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Buffeted by the changing winds of social
theory, geography has recently explored a
variety of new philosophies. Much of the
searching was set in motion by the powerful
impetus of postmodernism (Gregory 1987,
1989; Dear 1988; Ley 1989). Simultaneously,
there has emerged a renewed interest in lo-
cally specific variations, i.e., a resurgence of
regional geography in the guise of the locali-
ties debate (Cooke 1987; Warf 1988; Cox &
Mair 1989; Lovering 1989). Curiously, the
linkages between these two bodies of dis-
course have remained largely unspecified.
This paper examines the emergence of
postmodernism within geography and its
linkages to the localities debate. It begins
with a brief overview of the postmodernist
thesis, stressing its epistemological chal-
lenges to conventional forms of social theory.
Second, it moves to integrate the postmoder-
nist perspective with the theoretical implica-
tions of the localities question. In brief, the
argument holds that modernist metanarra-
tives are doomed to be shattered on the shoals
of locally unique social formations. Finally,
the paper outlines the fundamentals of a truly
postmodernist geography that confronts
postmodernism at an epistemological, as well
as ontological, level.

Postmodernism: a brief synopsis
Closely linked to the rise of capitalism and
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the industrial revolution, the modernist pro-
ject that emerged from the Enlightenment
spawned a comprehensive and seductive
worldview (Berman 1982). Although it exhib-
ited wide variations, modernism in large part
centered around traditionally liberal themes
such as the rationality of human beings, the
privileged status of science as the only valid
form of knowledge, the technological mas-
tery of nature, the inevitability of progress,
and teleological views of history (both Marx-
ist and Hegelian), in which the past inevitably
gives way to the present. Epistemologically,
modernism centered around the search for
universal truths independent of time, place,
or the social circumstances of theoreticians
themselves. In both its positivist and Marx-
ist forms, modernist thought hinged upon
a foundationalist philosophy in which uni-
versal ‘laws’ unveil a single, underlying truth
that exists external to human beings, i.e.,
truth is the uncovering of objective reality,
not a social constructed convenience. Mod-
ernism appropriated for itself the mantle of
objectivist rationality, marginalizing all
other, competing discourses by confining
them to the realm of the irrational.

Recently, the modernist project has come
under mounting criticism. Positivism, the
paradigmatic expression of modernism, por-
trayed social reality in physicalist terms bor-
rowed from the natural sciences (e.g., the
gravity model). Positivism has been attacked
for its ahistoricism, its lack of an explicit
conception of social relations, its neglect of
issues of power, its inability to theorize
human consciousness, its insistence on an
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unobtainable value-free objectivity, its sub-
stitution of technique for theory, and its
tendency to degenerate into atheoretical em-
piricism. By ignoring the historical dynamics
of power, positivism leads to the disturbing
political implication that social reality is not
produced by human beings in historical con-
texts, and is therefore not mutable, changea-
ble, or subject to conscious action. Likewise,
the other great modernist philosophy, Marx-
ism, has come under mounting criticism be-
~ause of its economic determinism (the reduc-
tion of social determination to class and
production), its teleological reading of his-
tory, its neglect of consciousness, and its
arrogant assumption of a unique claim to
sscientific’ status (Duncan & Ley 1982;
Gould 1988). Despite their manifold differ-
ences, structural Marxism and positivism
share numerous similarities, including an ob-
sessive emphasis on ‘universal laws’ of expla-
nation (whether it be distance decay or the
labor theory of value), in which explanation
consists of showing particular events to be the
outcome of general processes; a tendency to
dismiss human consciousness as unimportant
in social life; a refusal to confront the impor-
tance of language and symbolic meaning in
theory; and the reduction of geographic rela-
tions to a passive, secondary status, generally
by privileging time over space. All of these
faults have been thoroughly exposed in the
shift to postmodernism.

The emergence of postmodern thought re-
flects several parallel developments in multi-
ple disciplines, including: the reassertion
of time and space into social theory (Soja
1989), including the revival of regionalism
and questions of local uniqueness (Warf
1988): extended explorations into questions
of culture, language, knowledge, and ideol-
ogy (Giddens 1984); the flowering of textual
analysis, literary theory, and deconstruc-
tionism, in which society is viewed as per-
meated by multiple, contradictory meanings;
the maturity of ethnomethodology (Geertz
1983); the demise of structuralism and teleo-
logical explanation; and the shift away from
class-based models of social analysis to other
forms of social determination such as gender
and ethnicity (Kellner 1988). All of these
approaches exhibit a sustained distrust of
‘heory and a deep appreciation for the
complexity of social determination, the open-
ness of social systems, the heterogeneity of
social life, and the importance of conscious-
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ness and subjectivity. (Of course, postmoder-
nism is far from constituting one monolithic
school of thought, but multiple, and at times,
conflicting, sets of interpretations; for pur-
poses of analytical convenience, these varia-
tions shall be overlooked here — this dis-
course, like all discourses, has its own
silences).

The origins of postmodernist philosophy
are often attributed to Lyotard (1984) and
Jameson (1984), who expressed deep skepti-
cism of all modernist ‘metanarratives’ rooted
in transhistorical, universal ‘truths’. In con-
trast, postmodernism is an attempt to create
a worldview devoid of such foundations. This
view holds that the effort to forge compre-
hensive, all-encompassing theories of reality
is doomed to failure; hence, postmodernism
abandons the attempt to explain the world
parsimoniously (Dear 1988). Postmodernists
question the Enlightenment assumption that
reality is fundamentally ordered, emphasiz-
ing instead its complexity, randomness,
disorder, and chaotic nature. Among the
social sciences in particular, there is little of
the modernist attempt to borrow epistemo-
logical rules from the natural sciences (e.g.,
objectivity, reproducible results, the fact-
value distinction, etc.) Instead of the ration-
ally structured universe of modernism, the
postmodern picture of reality is that of a
puzzle of infinite complexity, an eclectic ka-
leidoscope, a collage so multitextured that it
can never be adequately captured by a single
theory. In short, reality is more complex than
any language can adequately describe; as
Mann (1986, p. 4) so aptly puts it, “‘Societies
are much messier than our theories of them.”

From this perspective, the modernist insis-
tence on general theories is an arrogant fan-
tasy. Postmodernists argue that notions of
social structure arise from and are limited by
the systems of representation used to inter-
pret the world, all of which necessarily, inevi-
tably oversimplify and hide more than they
reveal. Like order, when we look for chaos
we find it; buried within even the most
sophisticated discourses are silences, which
are also pregnant with meaning. Every truth
is, consequently, connected to an observer
and reflects his/her interest in putting forth
one conception of the world over another.
“Truths’ are, consequently, little more than
transient, socially constructed fictions, not
maps of a single objective reality. Thus all
worldviews, whether they admit to such ex-
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plicitly or not, are necessarily partial, incom-
plete illusions constructed to serve histori-
cally specific discourses. Every worldview,
every theory, every model is not only incom-
plete, but in some sense ajso misleading.

Opposing all unified worldviews (‘total-
izing discourses’), postmodernism also chal-
lenges Marxism, including transhistorical no-
tions such as ‘mode of production’, ‘class’,
and ‘exploitation’ (Graham 1988). Lyotard
(1984), for example, argues that the Marxist
emphasis on economic relations delegitimizes
other forms of social practice and minimizes
the diversity of human experience. Further,
as with other forms of Enlightenment
thought, Marxism presupposes the Western
experience as universal (a common failure of
modernization theory). Marxism, like all
metanarratives, is forced to confront its own,
historically specific origins within modernist
thought and its inability to explain the specif-
ics of social relations in particular times and
places (see Gould 1988).

Put bluntly, postmodernism is not a new
‘paradigm’, it renounces the very notion of
paradigms. In place of broad, universal
metanarratives grounded in fundamental
truths, it calls for ad hoc, localized discourses
that are self-consciously limited in time and
space, portraits of reality that aspire to be
little more than fragmentary, ephemeral
sketches of limited domains of experience
(Kellner 1988). This does not make post-
modernism synonymous with empiricism,
as it retains an active role for theory in a
new, relatively restricted sense; the term
‘postmodern theory’ is not an oxymoron. In
the formulation of partial narratives,
postmodernists emphasize problems of lar.
guage and representation, including narra-
tives, texts, symbolic forms, hermeneutics,
and the assumptions of social and scientific
analysis. Social meanings — knowledge —
are fluid and everchanging because they are
constructed through the diverse webs of in-
teraction in everyday life, a perspective
voiced by microsociologists such as Goffman
(1959). Postmodern epistemology celebrates
heterogeneity, not commonalities; it accepts
uncertainty as inevitable: it refuses to insist
on clear beginnings and endings; it empha-
sizes ephemerality rather than permanence; it
points incessantly to the contradictions and
silences of discourses as much as their con-
tent.

At this juncture, it may be helpful to pose
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a number of difficult philosophical questions
to the reader. For example, what makes
theories that claim to grasp the essential order
of the world preferable to those that do not?
On what grounds do we accept one and not
the other? If reality is fundamentally disor-
dered, is not every pretense to order a fan-
tasy? Do we insist on theories and models
only because we are terrified of the alterna-
tive? Do we invent conceptual categories
simply because we don’t know what else to
do? Is that a proper criterion for knowledge ?
Are models of the world that oversimplify it
worse than none at all ?

Lurking behind these epistemological
questions is an important political one. Fol-
lowing Foucault (1972), postmodernism ac-
cepts that every act of interpretation is politi-
cally laden; every worldview serves some
political interest and not another. Every the-
ory, therefore, is not only an explanation, but
a legitimation of a particular interest. Two
powerful examples of this are offered by
Smith (1986). In the nineteenth century U.S,,
the ‘frontier’ thesis of historian Frederick
Jackson Turner became widely accepted:
moving westward across the interior of the
continent, the frontier delimited productive,
Christian civilization from ‘unproductive’,
pagan savages. From the perspective of late
twentieth century social thought, such a
thesis is easily exposed for its ethnocentrism ;
yet the real significance of Turner’s frontier
thesis is not its historical accuracy, but the
powerful way in which it reveals the functions
of legitimation that masqueraded as scientific
explanation. Smith (1986) likened this issue
to similar views of gentrification, in which
the ‘urban wilderness’ is tamed by productive
‘urban homesteaders’, in the process reduc-
ing those on the other side of the frontier to
nonhuman barbarians.

In the same vein, all social theory, no
matter what its pretense to objectivity, hides
behind its own notion of a ‘frontier’, if only
through its silences (or, perhaps, especially
through its silences). Thus, the political rami-
fications of postmodernism lay in their expo-
sure of whose interests are served by particu-
lar views: every theory, every model, whether
self-consciously or not, legitimates some in-
terpretations of reality and not others. In this
vein, it is worth asking whose interests the
Enlightenment itself served, and to what
degree those interests reflected the views of
white males, as current debates in the U.S.
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about ‘politica] correctness’ indicate.
Understandabiy, there is widespread am-
bivalence about the postmodernist perspec-
tive, For many, postmodernism is synony-
mous with intellectual anarchy, one that con-

substance. The most vehement opposition
has come, unsurprisingly, from some Marx-
ists, who have simiiarly denied the impor-
tance of Joca] uniqueness and consciousness
(Duncan & Ley 1982), subordinating all of
these to the overriding dictateg of class. Har.

rapid technological change (e.g., telecommuy-
nications), ‘flexible accumulation’, global
markets, the compression of time and Space,
and the commodification of everyday life,
Such objections provide a much needed
historization of Postmodern cultyre and
point to its ontological origins in late twenti-
eth century global capitalism; like modern-
ism, postmodernism has arisen
nite historica] moment marked by rapid and
profound social upheaval. However, Harvey
Is utterly sjlent about the epistemological
critique of universal Mmetanarratives and re.
veals a commonality with other modernists,
who continye to insist on ‘universal laws’ of
explanation, As Dear (1991, pp. 537-538) puts
it, “To be frank, Harvey is 3 much better
political economijst than he is cultural critic,
-+ . Precisely because of his inability to dea]

€N 10 reconstruct g thor-
oughly modernjst (Marxian) rationality,
... Perhaps it is time that Harvey tried to
transform his Marxism, instead of obliging
the world to fit into it,”

Soja (1989), on the other hand, celebrates
postmodernism uncritically, He admirably
historicism of social

of space into social theory occurred through
of Western (nonstructuraiist) Marx-
18sm. Despite his invocation of Dostmodernist
rhetoric, however, i

Tijdschrift voor Econ. en Soc. Geografie 84 (1993) No. 3

ment, labor markets, etc.). It is curious that
Postmodernism hag driven such a wedge
ithi of Marxists, and the future
implications of this bifurcation are unclear,
some observers

Postmodernism and the localities debate
Geography’s growing infatuation with
postmodernism indicates that, as ip other
disciplines, here too ‘totaiizing metanarra-
tives’ i

Dear 1988; Ley 1989). Two analytical conge.
of this process

based forms of determination, particularly
gender and ethnicity. Second, this process

has witnessed the insertion of time and Space

social life,

This transformation
in the light of the resurgence of regional
geography and localities studjeg (Thrift 1983 ;
Cooke 1987; Warf 1988;
Lovering 1989), which has
est in the local and the unique. The localities
debate has done much to open discussion on
the relations between place and process, the-
necessity and contingency,

the concrete, the local and

(but see Bonnett 1989);
nature of post-Marxist, bostmodern geo-
graphic explanation remains vague.

In this light, some dimensions of a
bostmodernist 8eography are offered here, In
contrast to the positions advocated by Soja or

an episte-
simply at ap
a critical reading
of Postmodernism, four essential elements of

165



=

a postmodernist
below :

geography are offered

Complexity — the explicit recognition that
general metanarratives (including Marxism)
have largely failed to capture the enormous
variations within and among social forma-
tions. A postmodern geography, therefore,
rejects the attempt to explain the social world
parsimoniously (a relic of modernism) ; there
is no Ockham’s scalpel at work here. Thus,
postmodern explanation rejects the assump-
tion that explanation consists of showing
particular events to be outcomes of wider
processes. Rather, explanation is itself neces-
sarily incomplete and limited by the language
employed.

Contextuality — the reassertion of time and
space into social theory (and an end of the
primacy of time over space). Postmodern
geography asserts that when and where things
happen is central to fow they happen. Thus,
theory must acknowledge not only that
knowledge is historically specific, but geogra-
phically specific as well, i.e., explanation
must be tailored to the unique characteristics
of places.

Contingency — the stress upon intentionality
and human consciousness. Postmodern geo-
graphy neither degenerates into an uncritical,
ahistorical celebration of the individual (as in
many phenomenological approaches) nor
into Marxist overdetermination. The focus is
upon intended actions and unintended con-
sciousness, as revealed admirably through
Giddens’ (1984) theory of structuration, in
which social systems contingently unfold
across time and space. Rejecting teleological
explanation, postmodern geography posits
that landscapes are fashioned through con-
scious human agents circumscribed within a
finite, ever changing set of constraints. Such
an approach accepts that history and geogra-
phy could always be ‘otherwise’, i.e., that the
present is by no means guaranteed by the
past; thus, to know a society and a geograph y
is to know how it could be different than it is.
Criticality — the linkages between knowledge
and power, the acknowledgement that every
explanation is simultaneously a legitimation
of a vested interest. Postmodern explanation
asserts that the task of social knowledge is not
simply to describe the world, but to articulate
how it could be different. This approach
shares in what Habermas (1968) calls the
emancipatory tradition of social science.
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Postmodernism is therefore doubly self-con-
scious : first, it recognizes itself as a historical
product, and second, it makes explicit its own
contribution to the making and remaking of
social life.

Clearly the form of explanation depicted
by these criteria departs radically from
conventional, modernist accounts (both
Marxist and positivist), with their search for
universal ‘laws’ independent of time and
space. In particular, it is critical to note that
such an approach accepts regions as critical
elements of social explanation not only onto-
logically (i.e., as real entities), but also
epistemologically (i.e., as forms of know-
ledge). The unfolding of social relations is
subject to enormous local variations; even
‘identical’ processes (e.g., deindustrializa-
tion) can and do have widely varying impacts
on different areas (indeed, it was this phe-
nomenon that largely gave rise to the locali-
ties debate (Massey 1984)). Hence, individual
regions, caught up in ‘universal processes’
such as a changing national and international
division of labor, also give these relations
very different concrete forms, Further,
regions do not simply passively ‘receive’ these
changes, they actively reconstitute them
(Thrift 1983). Social relations that extend
across broad territorial expanses, therefore,
cannot be separated from the specifics of
individual places.

Thus, it follows from this line of thought
that theories must be tailored to the specifics
of regions. In the vein of postmodernism,
generalized theories inevitably oversimplify
the inherent complexity of individual places,
masking their diversity and uniqueness in the
attempt to force them into pre-existing con-
ceptual categories. Geographic theory is oblj-
gated, therefore, to conform to the specifics
of places by utilizing partial narratives highly
sensitive to their individual histories.
Postmodern locality research is not con-
cerned about wider processes in the abstract,
but the comprehension of the dynamics of
specific places. There are no general theories
of place; instead, theory accepts the intersec-
tions of numerous, overlapping social rela-
tions in unique, contingently created time-
space settings (Giddens 1984).

Abstract theories cannot be imposed on a
fluid, contingent reality, forcing social life to
conform to the rigid expectations of the
theorist. A postmodernist geography toler-
ates diversity, ambiguity, and inconsistency

Tijdschrift voor Econ. en Soc. Geografie 84 (1993) No. 3



among places rather than insisting upon uni-
formity and certainty; it refuses to obliterate
their enormous heterogeneity in an obsessive
search to impose general theoretical laws on
landscapes. The delimitation of places in-
cludes multiple, shifting, overlapping, and
even contradictory definitions and an exqui-
site awareness of the uniqueness of local
social relations. Variations of social life are
held to be central to the understanding of
regions, not epiphenomenal products of
overarching structures. Postmodernist geo-
graphy does not attempt to reduce the com-
plex inter-relations characteristic of all places
into simple linear forms and a few fundamen-
tal ‘truths’. (Of course, to be fair, this view
also leaves unaddressed the equally gnppmg
queS[lOﬂ asto now to expmm LHC (,0111’11‘10:‘1&11-
ties among places, the object of so much
frenzied searches by modernist geographers.)

Further, a postmodernist geography cir-
cumvents the pervasive emphasis on class and
production relations in social theory, both
contributions of Marxism that denied the
significance of non-class based relations
(e.g., gender and ethnicity) as well as the
entire domain of social reproduction. A sen-
sitive understanding of places requires a non-
reductionist theory in which social life is
neither independent of, nor reducible to,
classes and the spatial division of labor.
Gender, age, ethnic, religious, and national-
ist divisions skewer the worlds of production
and reprodution just as they are likewise
skewered by them.

Perhaps a few concrete, empirical exam-
ples exemplify this point. A postmodernist
geography, structured epistemologically
around the four sets of issues articulated
above, recognizes that a theory of, say, lum-
ber production in New Guinea must differ
from a theory of lumber production (and the
communities it involves) in the Northwestern
U.S.; that a theory of poverty in New York
is fundamentally different from a theory of
poverty in London; that the explanation of
the diffusion of AIDS in Africa is quite
different from the explanation of AIDS in
Europe; that the principles that explain the
geography of crime in Mexico are not identi-
cal to those that explain crime in Moscow. In
each case, there is a unique historical context
and highly individualized circumstances; in
each case, the class, ethnic, and gender rela-
tions are different; in each case, structural
constraints and local ideologies are different.
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The outcomes of the lumber industry, pov-
erty, AIDS, and crime are different in each
place; there is no reason to suspect that the
mechanics that produce them are the same.
Each phenomenon reflects a contingent set of
circumstances not found anywhere else.
Thus, in a postmodernist account, where
these objects of study occur is significant to
how they occur. Thus, there is no single
abstract ‘geographic space’, but countless,
heterogeneous places; there is no single the-
ory of different social phenomena, but multi-
ple explanations developed within the context
of each time and place.

Closing thoughis
The ontological roots of the postmodernism

| Lanmitan 2oy asan

d.IlU- lULdllLlUb UCUdLCb Jid.VC UECOIME increas-
ingly clear. Both reflect, albeit in highly
different ways, social processes of restructur-
ing and deindustrialization (Massey 1984),
or, as Harvey (1989) argues, the transition
from Fordist ‘regimes’ to post-Fordism ones
(see also Albertson 1988). Combining these
perspectives, it is clear that some places have
been largely abandoned by capital (e.g.,
northern England, the U.S. ‘Rustbelt’) while
others are being actively invigorated by surge
of capital investment (e.g., the East Asian
‘Tigers’, Los Angeles, and Italy’s Emilia-
Romagna region); yet others exhibit aspects
of both.

However, the implications of postmodern
regionalism do not end with a modernist
account of the shift to post-Fordism, a form
of explanation that still relies upon universal
metanarratives. There remains a second,
more abstract level — epistemology — at
which these analytical movements unfold.
Far exceeding the intentions of its origina-
tors, the localities debate, by acquiring a
pronounced postmodern aura, has rever-
berated to challenge the privileged status of
metanarratives in geography. In particular,
the applicability of universal ‘laws’ of expla-
nation — if they ever existed in the first place
— is increasingly open to question. Postmod-
ern geography holds that regions make a
difference not only to what we know about
the world, but also how we know it. Thus, in
knowledge as in social relations, geography
can no longer remain a passive recipient of
social change, but an active contributor to
social explanation: where events unfold af-
fects how they unfold. Generalized theories
of place always, inevitably oversimplify the
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inherent complexity of particular places,
masking their diversity and uniqueness in a
vain attempt to force them into pre-existing
conceptual categories.

The epistemological implication of post-
modern regionalism is thus a new form of
explanation. Rejecting the positivist form of
explanation, in which the unique is held to be
the outcome of the general, postmodern geo-
graphy holds that theory must be adapted to
the temporal and geographical specifics of
places. In contrast to modernist metanarra-
tives, postmodern regionalism explicitly ac-
cepts that temporal and geographical
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