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claims that feminists are seen as high on “affectivity” and therefore “historically
cffective” but noncthcless “politically [in]consistent™ (Andrew Ross, ed.,
Universal Abandon: The Politics of Postmodernism [Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1989], xiii). Feminists are also pigeonholed as essentialists and
then the claim is made that essentialism is (subsumed as) onc of the “subject
positions” of postmodernism’s “radical pluralism”.

65. Patrice Petro, “Mass Culture and the Feminine: The 'Place’ of Television
in Film Studics,” Cinema Journal 25, no. 3 (1986):5-21. For expansion on this
point and further details on Table 1, scc Lutz, “The Gender of Theory.” The
table demonstrates that the analytic categorics of modernism and postmodernism
are no different than other such categories insofar as they show their roots in the
cultural and historical context of their users. This does not constitute an argu-
ment against the continucd use or validity of the terms but suggests an important
caution and some additional questions. For example, is the response to postmod-
emism entirely pregnant with attitudes toward women? Does this category sys-
tem reccive continual replenishment from a view of contemporary American his-
tory as involving the ascendency of affirmative-action-category peaples and espe-
cially white women (about whom the version of the feminine catalogued in the
table appears most applicable) and/or the demasculinization and decline of “the”
culture?

66. Modleski, The Women Who Knew Too Much.

67. Ibid., 42.

68. Andrcas Huyssen, “Mass Culture as Woman: Modernism’s Other,” in
Studies in Entertainment, ed. T. Mcdleski (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1986), 189.

69. As discussed in J. Okely, “The Self and Scientism,” Journa! of the
Anthropological Society of Oxford 6, no. 3 (1975):171-88.

70. Huyssen, “Mass Culture 2s Woman,” 189.

Signposts toward a
Poststructuralist
Geography

WOLFGANG NATTER
JOHN PAuL JoNES III

We are writing as social theorists housed in two disciplines that, on the
surface, would seem to share little apart from the first letter of their insti-
tutional designation, namely, German and geography. Ours would secem
to be a model case of different disciplines lacking direct connections, or
even knowledge of one another’s methods, objects, and interests. The
apparent impossibility of confluent understandings, which we take as our
point of departure, is pardy the product of an institutional setting that
disciplines the organization of knowledge by creating oppositions not only
between the humanities and scicnce, but also between history and space,
understanding and explanation, writing and mapping, and theory and
practice. Yet one feature of the current discussion over postmodernism is
the rethinking of any number of imposed oppositions that resound with
and have been resolved by universalizing truth value. Of all the multiac-
centual meanings attaching themselves to “the postmodern,” one of the
few that unites its usage among scholars who feel sufficient inclination to
answer its uncertain call is the sense that the foundational ontology in-
scribing such oppositions has exhausted its currency, as well as its capaci-
ty to render meaningful the social world.

Postmodernism, as an umbrella term, is a way of thinking oursclves
out of this impasse, and as such, is tied to cfforts seeking to form alterna-
tive understandings which do not rely upon the oppositional thinking
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Amecrican historians,”* aptly summarizes the continued influence of
Ranke’s charge to historians to “give an account of the past as it actually
was.” Ultimately, “modernist” history (in contrast to modernist litera-
ture) assumes, if not an intelligibility of cvents in the world, at least a
confidence in the sovereign subject’s ability to find (racher than con-
struct) the pertinent facts, to master these fragments of social life, and to
present a coherent if not omniscient account of them.

This neglect of representation, problematized by intellectual histori-
ans such as Hayden White, Dominick LaCapra, and Mark Poster, is par-
alleled by history’s relegation of space to an inert horizontality which, ac-
cording to one of historicism’s most persistent critics, Ed Soja, “actively
submerges and peripheralizes the geographical or spatial imagination.”s
Historicism’s method freezes space: with the possible exception of the
Annales school, empiricist history deploys gcography not as a dialectical
part of the process by which history is made and places “become,” but
rather as a device that supplements the explanacion of events in terms of
climatic or topographical features. It is, as Soja suggests, as if “an already-
made geography sets the stage, while the willful making of history dic-
tates the action and defines the story line.”¢

The post-Enlightenment era has accorded the historical imagination
a privileged place in critical social theory. Modernist history, or “histori-
cal thinking,” suggests not just stories and histories; it implics an all-per-
vasive subjugation of human affairs to the signifying power of history.
History #s the horizon of signification in this sense. Yet, as Nigele, fol-
lowing Szondi, has commented, history “does not nced much of the his-
torical gaze, directed at itself, to recognize that historical thinking in an
emphatic sensc is a relatively modern phenomena, emerging specifically
in eighteenth-century Europe.”? Nonetheless, to be charged with think-
ing “ahistorically” today means that onc is missing the true significance
of things. To “deny history” would scem to deny the emancipatory pro-
ject itself. Thus, spatial thinking, when it has entcred the domain of
social theory at all, has been charged as manifesting a conservative ahis-
toricism, instcad of being viewed, for example, “as an attempt to deal
with history in a different way, as a spatio-temporal configuration, simul-
tancously and interactively synchronic and diachronic.”8 Likewise, the
rigorous questioning of context that illuminates the indeterminancy,
nonreferentiality, and instability of language has often been taken to
imply a nihilistic denial of historical knowledge, rather than seen as an
cffort to overcome the ideological and epistemological limits of its
Rankean version.

As our argument here will demonstrate, however, space and language
make social investigation much more complicated than “modernist™ his-
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tory presumes. Socicties, as Michacl Mann has written, “are much messier
than our theorics of them."? This is, as Derek Gregory suggests, partly
due to their inherent spatiality, 19 yet it is also because writing about soci-
cties and their histories is not as simple as the modernist historian’s mir-
ror paradigm assumed. To us, the messiness of social life which surfeits
“our theory of it,” challenges the capability of any theory to make uni-
versalizing pronouncements irrespective of differentiations of space and
contexts of reception.

In what follows, a sketch of the disciplinary histories of literary theo-
ry and geography provides an initial framework for mutual understand-
ings of space and representation. OQur narrative registers the conceptual,
methodological, and theoretical transformations characterizing each disci-
pline’s stances toward their object of inquiry. The commonalities dis-
played by our montage suggests a position from which one can writc a
prolegomcna toward both a spatialized poststructuralist critique of repre-
sentation and a poststructural geography. We hope to encourage and fos-
ter this mutual understanding by permeating the boundarics of these two
disciplines. We do so from positions which themselves are spatially, tem-
porally, and intellectually situated, namely, a literary theory critically
embedded in the German cultural tradition, and North American human
geography. Our narrative unfolds from these two positions.

Submerged Affinities

Any mapping of intellcctual affinities, especially when charted, as
ours is, over time, runs the dual risks of creating the appearance of a uni-
versal Geist moving through spaceftime and informing all thought, or of
creating an empty identity where, as Hegel wrote, all cows are black in
the night. This is certainly not our intent. For while the disciplinary self-
reflexivity that we associate with the “postmodern™ enables our inquiry,
we do not take the term to indicate a force whose emergence has annihi-
lated its precursor. The tendencies associated with both modernity and
postmodernity have been present as “political positions in the century-
long struggle between art and technology” since the start of industrial
culture.!! Just as there is no single “postmodcrnity”—as any cataloguc of
its symptoms demonstrates—there arc many more “modernist” projects,
geographical or narrational, than any uniaccentual fixing of this referent
would suggest. We are thus compelled to begin our portrait with a cau-
tion: the internal dynamics of disciplinary development display their own
logic and cannot be too easily collapsed one unto the other. Doing so
would subsume the voices of authors and their positions under a total-
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ized account of theorctical currents. Yet at the same time, it is quite clear
that no person writes outside of the existent social world, and that knowl-
cdge, consequently, is socially constructed; herein lies one explanation
for the affinities we shall mark.

The embeddedness of thought provides the basis for a sccond cau-
tion, namely, that one should not be too surprised that both literary ctheo-
ry and geography have been profoundly affected by events such as the
two world wars of this century, and the rise of class, race, and gender as
central moments in social investigation. Yet to be content with such com-
monalities would imposc on our account an all-too-ready affinity of
empty identitics, however significant may be their subject matter. In-
stead, the selective (but how could it be otherwise?) signposts we shall
identify are located in confluent, but not necessarily identical nor even
simultancous, methodological and theoretical developments in these dis-
ciplines.

Inasmuch as literary theory has thought little about space (at least in
forms recognizable to geographers), and geography has thought little
about represcntation (beyond that of the mirror paradigm), the meto-
nymic relationship each has demarcated between its objects of inquiry
and the social world has of necessity been differently construed. Never-
theless, cach of their objects, being as they are, “in the world,” necessari-
ly provides a perspectival account of that world, and thus at the same
time offers at least partial traces of the other.

We proceed with the understanding that the text exists materially. A
text must be written, printed, or clectronically displayed for it to enter
social life. Books, for example, have a substance and materiality without
which their message cannot enter circulation. Writers and their inten-
tions form only one parc of this social process. It is essential to remember
that no texe exists outside of the support that enables it to be read; any
comprehension of a writing, no matter what it is, depends upon the forms
in which it reaches its reader.!? Implicated in this understanding of litera-
ture as a social process are publishing houses, bookscliers, the academy,
and the state, all of which promote and inhibit the parameters of the iter-
able in any given space and time.

While it might seem self-cvident to assert that “space” is likewisc a
material product, it is worth bearing in mind that some geographers have
gone so far in reifying their object of inquiry as to reduce the understand-
ing of sacial life in space to little more than geometry. Space, we now
know, is, like the text, both produced by and constitutive of society and
embedded in a system of social practices. The materiality of texts and
space provides the basis for an examination of the historical affinities to
be discussed below.
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Woe should also note that as observers who would have suspected no
disciplinary commonalities, we were surprised to discover affinities after
all; not so much in their objects of inquiry per se, but rather in the way in
which these have been constituted and approached both methodological-
ly and theoretically. On a fundamental level, the transposition of “texts”
for “space” reveals analogies in the efforts of disciplinary practitioners to
imbue meaning onto their objects by theorizing them in terms that have
at various times privileged authorship, the object itsclf, or its interpreter.

These affinitics may be conceived via literary criticism’s traditional
point of departure:

Author —> Text —> Literary Critic

As hierarchically conceived by this traditional rendering of the rcla-
tionship, the author, as addresser, communicates a message, the texr, to
the litcrary critic, the addressee. In contrast, a simple version relying on a
“space” for “text” transposition would appear in geography as:

Agent — Space — Geographer

In elaborating this metaphor between literary theory and geography,
we must develop a parallelism between “text” and “space.” The multi-
plicity of meanings the latter term cvokes in geography—for example,
objective space, relative space, landscape, the built environment, place,
locality—corresponds to the contemporary literary theorist’s understand-
ing of “text,” which designates not only the printed word, both fiction
and nonfiction, but also pictorial images, political discourse, electronic
systems of information, and indeed any form of communication that can
be read as a product of historically variable discourse formations.!3 Such
broad views of textuality have recently been applied to traditional ob-
jects of geographic analysis such as maps, landscapes, and architecture.'
Space, following Soja and the theorists whose work his position ampli-
fies, is here taken to be a material product of a wide range of social rela-
tions which themselves are reproduced and mediated by it. Place, or its
variant “locality,” are the terms we attach to specific spaces. Places result
from a spatial “framing” of a particular scale, from the nation-state, to
regions, communities, and neighborhoods, and even to the microsettings
within a house. (Here we distance ourselves from the oppositional use of
“space” and “place” that align, respectively, with the scientific and
hurmanistic traditions in geography.) Thus, just as the term “text” explic-
itly challenges the boundarics delineating the roles for the author, reader,
and “work” in a particular economy of reading, thereby opening reading
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to a varicty of phenomena such as advertising and film (as well as episte-
mological stances toward these objects), so also does space carry with it a
great number of possible objects of analysis and positions toward them.

Continuing with the above triad, “agent” marks thosc who create and
modify spaces. In literary criticism, authors have traditionally been desig-
nated as the agents who produce the “work.” Importantly, just as the
term “author” for more recent theorists not only refers to the individual
who writes the book, but also and more pertinently to the social, politi-
cal, and linguistic processes and institutions that produce texts to be read
and categorized, so too can “agent” implicate both the individual who
builds the fence and the collective, institutionally embedded actions of
those who create massive suburban developments. Thus both contcmpo-
rary literary theory and geography have come to view each of their
objects in terms of a matrix of social powers that give rise to them.
Finally, the right-hand side of the triadic model positions the geographer
as the professional analogue to the text’s critic. Like literary theory’s crit-
ic, the geographer’s raison détre is the study (reading) of spaces (texts).

’ We begin our historical account of both literary theory and geography
with modes of interpretation whose referent is the lefi-hand side of cach
of the above diagrams. We note first that traditional authorial cxplana-
tions of literary works stress the intentionality of the individual who
crafts an imaginative world bascd upon his or her life experience. In its
classical, Enlightenment, and romantic versions, genius authorizes the
poetic mission of the author. Language is the medium, the poetic work
the result. The author is variously a vehicle through which Geist or a cul-
ture expresses itself or a Promethean forger of the unknown or new
through whom the cultural life of a nation is rejuvenated. In either casc‘
what stands out in this mode of understanding is the central role of thc:
fmthor' and the univocal relationship between his or her words and the
intentions they express. For the reader as professional critic, the work’s
1dcnt3ty as an object to be read and understood has depended upon this
constitutive understanding of the Author as the source and defining prin-
ciple of the Work.

‘ Fo.r example, literary critics who ground meaning through authorial
intentionality might say the following: If you want to know what 7he
Magic Mountain means or is about, ask Thomas Mann, its author, who
meant what he said. Even after the empirical death of the author, what
grounds the work’s meaning is authorial intentionality; the task of the lit-
erary critic is to ferret out thosc significant aspects of the author’s life and
ancillary writings that can account for the particular form his writings
assumed. Problems arise, however, as proponents of other modes of
explanation have since argued, when, to begin with, overlapping inten-




172 Postmodern Contentions

tions on the part of the author reveal themselves. Thomas Mann, to stay
with the above example, saw his own novel, first published in 1924, very
differently depending upon the period or context in which he was ques-
tioned. His text was made different, cven for himself, by the events of
1933, by World War 11, and so forth. In short, authorial intention is itsclf
embedded in a temporal matrix, which to foreshadow a later discussion,
has everything to do with difference. In addition, seeing all writings as
embedded in the social world—the starting point of our discussion of the
materiality of the text—likewise undermines the type of analysis that
thinks of the author as an autonomous subject.

Questions of autonomy, moreover, may be raised when we examine
how gcographers have considered the “authorship” of space. Intention-
ality arises inasmuch as space is viewed as being the resule of actions of
sovereign individuals through whose agency landscapes are composed
and transformed. The effort to locate the causal underpinnings of human
landscapes in human agency arose in the early twentieth century with
the discipline’s rejection of environmental determinism. Authors such as
Semple and Davis had interpreted variations in ways of living as a one-
to-onc mapping of an cver-present physical environment onto social
life.15 When this mode of thinking lost credibility in the 1920s, geogra-
phers either eschewed the search for human intentionality, focusing, as it
were, on the places themselves, or they turned to a transcendcental view
of culture, regarding it as an already given template, but one through
which intentional agents shaped the landscape. In the latter case, hu-
mans stood at the precipice of various choices, though what choices were
conceived and how they reacted to them ultimately depended upon their
culeure. According to Sauer, whose works defined cultural geography,
“Culture is the agent, the natural area is the medium, the cultural land-
scape is the result.”16 The concurrent literary critic’s concept of authorial
intentionality likewise recognized the importance of the author’s lived
experience and culture in shaping the text, making him or her the con-
veyer or medium of Geist (or Zefigeist) whose reflection could be found in
the Work.

Concerns over the intentionality of the place-makers were by no
means rcsolved during the 1920s. Questions of autonomy arose again in
the 1960s under the heading “behavioral™ geography, a paradigm which
argued that to understand space one had to research those whose activi-
ties shaped it. Indeed, few behavioral geographers would fail to recog-
nize the impulse prompting the literary critic’s interrogation of Thomas
Mann.

An carly turn away from understanding the meaning of texts in terms
of author-centered realist accounts was undertaken by the Russian for-
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malists, whose cfforts to overturn previous interpretive strategics werc
tied to parallel efforts to restructure the public sphere following the
Russian Revolution. Above all, the formalists were keenly aware of the
literary work as foremost a particular organization of language. Rather
than privileging authorial intentions, the formalists focused on the com-
plex nature of language and poetic uwterance itself, which in turn werc
viewed as intimacely connected to the social and cconomic sphere.
Formalists concentrated on the mechanistic structures, devices, and laws
governing the operation of the literary work. The text was seen not as
the incarnation of some transcendental truth or as the expression of an
author’s mind, nor, finally, as an organic unity or a symbolic whole, but
rather as a collection of effects, to be dissected by the critic.1?

If language was to be seen as a socially constructed sign system, it
nceded itself to be metonymically understood as both a social product
and constitutive of the larger social world. Moreover, these signs were no
longer to be viewed as the expression of a univocal relationship between
signifier and signified, word and object. Language is many things, but it
was ceftainly not natural. Language is a social construct, the result of a
highly contentious process. Russian formalism marks a shift in emphasis,
continued by structural criticism, away from authorial intentionality and
toward an understanding of its object based upon a system of rules. All of
this left the author and these critics who would derive meaning from
authorial intentionality in a much more tenuous position vis-a-vis the
interpretation of writing,

For Bakhtin, perhaps the most unabashedly Marxist of the Russian
formalists, the medium within which thought is presentcd—the verbal
sign—is itsclf an arcna of continuous struggle. Words, to say nothing of
assemblages of words, such as poems or novels, are inherently multiac-
centual, even though a perusal of literary historics demonstrates that the
ruling class will always try to reduce their polymorphous nature to a uni-
accentuality so as to support the dominant order. In sum, language is
seen as a site of contestation, a battleground for control of the social
world.!8

While Russian formalism was decentering author-based readings of
texts, spatial theory in the United States was being transformed by the
human ecologists of the Chicago school of sociology, in particular Park,
Burgess, and McKenzie, who became influential in shaping the subse-
quent rise of urban geography.!® Their analyses of the communities of
1920s Chicago bear two parallcls of note with the Russian formalists as
described above. These include a rejection of the explanation of their
objects of inquiry based upon intentionality in favor of a focus on inter-
nally constituted mechanisms governing the objects, and a view of
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places, like texts, as sites of social contestation. As regards intentionality,
these social scientists conceived of places not as expressions of symbolic
wholes, “authored” by intentional agents, but instead as entitics con-
structed through the interplay of systems of ecological relationships
whosc underlying mechanisms governed the spatial distribution of hu-
man activity.

In constructing their account, the human ecologists analyzed the city
in much the same way that biologists treated living organisms. Burgess’s
model of urban form documented spatially “the way in which the city
was the playground of competition between social groups and economic
forces, belicved by the early Chicago School to be propelled by biogenic
drives.”20 Although the biological analogy and its deterministic under-
pinning distinguish it sharply from the theoretical and political oricnta-
tion of Russian formalism, both shared a methodological stance focusing
on cffect-creating mechanisms that viewed the city (or alternatively, the
text), not as given, but as a site of social contestation and struggle. In the
Chicago school’s language, “dominance,” “invasion and succession,” and
“impersonal competition” were the governing mechanisms giving rise to
spatial difference. Viewing the social outcomes of spatial competition as
the product of contestation marked a shift from carlier studies which—if
they carried any theoretical framework at all—located the causal forces
within individuals, who, via intentionality or embodied culture, shaped
places. In human ccology, places were no longer authored by intentional
agents, but rather were written by the mechanisms that structure them.
The human ecologists viewed the city as a social organism, with individ-
ual behavior and social organization governed by a struggle for cxis-
tence.2!

Russian formalism, meanwhile, silenced by Stalin’s policies, was
replaced by social realism, the Soviet Union’s state-sanctioned aesthetic.
The only other place where concerns similar to those espoused by the
formalists occurred, the early work of the Frankfurt school and Brecht’s
creation of a theater of Verfremdung during the 1920s in Germany, was
likewise repressed with Hitler’s rise to power in 1933. National Socialism
restored an acsthetic that gave prominence to authorial intentionalicy,
along with such notions as genius, heroic creation, and cternal (and
immutable) value, as Walter Benjamin was able to observe before he
died while attempting to flec a Nazified Europe.2?

While formalism was not to be rediscovercd until the late 1960s, at
which time it exercised considerable effect on Marxist criticism in the
United States, another critical movement gained widespread currency at
Amcrican and English universities between the 1930s and 1950s. Like
formalism before it, the so-called New Criticism continued to mark a
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shift away from authorial intentionality as the grounding concept in
defining literary criticism’s object of inquiry. Two leading proponents of
the school boldly announced that “critical inquiries are not settled by
consulting the oracle.”2? Thus authorial intentionality, even if it could be
recovered, was of no relevance for an interpretation of the work’s mean<
ing. A poem was a self-sufficient object, which meant what it meant. Yet
as we shall see below, on a more subtle level, the “author-function” con-
tinued to provide the cnabling limits determining its method. For New
Critics, the literary work retained a measure of autonomy in New
Criticism such that no social context, not even the possible intentions of
its author, could be held accountable in a causal way for the meaning to
be “found” in a poem by the critic. The poem was that “which could not
be paraphrased, expressed in any language other than itself: each of its
parts was folded in on the others in a complex organic unity which it
would be a kind of blasphemy to violate.”24

The New Critic’s text was approached much like the geographer’s
region of the same period, whercin coherence and integration were the
to-be-discovered characteristics of the poem/place. The task of the liter-
ary critic, to whom was now transferred the authority of interpretation,
was to cclebrate the uniqueness and particularity of each great literary
work. The contemplative stance of the critic was one of reverence before
the work’s beauty. The mcthod of analysis associated with this school
was that of “close reading,” through which the harmonious interactions
of the clements comprising the poem’s uniqueness could be discerned.
Whereas the formalists saw language’s multiaccentual character as the
basis for reading in terms of conflict and contestation, the New Critics
saw harmony and wholeness in the great works. Social conflict was, along
with the author’s intentions, irrelcvant to “the work itself,” which was
simply given, not made. Necdless to say, this understanding of the “text
itself” found merely trivial assertions that the text needed to be under-
stood as “itself” produced and embedded in the social world.

This celebration of the uniquc was not without a critical method.
New Criticism inherited from the formalists a desire to understand the
formal laws governing the structure of the poem. Through their close
readings, however, what appeared on a manifest level to involve paradox-
es and tensions could be resolved by a New Critic into a harmonious and
beautiful identity that respected the autonomous integrity of the work.
Any given poem could thus be understood by virtue of its own (to-be-
discerncd) inherent system, and not as bearing relationships to transcon-
textual laws. Indeed, a New Critic’s insistence upon the uniqueness of
the individual work, the belicf that cach work could be adequately stud-
icd and understood in isolation from others, must be seen as an effort to
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Second, regional geographies adopted an unusually straightforward
narrative form, typically beginning with a description of the physical
environment (e.g., climate, landforms, soils, ctc.), followed by a bricf
history of the sequence of man’s (usually white European) occupance
and a lengthy discussion of the distribution of various social and eco-
nomic features (population location and growth, agricultural production,
industry, and cities). Such descriptions might conclude with instrumen-
tal commentary on the region’s “political situation.”32 Once regional
geography established its own paradigmatic narrative strategy, it disci-
plined what could be conceived and written, which elements counted in
understanding a region and which did not. Thus, the confluence of
regional geography’s content and its narrative form is, to foreshadow a
later discussion, an exemplary case of what Hayden White recognized in
the context of narrative theory as the “content of the form.”33 As a con-
sequence, regional geography failed to live up to its promise of under-
standing, in any theoretical sense, its objects of inquiry. The accuosation,
“mere” description, was a common critique leveled against the appear-
ance of volume after volume of detailed, but theoretically unreflective,
idiography.

Third, regional geography accepted as unproblematic a “mirror-of-
reality” paradigm, in which the geographer could claim to have captured
the essence of regions via cartographic representation and careful scien-
tific description. Left uninterrogated was both the status of the observing
subject, that is, the geographer as a “reader” of places, and the process of
depiction, that is, the geographer as an author re-presenting places.
Regional geography assumed that an objective observer with a thorough
knowledge of the region being described could unproblematicaily render
an understanding and explanation of the place in his or her writing. As
Richard Hartshorne defined it, the discipline is “a science that interprets
the realities of areal differentiation of the world as they are found.”3* This
perspective assumes that the realities or facts of the world exist indepen-
dent of the observer, that is, that there exists a realm of the Real in
which “facts speak for themselves” prior to and indcpendent of interpre-
tation. Moreover, Hartshorne continues, understanding and explanation
of this reality requires “accurate, orderly, and rational description and

interpretation.”3s This additionally assumes that the representation of
that which is given or present can be communicated without distortion
and with its full presencc. The problem of geographic description
extends no further than the question of one’s knowledge and honesty; in
essence. geographic description posits an autonomous author who writcs
about, but as if outside, the social world.
In the 1960s rcgional geography and New Criticism began to losc

- mms a3
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their power of persuasion to other schools, spatial science and literary
stru?turahsm. respectively, each of which promised more rigor in relating
pa_rtlcular instances to universal laws. Literary scructuralism, like spatial
science, continued impulscs from carlier schools (formalism and the
Ch{cggo school) by conceptualizing their objects not as self-contained
entitics but rather as the realization of transcontextual processes. In dis-
carsimg the cclebration of uniqueness practiced by the New Critics and
rcgl.onal geography, literary structuralism and spatial science interrogated
thf:lr objects with the aim of establishing a system of universal laws oper-
ating throughout diverse texts and places. Both schools have been ac-
tacked (and praised) for being antihumanist, which in the case of literary
structuralis!'n marked its difference from any approach for which the
hum.an subject is the source and origin of litcrary meaning. Similarly

spatial science has been accused of erasing the “human” from humax;
geography through its overly abstract emphasis on spatial laws, its use of
models, and its reliance upon quantitative analysis. '

‘ Thc proper object of structuralist analysis is, following Saussurean
Imgutsnc;s. the system that underlics any particular signifying practice

not the individual utterance. The elements of any language or gram:
mar———bt? it spoken or written—acquire meaning not as the result of some

connection between words and things, but only as parts of a system of
rf';lauons.-‘" Whether applied to a literary work or to other cultural prac-

tices—fashion, architecture, myths—structuralism looks for the system of
differences through which meaning is conveyed.?

_Structuralism tacitly assumes a universal man and mind, a point
Whl.Ch our later discussion of poststructuralism will consider further
While cultures may express themselves in different words or conccpts.
structuralism assumes a fundamental unity of laws governing these dif:
ferences, once onc has indeed discovered these central laws. Identifying
and subsuming particulars under these universal laws became the task
th:?t §tructuralism, as a scientific enterprise, posed for itself. Phrased lin-
g'msnc_ally, structuralism sought to understand the nature of and the rela-
tionship bct“{ccn any given parvle and the underlying structure of Jangue.
It was ateractive to literary critics, whose appetite had been whetted but
not satisficd by New Criticism, because it promised to make the study of
literature .scientiﬁc by introducing rigor, objective universal laws, and
hcncc,’ objectivity, into analysis. To do so, structuralists continued the
formalist stress on form, and downplayed the actual content of any partic-
ular story. One can replace the particular nouns of any given plot—boy
and man, daughter and woman—or its verbs, and still have the same
story. Not the particular items, but the structure of the relations berween
the units is what is important.




180 Postmodern Contentions

The parallel to the rise of stru.cturalism 'in litcralry tl':icon:) :: éi?cn?c;?
geography’s turn toward spatial science, \.Vhlf:h employe Ige: cune 1o
resentations of space coupled with Quantitative r‘ncthodosoghn::sf ) identi
fy laws governing the spatial organization of society. As lc acs io rccog:
“To explain the phenomena one has described mc‘?ns a waz to recop
nize them as instances of laws.” Hence, he goes on, g_cography l1 e
conceived as the science concerned witl} the formulation of t : aw;fgthc
crning the spatial distribution of certain features on the surface

38 .
cam\’i’ithin this paradigm, the most thco.rcticall‘,' g.rounficd apliroach ';; :
deductive form of inquiry that homogen'xzcs thc‘dxvcrsuy of p aces. The
tabula rasa of location theory, upon which spatial ]aws.are' set lntondcr_
tion, reduces diversity to cither an unnecessary compllcatu})ln or u der
stands it as the outcome of manifc.stly (.:OTnpllcatcd law(si that \::cral ©
only begun to identify. What is lost.m this 1mpulsS: towa:i th e g;micuk;r
the heterogeneity posed by the unique, the spccxﬂc., and elp A csti:
Alternatively, variation over space can be an.alyzcd l.ndtzic.nv.cb)‘r;tio;:l ot
mating functional rclations between covarying spanal‘ lS;r.l betw.e In
either case, the goal is to establish general causa'l rc.lat‘lons ips rween
that which is under investigation and that to which 1t is presumed to

d- . .

cau?th;;lastc?cncc has been rightly acs:uscd of t?cmg profounc}lz 'a:;it\;:
manist. It reduces all spatial organization of %ocgcty 1o a set g s:a ver
able principles outside of the control of the active agents w otherpthm;
Morcover, its space is objective, p;!\ysc;cal,deve:afil:;fl‘g;:iz, i:dividuals

i ically related to socicty or lived and m . 5.
:ilslz:lcc:\:;ﬂu};nanis.t orientation of this pa.radi'gm is drarpatlczl_llly ma\t;llccd tlzn
the words of Stewart, an early spatial scientist whp, W‘l‘th Wi ll.am larn c;
gave rise to a subparadigm known as social physics: Thcrc is nﬁcoat:,gc !
any excuse for anyone to ignore the fact that human bc:r_lgsl, onI cts ¢ aver
age and at least in certain circumstance§. qbf:y n?athe‘mafncz ru S resem
bling in a general way some of thc‘ primitive l.avt's o 1[:1 ys:cs.]au:cl b
reduction of agency to the ncoclass_lc.al cconomist’s wor p;);:ju sted by
persons with identical tastcs, capacities, .and incomes, cn;ab é:h ,t e
versal applicacion of meodels. One might just as c:'mly appcy;1 ( ar Isowa s
central place theory to sout:crn fcrmany, as he did, or to China, R

s was done by others. o . .

chli:;;):tantly, rcprc:cntaticns of Fhe spatial scu:nus:js’ ob‘j::((:!ts :: Ir::
quiry (c.g., regions, cities, transportation nctworks, ctcf.)h [fta: cdsgCi gcs
phy from the lived world. People, as well as the neig dor o:; u]’t imatc:
and regions in which they live, were anal)::zcc{, rtiprcsc.ntc . ant u

ly, universalized, as points, observational “units,” or binary matrices.
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The erasure of agency in both literary structuralism and spatial sci-
ence prompted ncarly simultaneous critiques in the early 1970s. In liter-
ary theory’s version, agency was returned to texcual interpretation by
stressing the role that readers play in activating the meaning that resides
in the individual work. Reader response theory, as it came to be known,
can be understood as an effort to relocate agency, in the wake of the
death of the humanist subject, not on the part of the author, but rather,
on the part of the reader or communities of readers. Mcaning, though not
indifferent to authorial intentionality, could not be limited to it,

Roland Barthes, who profoundly influenced the turns toward reader
response criticism and poststructuralism, discerned in the “death of the
author” a reopening of the “text” against the closure of signification that
the concept of the author had imposed upon the work. “The reader,” he
wrote, “is the space on which all the quotations that make up a writing
are inscribed without any of them being lost; a text’s unity lies not in its
origin but in its destination.”$! Thus, the author, like her or his contem-
porary audience, was only one of a potentially unlimited number of read-
ers, cach with their own horizon of cxpectations that prefigured the way
the text would acquire meaning for them.,

Strongly influenced by phenomenology and Gadamer's hermencu-
tics, reader response criticism rejects the conception of textual mcaning
that assumes the fixity of a work, whether by appeal to authorial inten-
tion or to linguistic structures. It furthermore marks a breakdown of the
separation presumed to exist between knowing subjects, on the one
hand, and their objects of inquiry, on the other. The separation of
thought from its object and the priority of the latter over the former no
longer are assumed. Moreover, as in Gadamer's hermencutics, the histor-
ical (not necessarily social) embeddedness of interpretation is presup-
posed. Mcaning depends upon the historical situation of the interpreter
who will produce varying results depending upon his or her place in this

ongoing historicity. As the work Passes from one cultural or historical
context to another, new meanings may be culled from it that were never
anticipated by either its author or its original audicnce.42

Thus for Gadamer, reading is essentially a dialogue, the effore at
fusion between the presenc and the past. Neither Placo nor Shakespearc
should be read as if they were present in the classroom with us or given
o us in an unmediated way. While the reader cannot expect simply to
transcend what separates the present from the past, she or he can cngage
the cradition of reading through which any present reading also occurs,
The work is not fixed forever, like a tombstone, nor is its meaning uni-
versal. In the thought of Jauss and Iser, close study of literature reveals

gaps that actively solicit the reader’s participation. Jauss refers to the cri-
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teria readers use to judge literary texts in any given period as their “hon-
zon of cxpcctations."“3 As described by Iser, the competent reader rccohg-
nizes literary conventions, genre laws, and so forth, which thus frame the
manner in which the reader approaches the text. In one sense, sucp
approaches not only make undersmnding.a matter of the observer’s posi-
tion, but in their more radical and literalist vein understand the printed
word as being, after all, nothing more than the black marI'cS on a page that
await the interpreter’s signifying desire to imbue them with meaning. .
In its impulse, reader response theory can be E’.xtrcrqcly dcmocra‘uc:
imagine a theory that assumes that actua‘l rcad'crs, mcludm.g but not lim-
ited to professional critics, couns in the discerning of meaning. Works are
not simply given, nor are the intentions of the author the measure of the
work. The text is not a fixed entity, indifferent to those who choosc to
engage it. The irreducibly polymorphou§ nature of t'hc }vork can never
be contained by any single reader for all times. By activating not the read-
er in the process of interpretation (which unproblematically assumed the
samencss of readers regardless of differentiations, fo.r example, of plac.e
and time), but by instead seeing the work as something rgad §y a plcr.n-
tude of readers, questions of class, gender, and other soc'xal dxffcrcpsm-
tions may also come into play. On the other hand, the notion of tra.dmon
that ultimately contains or limits the danger of a mere solipsism in the
hermeneutics of Gadamer, is not without its problems. For Gadpmcrt the
many transformations wrought over tin:lc unto the work are stll. umﬁt:.‘d
by tradition, which as a continuing chain, has all the charac'tcnsflcs of “a
club of the like-minded.”# History, and the history of reading, is not for
Gadamer a place of struggle, discontinuity, or exclusion.

Stanley Fish, mcanwhile, is quite conu?nt to acknowlcdgc that tl.u:rc
is no “objective” work of literaturc to be interpreted. Specific 'readmgs
occur based upon interpretive predilections, thcm‘selvcs t!u: basis for“ths
schooling of readers into communities. The work is what it t,i'ocs fqr us
as Marxists, New Critics, feminists, and so on. Thc “dapgcr manifested
by the acknowledged heterogeneity of the worl.( is contained by refcrcnc.c
to such interpretative communitics, a redefinition of the concept of hori-
zons of expectation such that distinct groups of competent rcadgrs al;tz
shown to share the same assumptions authorizing their interpretations.
The institutional framework in which interpretation procecds is thus
acknowledged by Fish, yet the institution is in no way thought of as inter-
fering in the free choices of “disciplined” readers. .Thc competent reader
may, after all, choosc which paradigm he or shs: will take to inform read-
ing. Yet, as Marxist critics influenced by reception theory have shown, all
of this leaves the rcader in an oddly uncontextual frame. Readers too are
constituted—by educational practices, class, race, and gender—and to
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transfer interpretative authority to the reader is not to resolve the problem
of autonomy, but merely to displace it upon the reader.47

Geography's turn from the “text”-centcred analyses of the regional
and spatial science schools began in the 1970s with the emergence of
phenomenological perspectives. Early writers such as Buctimer, Tuan,
and Relph launched an attack against the pervasive objectification of
space practiced by spatial science. To the phenomenologists, space was
nongeometric, “a space of human concern and involvement.”48 The
impossibility of an objective reading of space independent of the reader
resonates in the words of Relph, who wrote: “Man’s relationship with the
world is understood not merely as a cognitive rclationship, but as some-
thing which permeates man’s whole being. Similarly the world is perme-
ated by man. Man and the world thus constitute a unity through their
mutual implication.”? Seamon likewisc emphasized the inseparability of
text and reader, space and geographer, when he noted that; “we arc the
world—we are subsumed in the world like 2 fish is joined with water . . .
we do not expericnce the world as an object. . . Rather, we interpenetrate
that world, are fused with it through an invisible, web-like presence
woven of the threads of body and feeling.”50 Phenomenology thus com-
plicates the subject-object distinction that had previously dominated
human geography. Whereas regional geographers and spatial scientists
were able to disconnect themselves from their objects of inquiry, phe-
nomenologists rejected the notion that interpretation could be divorced
from onc’s experiences, including one’s actions, memories, fantasies, and
perceptions.3! If knowledge cannot exist independently of experience,
then projects such as regional geography, which presumes to interpret
places objectively, and spatial science, which aspires for transcontextual
generality, become highly suspect.

Like rcader response criticism in literary theory, phenomenology in
geography challenged the knowing-subject/known-object dichotomy that
herctofore had permitted geographers to view themselves and their
works as independent of their interactions with the world. In practice,
most phenomenologists were content to interpret their own spatial expe-
riences, though some employed humanistic methods to understand the
place readings of others.52 Yet the approach threatened to undermine
decades of research previously insulated from external criticism, and con-
sequently phenomenologists witnessed a twofold reaction to what was
seen as their overly perspectival form of social investigation. Firse, the
person recovered in a phenomenological geography was most often the
individual geographer, that is, the geographer as interpreter, rather than
the agents who create and modify places, ostensibly the discipline’s
object of inquiry. While some humanistic geographers would allow for a
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sensitive reading of other’s intentions in creating places, under a strict
Husserlian interpretation—the one providing the impulse to most @}'Iy
authors—the only recovery possible lies in the interiority of the individ-
ual writer, that is, as that space exists for me. Some geographers were
sympathetic to the critique of positivism’s conception of space, but f.cw
were willing to purchase a humanistic geography that focuse:d attention
on the geographer herself and which thereby st?c-mcd to climinate the
possibility of scientific verification.5? A second critique of phenomenolo-
gy, arising out of Marxism, claimed that phcnomcnology presupposes a
causal structure in which individual meanings and intentions take prece-
dence over social relations and culture. From a Marxist perspective, vo.l-
unteerism and the rhetoric of choice mar phenomenology’s humanistic
turn. Such autonomistic interpretations belie the fact that one docs not
chose one's race, class, and gender nor the social structures that prcﬁgu.re
them. Marxist geographers, in response, echoed the critiqqc of Marxist
rcader-tesponse theorists, whose analyses stressed the social structures
underpinning reading and interpretation. .

The lacunas permeating humanistic geography’s self-reflective ac-
counts of the meaning of places were, in the 1970s and 1980s, countered
by Marxist theorists who sought to relocate analyses' on the processes cre-
ating and transforming space. In contrast to earlier cul.turc-bascd ac-
counts such as Sauer’s, however, Marxists chose to examine the ways in
which capitalism “scrawls its ugly hand across the .Iandscapc." In cheir
analyses of capitalist space, Marxists focused atzention on the processes
of inter- and intra-class competition and the ensuing contradictions
which structure spatial change. To Harvey, for example:

Capital thus comes to represent itself in the form of a physical landscape
created in its own image, created as usc values to enhance the progres-
sive accumulation of capital on an expanding scalc. The geographical
landscape which fixed and immobile capital compriss:s i§ b(.)ll.\ a crown-
ing glory of past capital development and a prison which inhibits the fur-
ther progress of accumulation.>

Though Harvey was quick to emphasize capitalism as an ongoing
social process, to many geographers writing in.thc 1980s what had
cmerged was an overly deterministic form of Marxism that’not qnly bore
the trappings of cconomism, but that also neglected the dxalccuca.l rela-
tionship between human agency and social structures. In turning to
writers such as Giddens, therefore, geographers attempted to “rclo'catc
human agency” in their explanations of spatiality. Ageqcy. as thconz.cd
by Giddens, has little to do with the autonomous subjectivity of authorial
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intentionality encountered earlier, but rather must be understood in
terms of situated practiccs emergent from large-scale social structures
which are scen to both constrain and enable human activity and which in
turn may be reproduced or transformed by it. In this sense, structuration
theory can be seen as bridging Marxist geography’s structuralist account
of the processes by which space is produced and humanistic geography's
individualistic rendering of its meanings to intcntional human actors.

Toward a Poststructuralist Understanding

The above account has marked many of the major positions taken by
geographers and literary critics vis-@-vis their objects of inquiry, alterna-
tively privileging one or another moment of the triad, author (agent), text
(spacc), or critic (geographer). Central to a poststructuralist cpistemology
are the problems that result once the object of inquiry is stabilized by
reference to any one of these moments. The remainder of this chapter
will, we hope, not only suggest what poststructuralism can contribute to
social inquiry, but also provide an impulsc toward a poststructuralist cpis-
teme for geography. Key features of this episteme include the implica-
tions that derive from the critique of representation; a stance toward ob-
jectivity that takes into account both its use-value and its production as a
social process; and a perspective in which both the knowing subject and
its object are no longer pregiven and bounded, nor separated according to
disciplinary or institutional demarcations. Parallel to our introductory re-
marks, however, we wish to raise a note of caution. The poststructural
impulse animating our analysis is not onc that characterizes or justifies
the theoretical fence-sitting permeating so much of what is taken to be
the postmodern sensibility (Humpty Dumpty-ism, as Ed Soja refers to
it).56 Nor do we believe that poststructuralism leaves one incapable of
writing with any possibility of assuredness, objectivity (properly con-
ceived), or political commitment. It does, however, rigorously question
the operating assumptions of those epistcmes that have too easily ren-
dered as unproblematic the relations among writing, truth, and politics.
Poststructuralism should not be cquated with an inability to speak,
though it does alert us to the potential indignity of professing to speak
for the other. That some would offer the former interpretation makes it
all the more important to stcer the debate at this time.

Second, we do not accept the view that poststructuralism can be
reduced to a position that elevates language to the status of an indepen-
dent variable, which is to say, makes a fetish of its object of analysis,
Instead, the currents of poststructuralism that focus on the indeterminan-




186 Postmodern Contentions

¢y of language may precisely be understood as efforts to grasp more fully
the “messiness” of social life which earlicr cpistemes either submerged
under universal modes of explanation or sct aside as anomalous. Post-
structuralism’s reconsideration of representation holds as untenable the
assumption of a correspondence, natural or otherwise, between the word
and the thing it represents. Its critique of representation undermines the
possibility of a fixed and stable relation between the object and that
which significs it. Various poststructuralisms have problematized the
assumption that objects are given, cxtant, and that we then can find
words to express, or represent, them in their full presence. This critique
of representation, which discerns numerous antecedents in literary mod-
ernism, stands in contrast to the cpistemologics of verisimilitude that
continue to underwrite most soctal science. As we suggest below, a post-
structuralist understanding of representation has important implications
for the writing of geography and history, as well as for the yet- uncom-
pleted project of reasserting space into critical social theory.

A poststructuralist conception of representation breaks with a pre-
sentation-representation model, and with all the safety and security that
worldview provided. One casualty of this critique is the assumption that
there exist acontextual things, objects, or facts already given or present
that may merely be represcnted in our accounts of them. Another casual-
ty is the scientific theology that is anchored by the promisc of full,
though necessarily deferred, presence, whose teleological guarantee at
the same time warrants the positing of its claims as more than provision-
al. Neither knowing subject nor its objects are as plainly distinct or trans-
parent as modernist social scicnce writings have assumed. If one takes
Derrida’s questioning of identity scriously, then the givenness of the
thing and of the knowing subject is all importantly a matter of context,
whether linguistic, cpistemic, social, or political.

In language, as scholars have known since Aristotle's definition of
metaphor, one transports the presumed object from onc context to
another. This transport, for Derrida, cannot leave the object identical to
itself, Rather, the object has been reproduced with a difference. Repe-
tition necessarily entails alterity, transcontextual nonidentity. The stabil-
ity and identity of intentional actions are thus unscttled when communi-
cation is understood as a vehicle of transport.5? In short, both time and
space “matter” in this understanding of representation. This characteri-
zation has force for all communication in written form. Not only this, but
the implicit separation between oral and written speech upon which the
degradation of the written as merc representation is based, cannot be
sustained following Derrida’s critique of phonocentrism. The problem
of difference, of a repetition of the message that is not a repetition of the
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same, bu_t rather one characterized by alcerity, holds no less true for oral
communication. Anchoring this privileging of the oral is at heart (so to
spea.k) a postulation of a face-to-face presence guaranteed by the identity
and intentionality of the utterer. Yet, if it can be demonstrated, as Derri-
da !135 undertaken to do in his critique of speech act theory,’ that this
notion of presence relics upon a complete transparcncy of context, then
the presumed difference between written and oral communication col-
laPses, and with it the linchpin of logocentrism. Also rendcred problem-
atic th.ercby are the presumed boundaries that ground the identities of
intentions, events, and contexts.

We can view such analysis, far from being esoterically philosophical,
as a sensitive characterization of the obstacles that asc always the precon-
dition for communication, whether face-to-face, or in the textual forms of
poetry, philosophy, or electronic images. Difference is, moreover, partic-
ularly appropriate for understanding the consequences of the accelerated
transport of communications made possible by the electronic age, which
readily gives language the appearance of generating meaning self-refer-
entially and of acquiring the force of a thing itself.60

’All of this makes universalizing theoretical statements that act as if
neither space nor time (context) matter more than suspect. As regards
c‘ontcxt, Derrida has recently characterized “what is called deconstruc-
tion” as the “cffort to take this limitless contexe into account, to pay the
sharpest and broadest attention possible to context, and thus to an inces-
sant movement of recontextualization.”®! Thus understood, “context”
does not mean simply the recovery of topologically similar forms, but
rather the generation of transformative meanings and effects. The
“ccasi:lcss recontextualization of context” does not imply the end of all
meaning, as some would characterize deconstruction or poststructural-
ism. Deconstruction docs, however, in its task of disarming the force that
has rendered its critique “merely” aesthetic, require interrogation of the
powers that render interpretations and their sctrings as static, universal
and beyond idecology. As Derrida notes, objectivity itsclf must be undcr:
stood as thoroughly contextual:

Wh.a( is‘callcd “objectivity,” scientific for instance (in which | firmly
pellcvc in 2 given situation), imposes itself only within a context which
is extremely vast, old, powerfully established, stabilized or rooted in a
nt':twork of conventions (for instance, thosc of language) and yet which
still remains a context. And the emergence of the value of objectivity
{(and hence of so many others) also belongs to a context.52

For Derrida, finally, the university itself is one such context: never
neutral or independent, it is an indispensable but also inevitably prob-
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lematic pare of the articulation of meaning. Both moments, the universi-
ty’s problematic organization of knowledge production (as in what sanc-
tions the divide between the social sciences and the humanities, for
cxample) and its indispensability (political, social, economic, etc.),
underscore the complexity of the issues faced by all academics who pro-
fess in the name of cither “science” or the “people.”

Signposts for Space

In charting the signposts for a poststructuralist geography, it is useful
to reiterate an understanding of the relationship between power and repre-
scntation that has been a dominant concern in most contemporary literary
theory. As the discussion above has suggested synoptically, poststructural-
ist literary theory should be taken as an orientation toward the social world
that considers the ways in which power undergirds the origins, deploy-
ments, and effects of representations. Any attempt to stabilize or natural-
izc the text in terms of the object itself, its author, or its contexts of recep-
tion is thereby rendered suspect. The geographic corollary would be to
cqually recognize that irrespective of the naturalizing impulses brought to
bear on spatial thinking through the Cartesian and Euclidean paradigms,
space, like the text, is anything but static, universal, and beyond ideology.
Space, to use Henri Lefebvre’s favorite modifier, is always “social,” and
anything social can never be stable, transcontextual, or apolitical.

To break through to an understanding of the complexity imposed by
space, it is necessary to overcome the “illusion of opaqueness”? which
hides the social production of space behind an opacity of surface appear-
ances that reduces it to a mere setting upon which the fecundity of social
life unfolds. Opacity vcils the interpenetration of social life and space,
displacing space as a “natural thing” (object, fact), independent of poli-
tics, conflict, and agency. Lefebvre has devoted years and pages to argu-
ing the impossibility of this view:

Space is not a scientific object removed from ideology and politics; it has
always been political and strategic. If space has an air of neutrality and
indifference with regard to its contents and thus scems to be “purely”
formal, the epitome of rational abstraction, it is preciscly becausc it has
been occupied and used, and has already been the focus of past process-
cs whosc traces are not always cvident on the landscape. Space has been
shaped and molded from historical and natural elements, but this has
been a political process. Space is political and ideological. It is a product
literally filled with idcologies.t?

T enr I
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Not only is suciety constitutive of spacc—in the authorial sense of
underlying its production—but space and society must also be conceived
dialectically, in the scnse that (social) space reproduces social relacions,
framing reception contexts for the activities of social life. As Lefebvre
puts it, “Space and the political organization of space express social rela-
tionships but also react back upon them.”S Thus spaces, no less than
commoditics or language (and by extension, our understandings of
them), cannot exist independently of social relations. In the same way
that commodities and language are not natural but are produced socially
and in turn reconstitute the network of social powers that give risc to
them, so too is space dialectically embedded.

This dialectic works at many scales, from the power/space that pro-
duces the panoptican and the power of surveillance that results from it,
to the differcntiated space of regions produced by capital through pro-
cesses of development and underdevelopment, which in turn create new
opportunitics for reproducing capital by virtue of its uneven develop-
ment.% At the microlevel, as in Bentham’s prison, the panopticon oper-
ates as a spatially organized power relation “testing” an emerging social
relation, while also establishing, at the macrolevel, surveillance as the
basis of social relationships more generally, as in the control exercised
over territory by the police statc. Panoptocism disciplines through the
techniques it provides to assurc the ordering of human multiplicities.
Discipline “fixes; it arrests or regulates movements; it clears up confu-
sion; it dissipates compact groupings of individuals wandering about the
country in unpredictable ways; it establishes calculated distributions.”6?
The spatial organization of society—the creation of calculated distribu-
tions in space—gives chaotic multiplicity an order that is the precondi-
tion for the exercise of power. Power sheers space of its illusion of opaci-
ty; poised between the natural, the social, and the polirical, space is thus
revealed to be both product and producer of social organization. As de
Certeau argues while amplifying Foucault’s point, “'the often tiny ploys
of discipline,’ the ‘minor but flawless’ machinery that has colonized and
made uniform the institutions of the state, derive their effectiveness
from a relationship between procedures and the space they redistribute to
create an ‘operator.’ % The relationship suggested between user and
space by Foucault and de Certeau is, of course, commensurate with her
or his social positioning. De Certcau’s point, whose theoretical goal paral-
lels reader response criticism, is the empowerment of “operators.”
Nevertheless, like rcaders, operators are never simply “born,” yet neither
are they entirely reducible to the position of mere functional subjects.

A denatunalized understanding of the origins, form and content, and
reception contexts of space is, therefore, one highly pertinent goal for a
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poststructuralist understanding of geography. A further imperative arises
from our discussion of representation/power, namely, how this juxtaposi-
tion can be complicated by an understanding of space/power. A meto-
nymic interpretation of space and representation, one in which being “in
the social world” entails secing each object of interest as constituced by
social relations and in turn constitutive of them, has implications for both
the author—stext—scritic and the agent—sspace—»geographer models.
Our argumentation suggests two propositions, that the author—stext—
critic model must be problematized in terms of space, as one element of
its contextualization, and that the agent—s-space—»geographer model must
be problematized in terms of representation.

To fully appreciate the geographic significance of this project, it is
worth recalling that traditional analyses of regions, spatial structures, and
landscapes have ignored the critique of representation, obfuscated the
extent to which representational processes mediate objects of geographic
analysis, and overlooked the very representational status of these objects.
This is so because the discipline of geography has tended to focus its
attention on the material conditions purported to constitute “real life,” to
the exclusion of issues that arise from the critique of representation.
Overcoming the rigid distinction between that which is thought of as
“representational” and that which is thought of as “material” requires a
recognition of their mutual determination as well as the development of
a theoretical frame that problematizes the setting that has naturalized
this divide. It is not suggesting too much to insist that the representation
of social life and social life as lived spatially would be better conceived
dialectically.? For a start, this implies that the conditions of material life
are shaped through their representation as objects of recognition, contes-
tation, and indifference, just as representations are shaped by materially
situated powers. Thus what is regarded as material has almost certainly
been made possible by some previous form of representation. Represen-
tations, in turn, emerge out of the signifying chain to frame, discipline,
and transform the thinking and action of individuals and ultimatcly to
shape future sociospatial powers.

In analyzing these conncctions, users of both models, textual and
spatial, would do well to integrate alterity in their efforts to account for
the differences wrought by incessant recontextualization. The poststruc-
turalist critique of representation and the sociospatial dialectic together
enjoin us to reject any type of analysis, no matter how internally com-
plex, that secks to center itself on any one of the key elements of either
model, irrespective of the others or of social relations. Understanding the
sacial world requires a theoretically critical stance characterized by
greater complexity, and thus truer to Mann’s thesis regarding the “messi-
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ness” of social life, than has heretofore been adopted by our disciplines.
As a corollary to these considerations, a model of history that situates the
historian as the renderer of the past (in the same way that the geographer
renders places), cannot sweep aside fundamental consideration of the cri-
tique of representation and the inherent spatiality of sacial life.

Narratology: Writing and Mapping

These comments have profound implications for how geographers
and other social investigators narrate accounts of the social world. Since
the early days of exploration—a startling, yct enabling limit of geographi-
cal thinking—gecographic writing and mapping have adhered to a mirror
model of reality. Geography, or geo-grapk, means inscribing the world—
"as it is found,” Hartshorne would insist. Let us separate for a moment
the world from the writing and mapping of it, analogous to the duality
signaled by the German word for history, Geschickte, which entails in
cqual measure history and the writing of it (narration). In both instances,
attention is directed to the principle role narration plays for its subject
matter. Qur consideration of geographic narration begins by asking what
assumptions have traditionally guided the writing of geographical sto-
ries. We later turn to cartography as a special form of geographic narra-
tion.

The social sciences have come to adopt a natural science laboratory
model in which the results of experiments are assumed to obtain cquiva-
lent outcomes across all contexts. The traditional form of narration used
to describe the social world reflects this model of stability: we write as
we belicve, namely, that the results from my laboratory will, under the
same conditions, give the same results in yours, regardiess of temporal or
spatial differentiation. However, inasmuch as the social world is messier
than the theories we have to account for it, do we not do a disservice in
utilizing a narrative form that presupposcs the causality of a linear narra-
tion—that is, stories with beginnings, middles and ends—through which
all the webs are brought togcther without significant contradiction, and
hence are quotable as “transportable” facts or univocal truths regardless
of contexts, temporal or sparial?

The recent work of Hayden White summarizes the evidence that
narrative, far from being merely a form of discourse that can be filled
with different contents, real or imaginary, “already possesscs a content
prior to any given actualization of it in spcech or writing.”7® Narrative
discourse, by providing the assurance that “social reality can be both
lived and realistically comprechended as a story,” tends to legitimate a
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dominant social order regardless of the critical intent of the narrative’s
content. Narrative “strains for the effect of having filled in all the gaps,
of having put an image of continuity, coherency, and meaning” onto the
events it describes.”! This legitimating function of narrative must be
reckoned with by anyone who writes but who does not intend to affirm
the values implied by a conservative ideology.

Moreover, the status of the authority that enables any author to pro-
fess an account of (to represent) the world is not irrelevant to the narra-
tive stance of the author. All too often we encounter in social science
writing the “disappearance of the I” in favor of a passive voice, the narra-
tive corollary to the disappearance of the subject behind the object for
which it speaks. In essence, no onc speaks in this kind of sciencific writ-
ing, for the events seem to tell themselves through the introduction, lit-
erature review, model, data, analysis, and conclusion. Such a narrative
effaces the / behind the story: this was done not by the /, for the / is
irrelevant, as any / would achieve the same results, where she or he fol-
low the checklist of steps presented in the article. From such a model
results a particular legitimating authority: no mere subjectivity has deter-
mined this outcome; rather a collective, presumably self-identical voice
of all humanicy (were all to follow this checklist) is invoked. Instead, crit-
ical social theory should experiment with forms of narration that rupture
such invocations of their ideological, authoritarian force. Since we cannot
in good faith speak in the voice of divine illumination in which meaning
and truth are identical and fully present to themselves and to the reader
(for this voice, after all, would have to be reserved for those who can claim
to have witnessed the “end of history”), to write as if this were the case
violates the very pursuit of truth that these authors hold so dear, or, alter-
natively, exposes them as voices writing in the mode of prophecy.

What the mutable, unstable contexts we have discussed above make
impossible is the writing of any kind of history or geography that assumes
identity as its operating principle. Objectivity as conceived in the natural
science form is rendered impossible for the social world. But the recogni-
tion of the contingent nature of writing-reading (or cause-effect recogni-
tion in the scientific model) presents us with a new task, namely, the
writing of a history of the mutations that take place, that is, a comvextual
understanding of the already shifting, mutable contexts, which, more-
over, arc not to be thought of as interfering with an understanding of the
“thing itself™ but rather are the very condition under which all dialogues
occur. What Derrida refers to as “difference” points to this aleerity in
every repetition. This opens the rigorous questioning of “context” which
is no longer to be thought of as the simple repetition of the same. It is for
this reason, we offer, that normative history should be unsettled by both
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Derrida’s analysis of context and the critical reassertion of space.

Lest the project sketched above be seen in negative terms, it is

important to reitcrate that what we do not have to fear is the end of the
writing of geography (or history). On the contrary, a great deal of writing
needs be undertaken once we are informed by an understanding of the
instabilities that intervene on all interpretation and narration. Such writ-
ing, whether in geography or history, will prove far more illuminating as
regards these disciplines’ purported objectives than a history or geogra-
phy in which facts are presented as given “unto themselves.” The facts
do not speak for themselves: they are spoken for by the historian or geogra-
pher who fashions fragments into a coherent narsative. In the same way
that the unity of the text discovered by the New Ciritics turns out to have
been mostly a reflection of their own intentionality as interpreters, the
unity of places discovered by regional geographers can be seen to reflect
their own interpretation given coherence by their narrative form.
) Geographic representation of a different sore, cartography, is not
immune to the type of critique developed above. Like geographic analy-
sis in general, today’s cartography is wedded to 2 model of reality and
representation that is reproducible on the one hand via natural scientific
understanding, and on the other hand by the age of mechanical repro-
duction that has given us computer cartography and geographic informa-
tion systems (GIS). The epistemological assumptions behind both is that
the representation of the world is flawless, save for the inherent impossi-
bility posed by scale. Both suggest an identity—mediated but nonethe-
less topologically equivalent—that collapses any distance between the
narrator and the narrated world, between the grapi-ing and the geo. As
the reality paradigm has always assumed, the role of the observer is limit-
ed to her or him holding a mirror up to the extant world. Moreover, the
objection of a mere subjectivity imposing itself upon that world is avert-
ed by the precision seemingly afforded by computer cartography and
GIS. The thing and its representation have collapsed; computer cartog-
raphy and GIS suggest presentation without represcntation, mediation,
or displacement. It is through this process that both their social produc-
tion and effects are utterly veiled.

The symptoms catalogued above have been productively examined
with regard to cartography in a recent paper by Brian Harley.?2 [n the
paragraphs that follow we draw from our own commentary on his arti-
cle.” Cartography, like any ficld of inquiry “disciplined” by a perccived
necessity to claim scientific verisimilicude, faces a potential crisis when it
stops to consider its own language of representation and the embedded-
ness of its products in the social world. Such questioning would seem to
threaten the possibility of gencralizable objective knowledge. It is an
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issuc that, in the era of the postmodern, has surfaced in many of the
social sciences and humanitics, and with the publication of Harley’s
paper, in cartography as well,

Harley's work brings a new perspective to the widely perceived crisis
of rcalism and representation underlying the various “narratives of suspi-
cion” to be found in deconstructive chinking. One such narrative ques-
tions the ability of language or any semiotic code to signify its object, as
it were, translucently. Russian formalism, reader response theory, and
Derridian deconstruction have all, as we have seen, explored the some-
times intersecting problems of representation, reading, and “context”
that arise from this fundamental nonidentity of language. Various decon-
structive strategies have thercfore stressed the fundamental indetermina-
cy of language—its “messiness”—by stressing the rhetorical, political,
and temporal nature of all discourse, and chus force a rethinking of the
simple binary opposition between rhetoric {meant pejoratively), on the
one hand, and disinterested, objective scientific language, on the other.
The mere presence of this dualistic notion only serves to sustain the pos-
sibilicy of the latter. Its implication for cartography—ever-better maps,
ever more accurately depicting the world as a result of technological
innovation—currently fuels the widely accepted view of cartography as a
disinterested science.

Another focus of suspicion, deriving from Foucault, rethinks institu-
tions less as disintcrested knowledge gatherers than as centers of power
defining agendas and thereby redefining, through that which is pro-
duced, the realities of social life.? Disciplinary knowledge grows out of
struggles of legitimation; when that knowledge, in turn, is imbucd with
the scientific stamp of “natural order,” it imposes rather than mirrors
rcality. Revealing the implications of these twin processes is tantamount
to rewriting the history of the cartographic enterprise and at the same
time creating ground for a new praxis of cartography.

In it, cartographers would be urged to think further about the layers
of meaning embedded in the “objective” symbols that constitute the dis-
course of the map as well as those elements that signify precisely by their
absence. Any system of signification presupposes notions of what is
thought to constitute the significant. Such choices of necessity implicate
the map as a socially constructed vehicle of meaning. Likewise, omis-
sions from maps convey that which has been deemed insignificant by its
producers or that which has been consciously veiled in a strategy of mys-
tification. Underlying both the present and the omitted iconographies are
a complex of historically variable power relations that must be subjected
to critical scrutiny. Such scrutiny might first consider the tructh-power
constructions of class in cartographic discourse, as in, for example, the
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mapped depictions of central Kentucky as a scries of bucolic bluegrass
horse farms, or the messages of a single-gendered history transmitted by
our maps of military victories, or the social construction of race and cth-
nicity both legitimated in and reproduced by maps labeling an area as
“Chinatown™ or “Little Havana,” or the ethos of humans as the dominate
partner in an exploitative dualism with nature in our maps of resources.

It is not only the carcographer, however, who stands to gain from
these understandings, for both literary critics and historians need to over-
come their own reliance on maps as disinterested instruments, and
instead to sec them in light of what Hayden White has called the “fic-
tions of factual representation.”?S Maps are undeniably social products—
even the most scientific among us must admic that. Yet to hide behind
the guise of objectivity constrains cartographic theory to rigidly scientific
boundaries of inquiry that deny both its historically artistic connections
and limit that which can be attained from the critical reading of maps.
Seen as vessels of social meaning, maps become ever-more revealing of
embodied cultural constellations and historical moments. As we empha-
sized above, what is not at stake is the legitimacy of cartography itself.
We can no longer imagine a world without maps, any more than we can
imagine a world without language. Nor should we. Yet maps, like lan-
guage, have been vehicles of domination and the pursuit of power. In
recognizing this and developing a critical stance toward the map, we will
need to grasp a sense of the ongoing historicity of cartographic discourse
and to transcend, rather than hide behind, the time-bound language of
objectiviry.

Conclusion

Of the many empiricist historics made questionable by poststruc-
turalism, those that have charted the growth of the discipline of geogra-
phy are of particular importance to us. It should now be clear that a post-
structuralist spatiality, one that refuses to accept space as “natural” in
cither its origin or effects, might also critically reexamine those discipli-
nary histories whose accounts, in bearing the imprimatur of “progress,”
have likewise naturalized the discipline’s “evolution.” As we have shown
through the twin mappings of the development of literary theory and
geography, both disciplines have been marked by surprising parallels in
the constitution of and approach toward their objects of inquiry. This, in
spite of the incommensurability so readily acknowledged by those who
would separate the domain of each as, for example, scicnce versus aes-
thetics or explanation versus interpretation. Our collocation leads us to
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the divisions, institutionalized in the nineteenth century, that separated
the domains of literary theory (art) and geography (technology).

A reconstructed literary theory stands to gain by contextualizing its
objects of inquiry spatially. In its critique of representation, literary theo-
ry has come to understand power as central to the understanding of com-
munication. Yet space in literary theory has been notable mostly for its
absence, rather commensurate with its designation as mere metaphor.
Space, however, is morc than metaphorical, or put differently, “meta-
phor” is itself spatial. Never empty or nonideological, (social) space
undergirds all practices of production and reception, beginning with the
materiality of the book itself. A global economy and its forces and rela-
tions of production are materially assembled by the paper, ink, and cloth
that make it a frame for the communication of ideas. More broadly, but
no less materially, the fusion of space and power establishes the condi-
tions under which represented thought may be produced and then trans-
ported from one context to another, one receiver to another, in all forms
of communication.

Geography too can stand to gain from the poststructuralist critique of
representation and the problematization of st objccts of analysis which
thereby ensues. In so doing, the discipline would benefit by adopting a
stance toward (social} space that rejects the imperative to frame mono-
lithic interpretations of society, a precondition for the disclosure of new
human geographies. Thirty ycars ago the scientific consensus provided
no discourse for, nor understanding of, spatiality that would ecnable the
discipline to encircle a feminist geography, a working-class geography, a
gay and lesbian geography, or a postcolonial geography. Today we can
envision all of these and more. And as we continue to situate our ac-
counts of the social world ir the social world, our future disciplinary his-
tories will doubtless bear the marks of it as well.

Finally, just as a reconstructed literary theory should consider
space/power as a central moment in its analysis of representations, so too
must its geographic counterpart more seriously engage and learn from
the former’s critique of representation. The powers that transform and
arc reproduced by space are sransported, and hence activated, by and
through representations. The conditions of space/power are thus equally
material and representational. Indeed, the trifold nexus of space/power/
representation brings into question the very distinction between the
material and the representational, and with it, the stability of all disci-
plines demarcated via their separation.

f
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