inattentiveness of moderates that can be blamed for making 

the standpoints of the two camps appear as irreconcilable. The seeming disagreement concerning 

the question “What kind of a region is London?” (or: “Is London a more relational kind of a 

region than others?”) is a good entry point to discuss those philosophical divergences that 

prevents moderates from appreciating the actual message of radicals. This is the issue the next 

section explores in more detail.  

 

The different “faces” of relationality 

 

Mapping the underlying philosophical assumptions of the radical and moderate standpoints is not 

a straightforward task, as proponents of both stances have made only few if any explicit 
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statements that would help position them philosophically. Nonetheless, based on the sporadic 

explicit comments that they have made, and their general line of argumentation, we can sketch 

the positions in question. 

As to moderates, they have tended to adhere to (critical) realism. Two quotes from Jones, 

one of the most prominent representatives of moderates, are illustrative here. According to Jones,  

 “[f]or realist relationists [such as moderates], true statements about space are 

made true by facts about material bodies and the way they related, which can 

involve detailed and diverse empirical observations and abstractions from reality” 

(JONES, 2009, p. 10, emphasis original).  

Furthermore, Jones emphasizes that “[a]ll things [relations] considered potential does not 

necessarily become an actual” (JONES, 2009, p. 7) and that, consequently, it is crucial to attend to 

those “forces that restrict, constrain, contain, and connect the mobility of relational things” 

(JONES, 2009, p. 10).  Or, using the conceptual vocabulary of critical realism, we should 

“distinguish between necessary and contingent [empirically observable] spatial relations” (ibid., 

p. 9). More concretely, moderates caution that the empirical observation concerning the rising 

prominence of networks of flows in times of globalization should not lead us to think that all 

regions (spaces) can be thought of in relational terms.  Actually, moderates argue that radicals, by 

focusing predominantly on a global city such as London, make the mistake of drawing this false 

conclusion.  False because  London/the South East is “a very specific English region […] given 

its long-established networks into the internationalizing economy”  (MACLEOD and JONES 2004, 

p. 437). By developing their relational perspective on the basis of the example of London/the 

South East, radicals run the risk of “translating uniqueness into one-region-tells-all-scenarios” 

(JONES, 2009, p. 7).  
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We would like to argue that this accusation of radicals is unjust and stems from an undue 

acknowledgement of radicals’ philosophical sources of inspiration. Radicals have conceptualized 

relationality by drawing on various lines of post-structuralist thought, most notably actor-network 

theory (ANT) and discourse theory. Before we consider how these lines of thought have entered 

the arguments of radicals, let us briefly discuss their central assumptions. As to ANT, it is a 

relational and process-oriented sociology that treats agents, organisations and devices as 

interactive effects, i.e. as an effect of stable arrays or networks of relations (LAW, 2002; 2003). 

As to discourse theory, it can be seen as a framework of inquiry starting out from the assumption 

that meaning in the social world depends on contingently constructed rules and differences (see 

e.g. TORFING, 1999, 2005). What is particularly relevant in view of the argument of this paper is 

that – in contrast to (critical) realism – the fundamental concern of ANT and discourse theory is 

not to make true statements about material reality in the vein of “What kinds of objects and 

relations are there?”. Importantly, in spite of recurrent affirmations of the opposite by critics, this 

lack of concern does not imply the denial of materially existing objective relations. Actor-

network theory and discourse theory is, however, interested in ‘how what is is’ (see ELDEN, 

2005). ANT’s and discourse theory’s concern lies namely not with the concrete relations between  

people or entities that are implicated in (re)constructing particular objects (including spaces). 

Rather, their focus is on the existential preconditions that make the existence of objects possible 

or effective (see e.g. GLYNOS and HOWARTH, 2007). Thus, contrary to common 

misinterpretations, ANT “has very little to do with the study of social networks” (LATOUR,1997) 

in the narrow sense of studying actual relations between (‘given’) human actors. Instead, by 

advancing that objects are network effects enacted by humans and non-human materials, ANT 

wishes to stress that the latter materials, as mediators, have a crucial role in constituting 

sociospatial order. Within the framework of discourse theory in turn, the primary understanding 
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of relationality is rooted in Saussurean linguistics, in particular in the assumption that the 

meaning of signs lies in their systematic relation to each other. Accordingly, from a discourse-

theoretical perspective, objects come into existence as they become meaningful through relational 

systems of signifying discursive practices (see e.g. TORFING, 1999). Clearly, the two perspectives 

allow for different conceptualizations of ‘the region’: from an ANT perspective, any region is an 

interactive effect of humans and non-human materials; from a discourse-theoretical standpoint, 

any region’s significance is constituted by the articulation (and institutionalization) of a range of 

differential meanings. However, it is rather evident that both from ANT’s and discourse theory’s 

perspective, not only is every region ‘relational’, but no region is ‘more’ relational than any other 

region; London/the South East is thus just as (relational as) any other region. 

But why asserting the ‘relational sameness’ of regions, which are on the other hand so 

obviously different? And, accepting that regions can be seen as interactive effects of human and 

non-human materials, or as articulations of differential meanings, which mechanisms shape and 

structure those interactions and articulations? Furthermore, if the heterogeneous networks and the 

web of differential meanings that constitute regions are principally fluid and never-ending, then 

how can we come to terms with the boundaries that unquestionably delimit regional territories? 

Re-reading moderate scholars’ accounts, it seems that it is these interrogations that underlie their 

dismissive comments on radicals’ views. According to MACLEOD and JONES (2007, p. 1186), “a 

network-topological perspective is less adept at locating the asymmetrical geometries of power”, 

and we should recognize that in many cases, territorially bounded spaces are spaces of 

dependence for various actors.  JONES (2009) elsewhere speaks of the risks of spatial voluntarism 

and stresses repeatedly the importance of power relations. 

 As noted above, however, drawing on actor-network theory or discourse theory does not 

imply that one denies materially existing relations, thus the fact social reality is shaped by power, 
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and is characterized by fixity. On the contrary, Law emphasizes that the objective of ANT is 

exactly to characterize the above interactive networks in their heterogeneity, and “explore how it 

is that they come to be patterned to generate effects like organisations, inequality and power” 

(LAW, 2003, p. 3). Discourse theorists recognize that “the world around us appears for the most 

part to be rather decided and unambiguous” (TORFING, 1999, pp. 64–65).  In other words, 

meanings – of what and where a region is – seem to be rather fixed than floating, and discourse 

theory’s key concern is to show how power works through limiting the potentially endless re-

articulations of meaning.  

An ANT or a discourse-theoretical perspective is particularly apt for stressing  that no 

matter how solid (‘fixed’) and unquestioned power relations and structures seem to be, 

fundamentally (i.e. ontologically) they are always unstable. The emphasis on ‘flat’ ontological 

relationality and on the ultimate instability of structures is of crucial importance here. Ascribing 

to a flat ontology does not entail ascribing to an ‘empty ontology’ (JONES, 2009). Rather, it is a 

way of making sure that one avoids the trap of essentialism, i.e. the assumption that patterns of 

actual – definitely ‘non-flat’ – relational interdependencies and power geometries are preordained 

through some transcendental logics. Furthermore, the ultimate precariousness of object-

constituting relations is seen by discourse theorists as a condition of being able to conceive of 

social change. From a discourse-theoretical point of view, meanings might be, and indeed are, 

fixed durably, but without assuming that they are inherently unstable, we would exclude the 

possibility of politics, and ultimately, suppress the room for social change. In line with the view 

that we need to conceive of meaning as inherently unfixed for politics to be possible, LACLAU 

and MOUFFE (2001[1985]) reject the (normative) idea that diverging social demands could be 

reconciled for good on the basis on rational consensus. Rather, they assert that without conflict 

and division, a pluralist democratic politics would be impossible (ibid., p. xvii). Mouffe 
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elsewhere further emphasises that we should acknowledge that the very condition of possibility 

of the formation of political identities is at the same time the condition of impossibility of a 

society from which antagonism has been eliminated (MOUFFE, 2005). According to Mouffe, we 

should not take policy ambitions concerning more cohesion in terms of development at face 

value, but work towards an agonistic democracy that recognizes the inevitability of conflict in 

political life, and the impossibility of identifying rational decision-making procedures. In her own 

words: “[f]ar from jeopardizing democracy, agonistic confrontation is the very condition of its 

existence” (MOUFFE, 2005, pp. 29-30). So, discourse theory is especially helpful for underlining 

that the construction of regional particularities is of an inherently political nature – this is also 

why we will argue that it serves as a good basis for readdressing the conceptualization of ‘the 

region’. Before we develop this argument, however, let us now briefly reconsider how the above 

assumptions of ANT and discourse theory have become incorporated in radicals’ standpoint. 

According to MURDOCH (1998), by stating that “each place is the focus of a distinct mixture of 

wider and more local relations”, MASSEY (1991) is already echoing actor-network theorists. 

MASSEY (2004, p. 8) herself refers to Latour by saying that  

“[i]f space is really to be thought relationally, and also if Latour’s proposition is to 

be taken seriously, then ‘global space’ is no more than the sum of relations, 

connections, embodiments and practices”.  

Similarly, AMIN (2004) has also drawn on ANT’s insights in order to underpin his view that in 

current times of globalization, whatever we see as local economic activity is always part of, and 

inseparable from, proximate and distanciated transactions; ultimately, it is a product of varied 

spatial practices. 

As to inspiration by discourse theory, Massey, for example, connects her view of the 

‘continuous becoming of space’ with the discourse theory of Laclau, in particular discourse 
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theory’s assumption that we can engage in any serious notion of politics if we conceive the future 

as open. Accordingly, for Massey, space is  

“neither a container for always–already constituted identities nor a completed 

closure of holism. …For the future to be open, space must be open too” (MASSEY, 

2005, pp. 11–12, emphasis original).  

Amin’s statement that there is no “defined geographical territory out there over which local actor 

can have effective control and can manage as social and political space” (AMIN 2004, p. 36) is 

also expressive of the point that territorial boundaries as social structures are always incomplete. 

It is thus not, as critics (e.g. JONES, 2009) mistakenly have tended to interpret it, signalling a 

neglect of the actual “givenness” of territorially defined regulatory frameworks, strategies of 

intervention or identity narratives. Rather, it wishes to underline that such frameworks, strategies 

and narratives, no matter how well-entrenched and of benevolent appeal, embody particular 

claims of inclusion and exclusion that are and should remain open to contestation. ALLEN, 

MASSEY and COCHRANE (1998, p. 54) explicitly note that what they mean is not  

“that there are no lines or boundaries in social space. But – like all the other 

relations which together form social space – they are social constructions, put there 

for specific purposes and within particular sets of power relations; they are in 

principle contested, and they may be used in the course of social contests”.  

Furthermore,  

“[t]his is not to say that such boundaries will never adequately define a region, nor 

that they can be assumed not to be important; rather it is merely to stress that they 

should never be taken unquestioningly as adequate definitions” (ibid., p. 137).  
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Ultimately – and seemingly aligning with the insights of discourse theory – radicals emphasize 

the inherent openness of spaces in order to uphold the possibility of questioning any 

(institutionalized) claim concerning regional unity and coherence. In view of radicals’ ambition 

to “shake up the manner in which certain political questions are formulated” (MASSEY, 2005., p. 

9), the degree to which one interprets cities or regions as territorial and scalar or topological and 

networked is definitely not “a matter to be resolved ex post and empirically rather than a priori 

and theoretically” (MACLEOD and JONES, 2007, p. 1186; see also HUDSON, cited by JONES and 

MACLEOD, 2004, p. 448). For if we are to remain alert to the ways cities and regions embody 

actual spaces of exclusion, then we always have to start out from the (ontological) relationality of 

all – territorial, scalar and networked – spaces. In other words, if we assume that those excluded 

can effectively challenge established ways of regional thinking, than we necessarily have to 

assume also that regions are constituted in a field of claims and counterclaims, i.e. in a field of 

agonistic engagement (AMIN, 2004).  We should thus beware of taking the region “as a practical 

and ‘prescientific’ bounded territorial space that has … become ‘identified’ as such a discrete 

territory in the spheres of economics, politics and culture” (JONES and MACLEOD, 2004, p. 437). 

Boundedness as a real feature of spatiality namely might pre-exist scientific analysis, but critical 

scholarship should be focused exactly on the power relations that make it (appear) not only real, 

but also natural (cf. PAINTER, 2008). 

Actually, the open and contested character of regions as social constructs has been also 

repeatedly stressed by those supporting a moderate viewpoint concerning relationality. Paasi, for 

example, argued that regions are not independent actors, but “exist and ‘become’ in social 

practice and discourse” (PAASI, 2001, p. 16). Furthermore, Paasi stressed that the boundaries, 

symbols and institutions of regions “are not results of autonomous and evolutionary processes, 

but expressions of a perpetual struggle over the meanings associated with space, representation, 
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democracy and welfare” (PAASI, 2002, p. 805). In fact, moderate accounts have commonly 

asserted the ‘becoming’ of regions, and that political struggles are inherently implicated in the 

construction of regions (e.g. HUDSON, 2007; JONES and MACLEOD, 2004; MACLEOD and JONES, 

2007). Also, HUDSON (2005) seems to echo the above-mentioned point made by Amin 

concerning local (regional) politics as a field of agonistic engagement when he notes that we 

should rethink regions as the products of agonistic politics. 

A further parallel that we can observe between radical and moderate accounts is that the 

latter have, just as the former, been critical of the territorial framing of spatial interventions of 

the post-1997 Labour governments. JONES (2004b), for example, seems also dismissive of 

England’s new regionalism, where Regional Development Agencies (RDAs) have appeared as 

institutional sites through which national state power, defined as the ability to exercise 

intervention through a territorial programme of action (the regionalist project), can be realized 

(JONES, 2004b, p. 195, emphasis original). As JONES (ibid.) notes, Regional Development 

Agencies have become designated as ‘territorial managers’ of change, promoting an 

associationalist form of coherence at the regional scale. HUDSON’s (2005) account is also 

evocative of radicals’ writings at several points. According to Hudson, perhaps the most 

important task is to rethink the region  

“to escape the limitations of the myth of a unified (and unifying) regional interest 

and explicitly acknowledge the existence of different – and at times openly 

competitive, grounded in different class structural positions and other sources of 

social power – interests held by individuals and social groups living in the same 

space” (HUDSON, 2005, p. 624). 

Arguably thus, radicals and moderates have largely converged on emphasizing the inherently 

constructed character of regions. However, they arrive at this principally shared standpoint from 
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divergent philosophical assumptions, and this is arguably a key source of still persisting 

disagreements or, rather, misunderstandings. As noted above, (critical) realism on the one hand 

and strands of post-structuralist thought on the other are motivated by fundamentally different 

inquiries. In connection with that, the above perspectives not only take a different ontological 

perspective, but embody a fundamentally different – and irreconcilable – view of what ontology 

is. While for (critical) realists, ontology refers to the independently existing world, for post-

structuralists ontology is the plane for the relational constitution of the existence of any object 

(space). In view of this elementary difference, it becomes finally understandable why moderates 

could not apprehend radicals’ insistence on seeing relationality as a fundamental dimension of 

spatiality. At the same time, we would like to argue that the incommensurability of philosophical 

inspirational sources has not been the sole reason for the moderate-radical disagreement 

(misunderstanding). While drawing on post-structuralist frameworks, radical relationists have 

namely not always consistently adhered to the assumptions of the above frameworks. Our point 

here is not that piecemeal borrowing is illegitimate. Neither of the two camps forms a 

homogenous whole, and scholars ‘belonging’ to either camp have developed their own 

frameworks by drawing on a wide range of intellectual sources. However, even though all 

theoretical frameworks are born through a combination of perspectives, we believe it is crucial 

that any such combination is ontologically and epistemologically consistent. Only this way can 

we overcome the “philosophical confusion” observed by AGNEW (1999, p. 93). As to the 

inconsistent line of radicals’ arguments, we regard it as the second obstacle to clarity in the 

moderate vs radical ‘debate’ and examine it in more detail in the next section. 
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Towards a ‘truly’ relational ontology 

 

As we discussed above, radical relationalists have argued that we should regard all spaces as 

relationally constituted. Insights of various strands of post-structuralist thought, in particular 

actor-network theory and discourse theory, have been key – and explicitly mentioned – sources of 

inspiration for the claims of radicals. At closer look, however, we find that radicals’ accounts do 

not build firmly on the main assumption underlying the above strands of thought, notably that 

relationality is first and foremost an ontological concept, capturing the fundamental condition of 

being of any object. Instead, radicals have tended to see relationality (also) in terms of actual 

relations – and have thus, rather absurdly, paralleled moderates’ view. AMIN (2002), for example, 

refers explicitly to ANT but argues in the same article that “the very ontology of place and 

territoriality itself is altered by the rise of world–scale processes and transnational connectivity” 

(AMIN, 2002, p. 387). However, from the perspective of both ANT and discourse theory, the 

ontology of place and territoriality has not changed with the proliferation of actual relationships 

and with the increase in observable interdependencies. Possibly, the formation of ANT and 

discourse theory as conceptual-theoretical frameworks can be linked to the growing awareness of 

the above-mentioned relationships and interdependencies. However, following both strands, 

relationality has been always-already constitutive of objects. 

 Similarly, radicals actually do not seem to ascribe to discourse theory’s ontological 

understanding of ‘difference’, and the view that the existence of all objects depends on 

contingently constructed differences. For Massey, for example, the term difference designates 

actual difference, and figures as a synonym for heterogeneity/multiplicity/plurality. The 

emphasis on what she calls ‘positive multiplicity’ is important for Massey in order to do away 

with the Western/Northern-biased perspective in defining what 
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development/progress/modernization is. The above perspective implies namely that places are not 

genuinely different, but simply ‘behind’ or ‘advanced’ within the same story of progress. 

MASSEY (1999) wishes to challenge this powerful imaginary geography that according to her 

obliterates, among others, the ‘real differences’ between the global South and the global North. 

As she says, “a fuller recognition of difference would entertain the possibility of the existence of 

a multiplicity of trajectories” (MASSEY, 1999, p. 271). 

In connection with Massey’s arguments in favour of a fuller recognition of ‘real difference’, 

the question arises why there cannot be multiple regional trajectories, corresponding to real 

regional differences within nation state territories? Why should we acknowledge macro-regional 

differences above the national scale, and assume the possibility of a more coherent trajectory for 

the development of national territories, overwriting local/regional differences? A possible answer 

can be traced in a more recent book of Massey entitled World City in which Massey notes that 

“The biggest interests of ordinary people, in both London and ‘the regions’, are in 

common. Neither regional inequality nor poverty within London/the South east will 

be seriously addressed without a shift in the national model of economic growth” 

(MASSEY, 2007, p. 155).  

In line with that, she holds a politics of place desirable that recognizes “the commonality of 

interests in spite of the very different geographical positioning within the wider geographies” (p. 

156). Again, there is a striking parallel between moderates arguing that under certain 

circumstances the region can be taken as a practical and ‘prescientific bounded territorial space’, 

(JONES and MACLEOD, 2004) and radicals who seem to take national territories as a given object 

of analysis.  

To be sure, MASSEY (2001) acknowledges that the isomorphism between space and 

society embodied in the nation-state has been an outcome of, and a support for, particular forms 
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of power and politics. Also, she is well aware of the fact that relations constituting spaces stretch 

over national boundaries (MASSEY, 2007). But can we assume the commonality of interests 

within a nation? What about those – by MASSEY (2007) much-criticized – claims of policy-

makers that assert the necessity of privileged state support for London and the South East by 

arguing that this also serves the nation’s common interest? Here it is useful to refer to Critchley, 

according to whom  

“the main strategy of politics is to make itself invisible in order to claim for itself 

the status of nature or a priori self-evidence. In this way, politics can claim to 

restore the fullness of society or bring society into harmony with itself” 

(CRITCHLEY, 2004, p. 114).  

In other words, the political character of claims is often concealed by the appeal that such claims 

attempt to make to some natural, harmonic state of affairs. Paradoxically, while Massey 

recognizes that claims supporting London’s privileged treatment and those picturing regional 

inequality as ‘natural’ are political claims, she seems to be unaware of the fact that her 

assumptions of a national common interest are not apolitical ones either. 

 On the whole, we suggest that it is imperative to recognize – and we can do so by 

following more consistently the postulations of discourse theory – that national development is, 

just as regional development, also a politics that can be best apprehended as a field of agonistic 

engagement. It is thus not only the case that choices of regional development interventions cannot 

be grounded in a presumption of a unified regional interest. Also, we should avoid seeing these 

choices as rooted in a unified national interest. Recognizing the impossibility of an ultimate 

consensus on spatial justice at any scale is a precondition for addressing spatial justice in a 

democratic way. 
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Concluding remarks 

 

This paper set the objective of bringing more clarity into what we could call the relational vs 

territorial ‘non-debate’ that has unfolded in the past years about the conceptualization of the 

region. Based on a careful re-reading of texts, we argued that the critique expressed by moderates 

that radicals disregard actual regional differences/particularities does not hold. ‘Radicals’ might 

be seen as such by others because they – in an attempt to ground their agenda on a new politics of 

space – have drawn upon various insights based on forms of post-structuralist relational ontology. 

Taken out of context, statements based on such insights indeed might appear as “bending the 

stick too far” (JONES and MACLEOD, 2004, p. 437). However, thinking about regions through 

post-structuralist ontologies does not in any way imply a neglect of concrete regional 

differences/particularities. Rather – and this is what radicals wish to direct our attention to – the 

above way of thinking enables an awareness, and also a critique of, the constructed character of 

any regional particularity. Radicals thus cannot be simply accused of falling into the ‘non-

territorial trap’ (see JONES, 2009). 

In an attempt to trace the sources of – what are in our view, erroneous – accusations of 

radicals by moderates, we found it useful to review the deeper (ontological) philosophical 

anchoring of both strands. This review showed that arguably, a key source of disagreements 

(misunderstandings) between radicals and moderates has been that the understanding of 

relationality as a fundamental condition of being of any object on the one hand has become 

confused with relationality in terms of actually existing relations on the other. For while radicals 

have, by drawing on actor-network theory and discourse theory, (seemingly) aligned with the 

former view of ontological relationality, moderates have continued to interpret relationality in the 

latter sense of empirical connectedness. Regarding the divergence of their (mostly implicit) meta-
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theoretical inspiration, the above camps might be surely seen as two worlds apart. A close 

reading of their accounts reveals actually that purported radicals do not embrace fully any post-

structuralist ontology. In fact and rather paradoxically, radicals’ standpoint bears much 

resemblance with that of moderates and, eventually, it is arguably only (some of) radicals’ 

propositions for concrete state spatial reforms in England/the UK that would warrant the ‘radical’ 

label. 

 Although both radicals and moderates have largely focused on how regions are (and 

should be) thought of in England/the UK, we contend that our review of their ‘non-debate’ is 

giving clues for the conceptualization of ‘the region’ more generally. More specifically, we 

would like to argue that the way forward in conceptualizing the region is to think of regions, and 

by extension, of all – thus also national – spaces as constituted relationally through agonistic 

struggles. Admittedly, an agonistic democracy still needs consensus concerning the institutions 

through which such struggles can take place (MOUFFE, 2005), and it is highly questionable 

whether the appropriate institutions – in the broad sense – are in place to move towards an 

agonistic engagement with the spatiality of development. Concerning the UK more specifically, 

many have pointed out, for example, that the lack of a National Spatial Planning Framework for 

England seriously impedes the establishment of an open debate about the “what we want to do, 

why we want to do it, and what the implications might be” (SHEPLEY, 2005, p. 263; see also 

SHEPLEY 2005b; TOWN AND COUNTRY PLANNING ASSOCIATION, 2006). Certainly, a wide range of 

structural institutional constraints stand in the way of the elaboration of such a framework, 

including the fact that thinking about British political space in London-centric terms seems to 

“deeply engrained in the national psyche” (AMIN et al., 2003b, p. 271). Addressing and changing 

such constraints is of course a great challenge that can surely use the efforts of critical 

scholarship. We would like to suggest that such efforts should be best grounded in the 
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assumption of the fundamental relationality of all spaces: this assumption is namely the condition 

for being able to conceive of change at all. 
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