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Abstract
Space matters for global politics but the treatment thereof in International Relations (IR) has been uneven.
There is broad interest in spatial aspects across many research communities but only a nascent theoretical
discussion and little cross-field communication. This article argues for a fuller engagement of IR scholars
with sociospatial concepts and proposes a spatial approach to global politics based on four essential
dimensions: a spatial ontology, the constructedness of space, a scalar perspective, and the interaction of
materiality and ideas. As one possible way of integrating these aspects into a more specific concept, the
article elaborates a framework of spatial practices and uses the example of Arctic Security research to illus-
trate the upsides of such a spatial approach for IR research.
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Introduction
Space is too important to be left to the geographers. The spatial dimensions of transborder migra-
tion, regional (dis)integration, the shift towards a multipolar world, capital mobility, pathogenic
networks of contagion, or the US ‘pivot to Asia’, to name but a few examples, are too important to
be ignored. Space is more than just the location of politics and such ‘container’ notions of space,
still all too prevalent in many writings, prevent us from grasping its dynamic nature. This article
does not argue, as recent popular titles assert, that we are ‘prisoners of geography’,1 but as Barney
Warf and Santa Arias succinctly put it, ‘(g)eography matters, not for the simplistic and overly
used reason that everything happens in space, but because where things happen is critical to
knowing how and why they happen’.2

The inability of International Relations (IR) to grapple with geographical concepts is a recur-
ring critique of the discipline.3 Certainly, mainstream IR theory has focused too much on terri-
tory at the expense of other sociospatial ontologies. Mobilities and flows are hard to reconcile
even with dynamic understandings of territory, networks follow an entirely different logic, and
a territorial perspective that privileges the state as the centrepiece around which other levels of

© The Author(s), 2021. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of the British International Studies Association.

1Tim Marshall, Prisoners of Geography: Ten Maps That Tell You Everything You Need to Know About Global Politics
(London, UK: Elliot and Thompson, 2016).

2Barney Warf and Santa Arias, ‘Introduction: The reinsertion of space in the humanities and social sciences’, in Barney
Warf and Santa Arias (eds), The Spatial Turn: Interdisciplinary Perspectives (Abingdon, UK: Routledge, 2009), pp. 1–10
(p. 1), emphasis in the original.

3Beth A. Simmons and Hein E. Goemans, ‘Built on borders: Tensions with the institution liberalism (thought it) left
behind’, International Organization (2021), pp. 1–24. This article uses (upper case) International Relations (IR) to refer to
the academic discipline and (lower case) international relations to the objects and processes to be studied. For the sake of
consistency, the same rule is applied to (political) geography and sociology.
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analysis are constructed overlooks or sidelines other forms of scalarity. This critique has been
most forcefully articulated by John Agnew, who in 1994 accused IR of being caught in a ‘terri-
torial trap’ wherein it reifies the sovereign territorial container as the natural unit of politics,
thereby dehistoricising processes of state formation and obscuring interactions across scales.4

This critique has been revisited and echoed over the years, most recently by Orit Gazit who
asked ‘why IR theory has historically tended to take the sociospatial dimension of world politics
for granted’.5

Hence, the challenge for IR is to move towards a critical conceptualisation of space that looks
beyond territory. Agnew’s critique clearly still has merit. For example, it is hard to find a substan-
tive discussion of space in introductory IR textbooks beyond bland references to globalisation.6

Influential stocktaking exercises like the European Journal of International Relations’ Special
Issue on the ‘End of IR Theory’ barely mention spatial aspects, except in purely metaphorical
terms.7 For instance, Patrick T. Jackson and Dan H. Nexon omit any reference to space, place,
or scale in their ‘catalog – or map [!] – of the basic substances and processes that constitute
world politics’.8

However, this should not lead us to underestimate the breadth of work in IR that explores
other forms of political spatiality, such as places, scales, bodies, networks, etc. Since the 1990s,
in particular, many communities have developed research programmes in these directions,
from the geopolitics of security studies (both classical and critical) via core-periphery models
and feminist writings to explorations of ‘the global’ in International Political Sociology and
‘the local’ in peace research. In short: There is a lot of work within IR that theorises space.
Most recently, Beth A. Simmons and Hein E. Goemans have proposed a research agenda on pol-
itical space within the liberal international order.9 But what has been lacking is a conceptual
framework that allows for different ways of theorising space and power. To enable conversations
across fields and disciplinary boundaries, this article proposes such a framework centred around
the concept of space as a way of relating different spatialities to each other.10 There is also a nas-
cent theoretical conversation emerging within IR on ways of conceptualising space that this article
wishes to move forward.11 To this end, I draw on discussions from Political Geography to develop
a conceptual framework that treats space not as a static container but as the momentary outcome
of processes of social construction. In contrast to many previous treatments, the framework
approaches the construction of space not just through discourses and symbols but also includes

4John Agnew, ‘The territorial trap: The geographical assumptions of International Relations theory’, Review of
International Political Economy, 1 (1994), pp. 53–80.

5Orit Gazit, ‘A Simmelian approach to space in world politics’, International Theory, 1 (2018), pp. 219–52 (p. 220),
emphasis in the original; see also Simon Reid-Henry, ‘The territorial trap fifteen years on’, Geopolitics, 15 (2010),
pp. 752–6; Nisha Shah, ‘The territorial trap of the territorial trap: Global transformation and the problem of the state’s
two territories’, International Political Sociology, 6 (2012), pp. 57–76; Thanachate Wisaijorn, ‘The inescapable territorial
trap in International Relations: Borderland studies and the Thai-Lao border from 1954 to the present’, Geopolitics, 24
(2019), pp. 194–229.

6As the commendable exception that proves the rule, the edited volume by Edkins and Zehfuss features an article by a
political geographer discussing the territorial division of the world; see Jenny Edkins and Maja Zehfuss (eds), Global
Politics: A New Introduction (London, UK: Routledge, 2009); Stuart Elden, ‘Why is the world divided territorially?’, in
Edkins and Zehfuss (eds), Global Politics, pp. 192–219.

7See Tim Dunne, Lene Hansen, and Colin Wight, ‘The end of International Relations theory?’, European Journal of
International Relations, 19 (2013), pp. 405–25; and the other articles of the issue.

8Patrick T. Jackson and Dan H. Nexon, ‘International theory in a post-paradigmatic era: From substantive wagers to sci-
entific ontologies’, European Journal of International Relations, 19 (2013), pp. 543–65 (p. 550).

9Simmons and Goemans, ‘Built on borders’.
10Clearly, not all IR research needs to adopt spatial perspectives. While all political issues have spatial dimensions, these

dimensions are not equally important in all cases. This article is based on the a priori assumption that a spatial perspective
will improve more analytical strategies than is generally thought.

11Gazit, ‘A Simmelian approach to space in world politics’; Philip Liste, ‘Colliding geographies: Space at work in global
governance’, Journal of International Relations and Development, 19 (2016), pp. 199–221.
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material factors since spatial constructions are never independent from physical geography, tech-
nology, and non-human agents.12 Bringing these elements together, this article proposes a heur-
istic of ‘spatial practices’ that detail how spaces are enacted.

This spatial approach offers several benefits for IR research. For one, it allows us to relate exist-
ing works from different research fields to each other, for example, whether the spatial contagion
of civil wars changes understandings of ‘region-ness’ and dynamics of regional integration.13 For
another, it becomes possible to relate objects, processes, and actors across scales and problematise
the construction of scales themselves, making it possible to connect the micro-level to larger
social figurations, seeing the local in the global and the global in the local.14 Finally, a spatial per-
spective makes us attentive to the two-way relationship between space and governance. On the
one hand, every act of governance has a spatial claim embedded in it, thereby (re)creating
those spaces.15 On the other hand, spatial arrangements shape forms of governance, with the div-
ision of the world into territorial states being the most glaring example.16

This article begins with a critical review of the disparate approaches to space that can be
broadly situated within and around IR. It then lays out four crucial aspects of a spatial approach
to global politics: a spatial ontology, the constructedness of space, a scalar perspective, and how to
bring together materiality and ideas in the construction of space. After that, the article elaborates
a framework of spatial practices that can be specified to fit different sociospatial ontologies. These
discussions are then illustrated with a brief review of Arctic Security Research as an exemplary
research field that has developed around a spatial approach.

The space(s) of IR
Territory

There is a popular critique that the IR mainstream, inasmuch such a thing can be said to exist, has
focused on territoriality, ‘associated it entirely with states … and completely missed the other ways
in which world politics has been organized geographically’.17 However, the focus on territory as the
singular spatial frame through which to view global politics did not translate into sustained engage-
ment with the concept itself, leading John G. Ruggie to exclaim: ‘It is truly astonishing that the con-
cept of territoriality has been so little studied by students of international politics; its neglect is akin
to never looking at the ground that one is walking on.’18 This has been changing slowly – as Boaz
Atzili and Burak Kadercan assert, ‘(t)erritory is back with a vengeance.’19

Recent works by Kadercan and Jordan Branch have moved the theoretical conversation on ter-
ritory in IR forward.20 Kadercan distinguishes three dimensions of territory: space

12Vicky Squire, ‘Reshaping critical geopolitics? The materialist challenge’, Review of International Studies, 41 (2015),
pp. 139–59; Edward Soja, Postmodern Geographies (London, UK: Verso, 1989).

13Peter Arthur, ‘ECOWAS and regional peacekeeping integration in West Africa: Lessons for the future’, Africa Today, 57
(2010), pp. 2–24.

14Didier Bigo, ‘International Political Sociology: Rethinking the international through dynamics of power’, in Tugba
Basaran, Didier Bigo, Emmanuel-Pierre Guittet, and R. B. J. Walker (eds), International Political Sociology: Transversal
Lines (Abingdon, UK: Routledge, 2017), pp. 24–48.

15Liste, ‘Colliding geographies’.
16Elden, ‘Why is the world divided territorially?’.
17John Agnew, ‘Continuity, discontinuity and contingency: Insights for International Political Sociology from Political

Geography’, in Basaran et al. (eds), International Political Sociology, pp. 49–67 (p. 49).
18John G. Ruggie, ‘Territoriality and beyond: Problematizing modernity in International Relations’, International

Organization, 47 (1993), pp. 139–74 (p. 174).
19Boaz Atzili and Burak Kadercan, ‘Territorial designs and international politics: The diverging constitution of space and

boundaries’, Territory, Politics, Governance, 5 (2017), pp. 115–30 (p. 116).
20Burak Kadercan, ‘Triangulating territory: A case for pragmatic interaction between political science, political geography,

and critical IR’, International Theory, 7 (2015), pp. 125–61; Jordan Branch, ‘Territory as an institution: Spatial ideas, practices
and technologies’, Territory, Politics, Governance, 5 (2017), pp. 131–44.
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(environmental and material features), demarcation (boundaries), and constitution (ideas, power
relations). This is a useful framework that brings together material conditions, ideational factors,
and social action. But Branch correctly points out that Kadercan misses an opportunity by con-
ceptualising demarcation as a process, not as a practice that would highlight how territory is con-
tinually reproduced after the official act of demarcation is finished.21 Branch’s definition of
territory rests on three dimensions: ideas that identify territory as a jurisdictional space of the
state; bordering practices that allocate, delimit, and demarcate space; and technologies that
map and visualise territories. Beyond the focus on practices, the inclusion of bordering technolo-
gies is helpful.22 But while Branch adds a useful aspect to the discussion about territory, he leaves
out another, equally important one that Kadercan highlighted, namely the environmental and
material features of territory. But the fundamental limitation of both Kadercan’s and Branch’s
work and most other IR approaches is that territory is only one lens through which we can the-
orise sociospatial relations, which is why we need a theory of space more generally.

The territorial focus of IR is a result of its intellectual history. R. B. J. Walker has discussed at
length how the ‘division of labour between political theory and theories of international relations’
led to an understanding of the state that is both spatially reductionist and historically static.23 This
view of state as the limit and the arbiter between inside and outside implied a ‘container’ view of
the state and limited our understanding of scalarity to the Waltzian ‘levels of analysis’.24 The
duality of ‘the national’ and ‘the international’ is the cornerstone of the territorial trap25 – a
trap that IR theory and its ‘frozen geography’26 still has to escape. But sovereignty and territory
need not be intrinsically linked. One way is to conceptually ‘unbundle’ sovereignty by separating
political authority from exclusive territoriality and instead explore the complexity of spatial
arrangements of power. An example of this is Yale H. Ferguson and Richard Mansbach’s ‘polities’
model of global politics, which insists that it is not just states who exercise power over space and
that such fields of power may not be exclusive.27 Another, more radical approach problematises
the assumption that sovereignty and territoriality were ever married as closely as it generally
claimed. Agnew, in particular, has argued that the territorial expression of sovereignty is histor-
ically contingent and geographically uneven, with multiple ‘sovereignty regimes’ operating in dif-
ferent contexts.28 These works offer ways to strip ‘territory’ from some of the connotations and
assumptions it has accreted over a long time and enable us to take a fresh view at such a staid
concept.

However, in this article I argue that while a more thorough analysis of territory would be
worthwhile,29 IR has even more to gain by expanding its spatial vocabulary and including
other forms of space into our theorising. This move allows us to denaturalise the state while
also moving beyond it by broadening our array of actors and spatialities and their relation to
power and authority. It also helps us revise our understanding of how large-scale social and eco-
nomic change affects politics by shifting our attention to other scales.30

21Branch, ‘Territory as an institution’, p. 136.
22Debbie Lisle, ‘Failing worse? Science, security and the birth of a border technology’, European Journal of International

Relations, 24 (2017), pp. 887–910.
23R. B. J. Walker, Inside/Outside: International Relations as Political Theory (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press,

1993), p. 125.
24Ibid., p. 131.
25Bigo, ‘International Political Sociology’; Michael Keating, Rescaling the European State: The Making of Territory and the

Rise of the Meso (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2013).
26John Agnew, ‘Still trapped in territory?’, Geopolitics, 15 (2010), pp. 779–84 (p. 780).
27Yale H. Ferguson and Richard Mansbach, Polities: Authority, Identities, and Change (Columbia, SC: University of South

Carolina Press, 1996).
28John Agnew, Globalization and Sovereignty (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2009); Agnew, ‘Continuity, discontinu-

ity and contingency’; see also Or Rosenboim, ‘State, power and global order’, International Relations, 33 (2019), pp. 229–45.
29See Stuart Elden, The Birth of Territory (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2013) for an example from Geography.
30Shah, ‘The territorial trap of the territorial trap’; Agnew, ‘Continuity, discontinuity and contingency’.
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The spatialities of IR

Many research communities in and around IR have begun to use a variety of spatial concepts.
Following pioneering but isolated works31 and early poststructuralist explorations,32 the influential
and widely cited interventions by Ruggie and Agnew about territory kicked off a wave of scholarly
interest in the spatial dimensions of globalisation and state reconfiguration.33 Landmark volumes34

evinced a ‘rapidly multiplying list of rediscovered geographies’.35 These conceptual and theoretical
engagements then fed into more detailed, issue-oriented work in different thematic fields, although
this has not added up to a coherent research programme thus far.36

Strategic Studies and other strands of ‘traditional’ international security studies have included
spatial concepts from classical geopolitics like the Eurasian ‘Heartland’ and ‘Rimland’, or notions
of ‘shatterbelts’ and ‘spheres of influence’ into their theorising.37 Critical security studies, taking a
cue from critical geopolitics, have analysed the development of geopolitical thought, such as the
resurgence of interest in European geopolitics as a crisis of foreign policy identities following the
end of the Cold War, or the spatial constructions of political identities through the prism of (in)
security.38

Core-periphery models are centred around spatial structures. They have been used for analys-
ing power politics, North-South relations, and European Union politics, among other things.39

International Political Economy (IPE), where such accounts first arose, also exhibits other notable
spatial concepts such as ‘regulatory spaces’, supply chains, ‘geoeconomics’, or Bob Jessop’s
neo-Marxist ‘spatio-temporal fix’.40

Other works emphasise the constructed nature of space. Among the central concerns of
International Political Sociology has been to problematise the constitution of ‘the international’

31John H. Herz, ‘Rise and demise of the territorial state’, World Politics, 9 (1957), pp. 473–93; Friedrich Kratochwil, ‘Of
systems, boundaries, and territoriality: An inquiry into the formation of the state system’,World Politics, 39 (1986), pp. 27–52.

32Richard K. Ashley, ‘The geopolitics of geopolitical space: Toward a critical social theory of international politics’,
Alternatives, 12 (1987), pp. 403–34; Walker, Inside/Outside.

33Ruggie, ‘Territoriality and beyond’; Agnew, ‘The territorial trap’.
34See, for example, Mathias Albert, David Jacobson, and Yosef Lapid (eds), Identities, Borders, Orders: Rethinking

International Relations (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2001); Michael J. Shapiro and Hayward Alker
(eds), Challenging Boundaries: Great Flows and Territorial Identities (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press,
1996); Yale H. Ferguson and R. J. Barry Jones (eds), Political Space: Frontiers of Change and Governance in a Globalizing
World (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 2002).

35Yosef Lapid, ‘Where should we begin? Political geography and international relations’, Political Geography, 18 (1999),
pp. 895–900 (p. 897).

36See also Gazit, ‘A Simmelian approach to space in world politics’, pp. 224–8.
37Colin Gray, ‘In defence of the Heartland: Sir Halford Mackinder and his critics a hundred years on’, Comparative

Strategy, 23 (2004), pp. 9–25; Robert Jervis and Jack Snyder (eds), Dominoes and Bandwagons: Strategic Beliefs and Great
Power Competition in the Eurasian Rimland (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 1991); Paul R. Hensel and Paul
F. Diehl, ‘Testing empirical propositions about shatterbelts, 1945–76’, Political Geography, 13 (1994), pp. 33–51; Susanna
Hast, Spheres of Influence in International Relations: History, Theory and Politics (Abingdon, UK: Routledge, 2016).

38Stefano Guzzini (ed.), The Return of Geopolitics in Europe: Social Mechanisms and Foreign Policy Identity Crises
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2012); Andreas Behnke, NATO’s Security Discourse after the Cold War:
Representing the West (London, UK: Routledge, 2012).

39James M. Goldgeier and Michael McFaul, ‘A tale of two worlds: core and periphery in the post-Cold War era’,
International Organization, 46 (1992), pp. 467–91; Frank F. Klink, ‘Rationalizing core-periphery relations: The analytical
foundations of structural inequality in world politics’, International Studies Quarterly, 34 (1990), pp. 183–209; Arlene
B. Tickner, ‘Core, periphery and (neo)imperialist International Relations’, European Journal of International Relations, 19
(2013), pp. 627–46.

40Frédréric Varone, Stéphane Nahrath, David Aubin, and Jean-David Gerber, ‘Functional regulatory spaces’, Policy
Sciences, 46 (2013), pp. 311–33; Genevieve Lebaron and Jane Lister, ‘Benchmarking global supply chains: The power of
the “ethical audit” regime’, Review of International Studies, 41 (2015), pp. 905–24; Julien Mercille, ‘The radical geopolitics
of US foreign policy: Geopolitical and geoeconomic logics of power’, Political Geography, 27 (2008), pp. 570–86; Bob
Jessop, ‘The crisis of the national spatio-temporal fix and the tendential ecological dominance of globalizing capitalism’,
International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 24 (2000), pp. 323–60.
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and ‘the global’.41 Many works on regions and regional integration also show an awareness of the
constructed nature of their object.42 Finally, there is a large and growing scholarship highlighting
the constructed nature of borders and changing bordering practices in a time of globalisation and
increased human mobility.43

Issues of scale and trans-scalar interaction have also been prominently addressed by some IR
writings, from the emergence of global spatialities and multilevel governance systems to feminist
writings about the body and the household as sites of the political.44 Other works have traced how
local spaces are integrated into global and transnational networks of trade and governance.45

Peace research has been concerned with regional patterns of conflict diffusion and contagion.46

Works on peacebuilding highlight the importance of ‘the local’ and discuss the intermingling of
local, national, and global politics in postconflict spaces.47 Séverine Autessere, in her ethnography
of ‘peaceland’, portrays peacebuilding spaces as separate worlds with their own social, political,
and economic logics.48

These works and others have been very helpful for our understanding of space in international
relations. However, their main impetus is not to theorise space per se but to use space as a the-
oretical instrument to move forward debates about some other concept (such as security, global
governance, or inequality). Furthermore, each approach on its own only incorporates limited
aspects of spatiality. As a result, the discussions surveyed above have so far failed to coalesce
into a wider conversation about space as an analytical approach in IR.

Towards a spatial approach

A fully formed spatial approach to international relations needs to fulfil four central criteria. First
and foremost, it needs an ontology of space, that is, space is treated as an object that cannot be

41Tugba Basaran, Didier Bigo, Emmanuel-Pierre Guittet, and R. B. J. Walker, ‘Transversal lines: An introduction’, in
Basaran et al. (eds), International Political Sociology, pp. 1–9; Didier Bigo and R. B. J. Walker, ‘Political sociology and the
problem of the international’, Millennium, 35 (2007), pp. 725–39.

42Iver B. Neumann, ‘A region-building approach to northern Europe’, Review of International Studies, 20 (1994), pp. 53–74.
43Beth A. Simmons, ‘Border rules’, International Studies Review, 21 (2019), pp. 256–83.
44Jan A. Scholte, Globalization: A Critical Introduction (2nd edn, Houndmills, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005); James

N. Rosenau, ‘Governance in the twenty-first century’, Global Governance, 1 (1995), pp. 13–43; Lisbeth Hooghe and Gary
Marks, ‘Unraveling the central state, but how? Types of multi-level governance’, American Political Science Review, 97
(2003), pp. 233–43; Alison Mountz, Political geography III: Bodies’, Progress in Human Geography, 42 (2017), pp. 759–69.

45Thomas M. Callaghy, Ronald Kassimir, and Robert Latham (eds), Intervention and Transnationalism in Africa:
Global-Local Networks of Power (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2001).

46Jacob D. Kathman, ‘Civil war diffusion and regional motivations for intervention’, Journal of Conflict Resolution, 55
(2011), pp. 847–76; Halvard Buhaug and Kristian S. Gleditsch, ‘Contagion or confusion? Why conflicts cluster in space’,
International Studies Quarterly, 52 (2008), pp. 215–33.

47Morgan Brigg and Nicole George, ‘Emplacing the spatial turn in peace and conflict studies’, Cooperation and Conflict, 55
(2020), pp. 409–20; John Heathershaw and Daniel Lambach, ‘Introduction: Post-conflict spaces and approaches to statebuild-
ing’, Journal of Intervention and Statebuilding, 2 (2008), pp. 269–83.

48Séverine Autessere, Peaceland: Conflict Resolution and the Everyday Politics of International Intervention (Cambridge,
UK: Cambridge University Press, 2014). Honourable mentions from other fields include: Lövbrand and Stripple’s argument
that global climate governance territorialises the carbon cycle, see Eva Lövbrand and Johannes Stripple, ‘The climate as pol-
itical space: On the territorialisation of the global carbon cycle’, Review of International Studies, 32 (2006), pp. 217–35;
Herrera’s notion of state deterritorialisation in cyberspace governance, see Geoffrey Herrera, ‘Cyberspace and sovereignty:
Thoughts on physical space and digital space’, in Miriam Dunn Cavelty, Victor Mauer, and Sai F. Krishna-Hensel (eds),
Power and Security in the Information Age: Investigating the Role of the State in Cyberspace (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate,
2007), pp. 67–93; or Salter’s work on mobility and circulation across boundaries; see Mark B. Salter, ‘To make move and
let stop: Mobility and the assemblage of circulation’, Mobilities, 8 (2013), pp. 7–19. Finally, recent attempts to ‘globalise’
IR or bring in voices from the Global South integrate spatial criteria into the very act of theory-building; see Ingo Peters
and Wiebke Wemheuer-Vogelaar (eds), Globalizing International Relations: Scholarship Amidst Divides and Diversity
(London, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016); and Amitav Acharya, ‘Global International Relations (IR) and regional worlds:
A new agenda for international studies’, International Studies Quarterly, 58 (2014), pp. 647–59.
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reduced to being merely an epiphenomenon of ontologically prior forces and that has a mean-
ingful effect on other objects. Second, a spatial approach treats space as socially constructed.
Notions of ‘the national homeland’, ‘sacred sites’, and ‘globalisation’ are examples how spaces
are imbued with specific meanings.49 Third, a spatial approach must speak to scales and how
they relate to each other. A scalar analysis looks at spatial relations at different levels and how
they are connected and entangled. Fourth, building on Edward Soja’s insight that ‘social space’
is distinct from, but enmeshed in ‘both the material space of physical nature and the ideational
space of human nature’, a spatial approach needs to make clear how space affects, and is affected
by materiality and ideas.50 The works surveyed above do have clear spatial ontologies but many
are unclear on the social construction of spaces or the scalar embeddedness of their object of
study. Few clearly relate space to material and ideational factors, with most taking an either-or
approach.

Recently, Orit Gazit has proposed a sophisticated and consistent way of conceptualising social
space based on the relational sociology of Georg Simmel, focusing on five qualities of space:
exclusivity, divisibility, containment, positioning, and mobility.51 Simmel’s approach offers a
way of understanding the mutual implication of physical and social space. Social interaction
first emerges out of relative positioning in physical space (that is, geometric proximity), ‘yet
once social interaction has taken place, physical space also remains as a representation of it: a
symbol embodying the social encounter, encapsulating the entangled power asymmetries that
stand at its basis and gaining a life in its own right’.52 This conceptualises the physical environ-
ment both as an enabler of social contact and thereby the production of social space, and as the
outcome of these social processes at the same time. However, Gazit does not extend this argu-
ment to the natural environment, focusing only on the built environment.53 In total, although
she frames her theory as a contribution to relational IR approaches, Gazit’s approach is the
most thorough treatment of space from an IR perspective.54

A spatial approach to global politics
The works surveyed in the previous section do not offer a wholly compelling conceptualisation of
space but make useful contributions towards this goal. Building on these debates, this section lays
out a framework that conceptualises space from an IR perspective based on the four criteria pre-
sented above and lays out a practice-oriented approach to space to show how this framework can
be put to use.

Spatial ontology

First, a spatial approach ascribes an ontological status to space, implying that space is no mere
by-product of other social processes but that it independently exerts causal force or produces effects.
It does not imply an essentialist view of space, as something that is just there, but demands that we
treat space as something that has independent effects. For instance, neo-Marxist geography views
spatial configurations as the product of capitalist dynamics, but it accepts that these spatial config-
urations affect, for example, the movement of capital and relations of production.55

49Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson, ‘Beyond “culture”: Space, identity, and the politics of difference’, Cultural
Anthropology, 7 (1992), pp. 6–23; Roma Sendyka, ‘Sites that haunt’, East European Politics and Societies, 30 (2016),
pp. 687–702.

50Soja, Postmodern Geographies, p. 120.
51Gazit, ‘A Simmelian approach to space in world politics’, p. 221.
52Ibid., p. 231.
53Ibid., p. 244.
54Ibid., p. 233.
55David Harvey, Spaces of Capital: Towards a Critical Geography (Edinburgh, UK: Edinburgh University Press, 2001).
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A spatial approach can employ different concepts to analyse sociospatial relations: territory,
scale, place, network, body, landscape, and more. Each offers a different way of theorising
space and Political Geography provides a wealth of literature detailing these concepts and their
use. But relating these spatial ontologies to each other is not a trivial problem. For this, the
Territory, Place, Scale, Network (TPSN) framework represents a helpful heuristic, which views
territory, place, scale, and network as distinct ontologies for the analysis of sociospatial rela-
tions.56 Advocates of a particular approach, Bob Jessop, Neil Brenner, and Martin Jones argue,
tend to overly privilege it in their social ontology, thereby disregarding the utility of alternative
approaches.57 This ontological reductionism overlooks ‘the mutually constitutive relations
among those categories and their respective empirical objects’.58 Instead, Jessop, Brenner, and
Jones argue for a form of sociospatial inquiry that is attentive to the interconnectedness
among dimensions of spatiality. In practical terms this means that researchers should ask for
each dimension how it affects or constitutes the others, and how it is in turn affected or consti-
tuted by them. Jessop, Brenner, and Jones argue that the tensions emerging between these ontol-
ogies should be seen as productive and that researchers should refrain from ‘any premature
harmonization of contradictions and conflicts through the postulation of a well-ordered, eternally
reproducible configuration of sociospatial relations’.59

However, territory, place, scale, and network are not the only possible ontologies – these were
just the major ‘spatial turns’ identified by Jessop, Brenner, and Jones. Other options abound. For
example, feminist geographers have placed the body at the centre of inquiry, relating it to con-
cepts like scale, territory, and place.60 Elsewhere, Alison Mountz has argued for using islands
and archipelagos as lenses through which political geography can be understood.61 The mobilities
and flows paradigm directs our attention to movement and mobile populations.62 Finally, eco-
logical perspectives build theories around ontologies of nature and landscape.63

The constructedness of space

There are different ways of conceptualising ‘space’. The first is to view it in a Cartesian sense, that
is, a geometric container that other things exist or happen in. Cartesianism is the foundation of
geo-determinism, which is encapsulated in the old aphorism that ‘geography is destiny’.
Geo-determinism was characteristic of classical geopolitics but was falling out of favour in
Political Geography as early as the 1940s.64 It was replaced by a possibilist understanding of geog-
raphy, wherein geography is constant but its social impact is mediated by politics, technology,
and other factors.65 Both determinist and possibilist approaches are based on a fixed understand-
ing of space, thereby making geography little more than a ‘territorial stage’ upon which states
interact.66

56Bob Jessop, Neil Brenner, and Martin Jones, ‘Theorizing sociospatial relations’, Environment and Planning D: Society
and Space, 26 (2008), pp. 389–401.

57See also Lapid, ‘Where should we begin’.
58Jessop, Brenner, and Jones, ‘Theorizing sociospatial relations’, p. 391.
59Ibid., p. 394; see Martin Jones and Bob Jessop, ‘Thinking state/space incompossibly’, Antipode, 42 (2010), pp. 1119–49,

for a further exploration of this point.
60Mountz, ‘Political geography III: Bodies’; Robyn Longhurst, ‘Situating bodies’, in Lise Nelson and Joni Seager (eds),

Companion to Feminist Geography (Williston, ND: Wiley, 2005), pp. 337–49.
61Alison Mountz, ‘Political geography II: Islands and archipelagos’, Progress in Human Geography, 39 (2014), pp. 636–46.
62Salter, ‘To make move and let stop’.
63Thomas Greider and Lorraine Garkovich, ‘Landscapes: The social construction of nature and the environment’, Rural

Sociology, 59 (1994), pp. 1–24.
64Curran Flynn, ‘Political geography and Morgenthau’s early American works’, Cambridge Review of International Affairs,

29 (2016), pp. 1582–602 (p. 1585).
65Harvey Starr, ‘On geopolitics: Spaces and places’, International Studies Quarterly, 57 (2013), pp. 433–9 (p. 433).
66Klaus Dodds, Global Geopolitics: A Critical Introduction (London, UK: Routledge, 2005), p. 38.
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In Geography and Sociology, space is today viewed in relational and social constructivist terms,
as the result of interactions among phenomena, objects, and people. Doreen Massey argues that
‘identities/entities, the relations “between” them, and the spatiality which is part of them, are all
co-constitutive’.67 Martina Löw speaks of space as ‘a relational arrangement of bodies that are
incessantly in motion’.68 Löw’s use of ‘arrangement’ implies order, in spite of space’s inherent
dynamism. Therefore, spaces are reflective of other sociopolitical structures and why ‘social
and political practices are co-implicated in different spatial manifestations’.69 In short, spaces
are constructed. While earlier scholarship in Human Geography aimed to identify spaces, its cur-
rent approach is to understand the social process by which spaces come to exist.70 This construct-
ivist approach focuses on the process of space making and is particularly associated with
scholarship in critical geopolitics, border studies, and feminist geography.71

Spaces are not independent of physical environments, as the discussion of Simmel’s relational
sociology highlights. Gazit speaks of space – the ‘dynamic webs of socio-cultural and symbolic
relations’ – evolving within, around, and in relation to ‘brute topographical physical settings’.72

Stuart Elden refers to these settings as ‘terrain’, which consists of geophysical landscapes, a
built environment, and their respective material and physical properties.73 Terrain exists as
part of, and in relation to human societies and is therefore malleable, constantly shaping and
being shaped by social action.

In line with much geographic writing, I approach space as an abstract and general construct
and other geographical concepts as more specific kinds of space. For instance, ‘places’ are spaces
that have social purposes and meanings. Places are created through shared memories and are
enmeshed in wider social relations; in the words of Setha Low, places are the ‘spatial location
of subjectivities, intersubjectivities and identities’.74 As other spaces, places are productive and
play their part in the constitution of gender and other social identities.75 To give another example,
territory is politically controlled and bounded space. Territories have three characteristics: The
first is a ‘classification by area’.76 Second, territorial claims have to be communicated, for example
by reification of a space and the symbolic marking of borders in space and on maps.77 Third,
territoriality always implies an attempt at enforcing claims of control. In sum, territoriality should
be understood as ‘the attempt by an individual or group to affect, influence, or control people,
phenomena, and relationships, by delimiting and asserting control over a geographic area’.78

‘Territory’ should not be restricted to terrestrial spaces but also look to those spaces – oceanic,
atmospheric, outer space, cyberspace – beyond the familiar environment of terra.79

67Doreen Massey, For Space (London, UK: Sage, 2005), p. 10.
68Martina Löw, The Sociology of Space: Materiality, Social Structures and Action (Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan,

2016), p. 106.
69John Agnew, ‘Space’, in Aoileann Ní Mhurchú and Reiko Shindo (eds), Critical Imaginations in International Relations

(London, UK: Routledge, 2016), p. 200.
70Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space (Cambridge, UK: Blackwell, 1991); Massey, For Space.
71John Agnew and Stuart Corbridge, Mastering Space: Hegemony, Territory and International Political Economy (London,

UK: Routledge, 1995); Anssi Paasi, ‘Territory’, in John Agnew, Katharyne Mitchell, and Gearóid Ó Tuathail (eds), A
Companion to Political Geography (Malden, UK: Blackwell, 2003), pp. 109–22; Doreen Massey, Space, Place and Gender
(Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 1994).

72Gazit, ‘A Simmelian approach to space in world politics’, p. 220.
73Stuart Elden, ‘Terrain, politics, history’, Dialogues in Human Geography, online (2020).
74Setha M. Low, Spatializing Culture: The Ethnography of Space and Place (London, UK: Routledge, 2016), p. 32.
75Liz Bondi and Joyce Davidson, ‘Situating gender’, in Nelson and Seager (eds), Companion to Feminist Geography,

pp. 15–31.
76Robert D. Sack, Human Territoriality: Its Theory and History (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1986), p. 21.
77Mark Monmonier, No Dig, No Fly, No Go: How Maps Restrict and Control (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press,

2010), pp. 31–9.
78Sack, Human Territoriality, p. 5.
79Kimberley Peters, Philip Steinberg, and Elaine Stratford (eds), Territory Beyond Terra (London, UK: Rowman &

Littlefield, 2018).
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Scalar perspectives

Spaces can be situated at different scales. In contrast to IR’s traditional ‘levels of analysis’, geographic
scales are seen as connecting and interacting rather than as separating and distinguishing.80 Like
other sociospatial ontologies, scales are products of social construction, as Sally A. Marston points
out.81 The ‘scalar turn’ in Geography directs our attention to how ‘inherited global, national, regional,
and local relations were being recalibrated through capitalist restructuring and state retrenchment’.82

Works in this tradition problematise how scales are constituted, how issues and actors move between
scales and how these processes interact with other sociospatial divisions.83 Scalar perspectives are
based on vertical differentiation and look at nested hierarchies among nodes such as the division
of labour along a production chain. An IR example of cross-scalar linkage is Or Rosenboim’s intel-
lectual history of the territorial nation-state, which she sees as being shaped by a ‘close interplay of
the national and global political spaces in international thought in the first century of IR’.84 Similarly,
International Political Sociology views ‘the national’ and ‘the international’ as mutually implicated
without collapsing everything into a singular global whole.85

A scalar perspective is necessary to understand how spaces are rearranged. Some contributions
argue that the scalarity of spaces is driven by the exigencies of capitalism, from the imperialisms
of the past to today’s ‘rescaling’ of formerly state-centred economies at global and local levels.86

Michael Keating describes the shifting regional politics within the EU in the same terms, where
authority moves between nation-states, substate regions, and the supranational level.87 In more
general terms: old spatial configurations never simply disappear but are replaced by new ones.
The same logic applies to other sociospatial forms: Networks are frequently reconfigured to
accommodate internal and external changes; places change their shape and meaning.

This is most strongly elaborated in the twin concepts of deterritorialisation and reterritorialisa-
tion. Adapting Deleuze and Guattari’s original formulation of these terms, Political Geography and
IR understand deterritorialisation and reterritorialisation as signifying shifts in spatial relations,
especially in the post-Cold War era.88 The geographic debate focused mainly on challenging the
sociological and economic globalisation literature and its narrative of globalisation as a great deter-
ritorialising force, which geographers felt was ‘missing the point’.89 Instead, globalisation is thought
of as a continuous and dialectic process that ‘consists of processes of deterritorialisation on the one
hand and processes of reterritorialisation on the other’.90 These processes are inseparable from each
other and occur simultaneously: ‘social relations acquire other territorial configurations and bound-
aries even as they lose the previous ones. This means that the new territoriality of social relations,
while being qualitatively different, will include vestiges of the old one’.91

80Kevin R. Cox, ‘Territory, scale, and why capitalism matters’, Territory, Politics, Governance, 1 (2013), pp. 46–61.
81Sally A. Marston, ‘The social construction of scale’, Progress in Human Geography, 24 (2000), pp. 219–42.
82Jessop, Brenner, and Jones, ‘Theorizing sociospatial relations’, p. 390.
83Marston, ‘The social construction of scale’.
84Rosenboim, ‘State, power and global order’, p. 230.
85Bigo, ‘International Political Sociology’, pp. 24–5.
86Neil Brenner, ‘Beyond state-centrism? Space, territoriality, and geographical scale in globalization studies’, Theory and

Society, 28:1 (1999), pp. 39–78; Saskia Sassen, Territory, Authority, Rights: From Medieval to Global Assemblages
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2006).

87Keating, Rescaling the European State.
88Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (Minneapolis, MN: University of

Minnesota, 1987); Gearóid Ó Tuathail and Timothy W. Luke, ‘Present at the (dis)integration: Deterritorialization and reter-
ritorialization in the new wor(l)d order’, Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 84 (1994), pp. 381–98; Mathias
Albert, ‘On boundaries, territory and postmodernity: An International Relations perspective’, Geopolitics, 3 (1998), pp. 53–68.

89Stuart Elden, ‘Missing the point: Globalization, deterritorialization and the space of the world’, Transactions of the
Institute of British Geographers, 30 (2005), pp. 8–19.

90Albert, ‘On boundaries, territory and postmodernity’, p. 61.
91Gabriel Popescu, ‘Deterritorialization and reterritorialization’, in Barney Warf (ed.), Encyclopedia of Geography

(Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2010), pp. 722–4 (p. 724).
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Materiality and ideas

The previous three points have established that space is constructed, but not how it is constructed.
In very broad terms, there are idealist and materialist answers to that question. The anthropolo-
gist Setha Low distinguishes social construction, that is, ‘the role played by social interaction, sym-
bols and language in giving form and meaning to physical space’, from social production,
meaning ‘the history and political economy of the built environment and landscape’.92 In
Geography, the first aspect is emphasised by critical geopolitics, which focuses on the process
how space is discursively constructed and examines the assumptions about space and territory
that underpin the international system of states and make geopolitics possible.93 The second
aspect is most closely identified with Radical Geography and its historical materialist account
of space.94

But we should not overstate the differences between idealist and materialist approaches, espe-
cially since there are lines of compromise between the two. Soja drew on both postmodernism
and Marxism to identify socially produced space as the link between physical, materially con-
strained space, and mental imaginations of space: ‘(B)oth the material space of physical nature
and the ideational space of human nature have to be seen as socially produced and reproduced.
… Conversely, [social] spatiality cannot be completely separated from physical and psychological
spaces.’95 Gearóid Ó Tuathail combines critical geopolitics’ focus on discourse with political and
economic structures, describing geopolitics as being constituted through ‘geopolitical fields’ (that
is, structures), ‘geopolitical cultures’ (that is, spatial imaginations) and the ‘geopolitical condition’
(that is, technologies and their impact on society).96 In the spirit of these arguments, a spatial
approach to international relations should mediate between materialist and idealist accounts,
acknowledging that both forces shape global politics without trying to resolve all tensions
between them, a point that is shared by writers from different theoretical traditions.97

Idealist approaches have been instrumental in deconstructing geopolitical imaginaries and
drawing out the spatial assumptions that underpin supposedly objective geographical realities.98

Such imaginaries are transmitted through elite discourses and strategic cultures, but also through
popular culture.99 The purpose of such representations is to reify spaces by giving them a name, a
shape and meaning. Visual depictions in maps or in artwork and other symbols of spatiality
reinforce these constructions.

Materialist approaches refer to socioeconomic structures (for example, Marxism), to ‘material
capabilities’ as power resources (for example, Neo-Realism) or the role of objects in politics (for
example, Actor-Network theory), and the respective importance of these objects for politics and
the construction of space is well established. But materiality has additional meanings that also
must be considered here. In a crude physical sense, the environmental properties of a space mat-
ter for politics – the governance of space works differently on land, on the high seas and in outer
space. Capabilities for power projection, communication, and surveillance differ dramatically
between physical spaces, social spaces, and virtual spaces. As the extensive literatures on, for

92Low, Spatializing Culture, pp. 9, 10.
93Gearóid Ó Tuathail, Critical Geopolitics: The Politics of Writing Global Space (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota

Press, 1996), p. 68; John Agnew, Geopolitics: Re-visioning World Politics (London, UK: Routledge, 1998), p. 2.
94Lefebvre, The Production of Space; Harvey, Spaces of Capital.
95Soja, Postmodern Geographies, p. 120.
96Gearóid Ó Tuathail, The Near Abroad: Putin, the West and the Contest over Ukraine and the Caucasus (Oxford, UK:

Oxford University Press, 2016).
97Lene Hansen, Security as Practice: Discourse Analysis and the Bosnian War (London, UK: Routledge, 2006); Agnew,

Globalization and Sovereignty; Jo Sharp, ‘Materials, forensics and feminist geopolitics’, Progress in Human Geography, online
(2020).

98Ó Tuathail, Critical Geopolitics.
99Jason Dittmer, ‘Captain America’s empire: Reflections on identity, popular culture, and post-9/11 geopolitics’, Annals of

the Association of American Geographers, 95 (2005), pp. 626–43.
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example, political ecology, social constructions of nature and social-ecological systems attest, the
natural environment and the spatial conduct of politics affect each other.100 This does not mean
slipping back into geo-determinism or geo-possibilism but neither should we act as if the material
properties of space do not matter.101

The advancing Anthropocene will only increase the importance of environmental materiality.
Climate change has different effects in different places situated in multiscalar systems and subject
to global-local forms of governance. For instance, the awareness of global environmental pro-
blems like biodiversity loss, pollution, ozone layer depletion, and global warming has been instru-
mental in constituting a global space of risks and common concern as the debate about ‘planetary
boundaries’ indicates. This shows how politics, discourse, and materiality are entangled. First, as
Simon Dalby notes, humanity is not the passive victim of climate change but its driver: ‘The key
point now is not what climate change will do for geopolitics, but what geopolitics does to climate
change.’102 Hence, geography and the environment are not static but things that change in rela-
tion to human agents and systems. Second, spatial constructions make reference to the environ-
ment while the environment places limitations on which social constructions are tenable,
although multiple interpretations are still possible.103

Technology is sometimes lumped into materialist categories but arguably represents a separate
kind of factor.104 Technologies can serve a variety of purposes in the construction of space. For
one, technologies change our relation to space in terms of transport and communication
speeds.105 For another, technologies also allow for the control over space, with surveillance tech-
nologies producing images (for example, satellite imagery, remote sensing) and abstractions (for
example, statistics, maps, cadastral systems). Technology can even be the infrastructure upon
which spaces are constructed, such as pipeline networks or cyberspace.106 Human interactions
with extreme environments like the deep sea or outer space need to be mediated by technology.

A practice-oriented approach to space

The discussion above presents ways of fulfilling the four criteria of a spatial approach to IR. This
section sketches a way of translating this discussion into a set of spatial practices, which avoids
structuralism and determinism by focusing on people and their agency. As Margit Mayer puts
it in her commentary on the TPSN framework: ‘it is never the spatial form that acts, but rather
social actors who, embedded in particular (multidimensional) spatial forms and making use of
particular (multidimensional) spatial forms, act’.107 Echoing feminist notions of embodiment
and performativity, it is the practical enactment of ‘minute rituals’108 that makes spaces coalesce.

100Garry Peterson, ‘Political ecology and ecological resilience: An integration of human and ecological dynamics’,
Ecological Economics, 35 (2000), pp. 323–36; Greider and Garkovich, ‘Landscapes’; Fikret Berkes, Johan Colding, and Carl
Folke (eds), Navigating Social-Ecological Systems: Building Resilience for Complexity and Change (Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press, 2003).

101Stuart Elden, ‘Legal terrain: The political materiality of territory’, London Review of International Law, 5 (2017),
pp. 199–224.

102Simon Dalby, ‘Rethinking geopolitics: Climate security in the Anthropocene’, Global Policy, 5:1 (2014), pp. 1–9 (p. 7).
103Mathias Albert and Andreas Vasilache, ‘Governmentality of the Arctic as an international region’, Cooperation and

Conflict, 53:1 (2017), pp. 3–22 (p. 6).
104Daniel W. Drezner, ‘Technological change and international relations’, International Relations, 33 (2019), pp. 286–303.
105Scott Kirsch, ‘The incredible shrinking world? Technology and the production of space’, Environment and Planning D:

Society and Space, 13 (1995), pp. 529–55; Michael Mann, The Sources of Social Power, Vol. 1: A History of Power from the
Beginning to AD 1760 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1986).

106Andrew Barry and Evelina Gambino, ‘Pipeline geopolitics: Subaquatic materials and the tactical point’, Geopolitics
(2019), pp. 1–34; Daniel Lambach, ‘The territorialization of cyberspace’, International Studies Review, 22:3 (2020),
pp. 482–506.

107Margit Mayer, ‘To what end do we theorize sociospatial relations?’, Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, 26
(2008), pp. 414–19 (p. 416).

108Walker, Inside/Outside, p. 168. See also Longhurst, ‘Situating bodies’.
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I use the definition of ‘practice’ by Emmanuel Adler and Vincent Pouliot: ‘practices are socially
meaningful patterns of action, which, in being performed more or less competently, simultan-
eously embody, act out, and possibly reify background knowledge and discourse in and on the
material world’.109 Adler and Pouliot identify five elements of practice: (1) practices are performa-
tive; (2) practices follow regular patterns without determining behaviour; (3) practices are inter-
preted and understood in terms of social relations; (4) practices depend on background
knowledge that gives them a particular purpose; and (5) practices link discourses with the mater-
ial world because the discourses give meaning to the act.110

Practices are performed by agents – a weighty term with multiple layers and interpretations.
Human beings are agents but, in some theoretical traditions, non-human objects, and assemblages
can also have agency.111 Geography has been engaging with ‘more-than-human’ agency, expanding
the concept to animals, bacteria, and other forms of life, while Science and Technology Studies
deliberate the agency of objects and algorithms.112 These approaches have also informed debates in
IR on what it means to be an agent.113 Of course, agency – in whichever of these interpretations –
is also constituted by structures, including spatial structures.114 The effect of space is not just
to enable or constrain action but also to affect agency itself, that is, shaping who is empowered
to act in which ways in a particular setting. For example, the construction of the imperial colony
as a political space made it possible, even necessary, for indigenous political agents to identify as
anti-colonial activists or resistance fighters. Through their actions, they were able to push for
independence and change spatial relations between metropoles and colonies.

Following Andrea M. Brighenti, a practice approach asks how agents constitute spaces through
practices and how these spaces impact future practices.115 A spatial practice can be understood as
any practice whose performance is aimed at deconstructing or enacting and thereby (re)creating
spaces. Jeff Malpas argues that ‘extendedness’ – a size and also an openness – is the essential char-
acteristic of space, which also implies boundedness, that is, a difference between inside and out-
side.116 This ties into other discussions through which practices spaces are constituted.117 These
discussions can be translated into a taxonomy of practices that are jointly necessary to enact a
space:

1. Reification: Referring to a space as a distinctive object in discourse, giving it a name and
showing it accordingly on maps and in other representations.

2. Inscription of meaning: A space does not just have an extent and a name, agents also imbue
it with meaning (for example, a purpose, a history).

3. Communication of boundedness between inside and outside: Agents must be able to dis-
tinguish Space A from not-A in their everyday actions.

109Emanuel Adler and Vincent Pouliot, ‘International practices’, International Theory, 3 (2011), pp. 1–36 (p. 4).
110Adler and Pouliot, ‘International practices’, pp. 6–7.
111Michele Acuto and Simon Curtis (eds), Reassembling International Theory: Assemblage Thinking and International

Relations (New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014).
112Jamie Lorimer, ‘Moving image methodologies for more-than-human geographies’, Cultural Geographies, 17 (2010),

pp. 237–58; Maria Erofeeva, ‘On multiple agencies: when do things matter?’, Information, Communication & Society, 22
(2019), pp. 590–604.

113Marijn Hoijtink and Matthias Leese (eds), Technology and Agency in International Relations (London, UK: Routledge,
2019).

114Löw, The Sociology of Space.
115Andrea M. Brighenti, ‘On territorology: Towards a general science of territory’, Theory, Culture and Society, 27 (2010),

pp. 52–72.
116Jeff Malpas, ‘Putting space in place: Philosophical topography and relational geography’, Environment and Planning D:

Society and Space, 30 (2012), pp. 226–42 (pp. 233–4).
117Hans Vollaard, ‘The logic of political territoriality’, Geopolitics, 14 (2009), pp. 687–706; John McHugo, ‘How to Prove

Title to Territory: A Brief, Practical Introduction to the Law and Evidence’, Boundary & Territory Briefing (Durham, UK:
International Boundaries Research Unit, 1998); Lefebvre, The Production of Space.
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4. Relation to other spaces: Spaces are not singular but are practiced in relation to other spaces
of the same kind (and other kinds). These relations include physical (for example, distance)
and social relationships (for example, comparison).

This conceptualisation of the spatial ‘inherently implies the existence in the lived world of a
simultaneous multiplicity of spaces: cross-cutting, intersecting, aligning with one another, or
existing in relations of paradox and antagonism’.118 It also accords agents a substantial role in
how these processes play out in concrete instances. However, spatial arrangements arising
from these practices are only momentary outcomes of social interaction. They may be the aim
of deliberate strategy although, given the complexity of such an endeavour, the outcomes of
such moves are uncertain.

By choosing a specific sociospatial ontology, these practices can be specified further. Drawing
on Jessop, Brenner, and Jones and other relevant literature, Table 1 shows sample ways how the
taxonomy of practices can be adapted for six different ontologies – territory, place, scale, network,
body, and landscape.119

A spatial inquiry can either adopt a single ontology or, following Jessop, Brenner, and Jones,
explore their object through the intersection of different ontologies.120 Jones and Jessop introduce
the notion of ‘(in)compossibility’, that is, the (im)possibility of certain configurations of spatiality
within a certain setting.121

Arctic Security research
To offer a brief illustration of the above conceptual framework and show how a spatial approach
can be useful for IR, this section discusses the evolution of Arctic Security research. I chose Arctic
Security research because of its relatively recent inception and fast evolution into a cross-
disciplinary enterprise centred on a spatial approach.122 Understandings of security inevitably
have spatial dimensions, from scalarity (whose security?) to their relational character (from
whom must security be protected?), leading to the emergence of what might be called ‘securitys-
capes’. The Arctic is also interesting in that its sparse population – only four million people per-
manently live inside the Arctic Circle, that is, north of the 66°33′ line – and the extreme
environmental conditions mean that conventional security practices must be adapted.
Governance is by necessity more distant and detached, mediated by technologies of surveillance
and control.

The spatial approach to the Arctic

The Arctic used to be a region at the margins of global politics, an ‘empty stage’ on the periphery
of the Cold War.123 But after the end of the Cold War and with the thawing of the polar ice sheet,
research on the region has increased significantly. Standard IR accounts analyse the region in
terms of the international politics of conflict and cooperation, whether it be from a Realist, an
Internationalist, or a Constructivist perspective.124 These works have made useful points but

118Massey, Space, Place and Gender, p. 3.
119Jessop, Brenner, and Jones, ‘Theorizing sociospatial relations’.
120See, for example, Lambach, ‘Territorialization of cyberspace’.
121Jones and Jessop, ‘Thinking state/space incompossibly’.
122See Johanne M. Bruun and Ingrid A. Medby, ‘Theorising the thaw: Geopolitics in a changing arctic’, Geography

Compass, 8 (2014), pp. 915–29.
123Oran Young, Arctic Politics: Conflict and Cooperation in the Circumpolar North (Hanover, NH: University Press of New

England, 1992), pp. 1–30.
124Margaret Blunden, ‘Geopolitics and the Northern Sea Route’, International Affairs, 88 (2012), pp. 115–29; Michael

Byers, ‘Crises and international cooperation: An Arctic case study’, International Relations, 31 (2017), pp. 375–402;
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Table 1. Spatial practices across different ontologies.

Ontology

Territory Place Scale Network Body Landscape

Practice 1. Reification Representing territory
as a distinctive space
on maps, in official
statistics and
administration.

Places are fluid and ‘in
process’. Naming and
representation in
narratives, art, and
public memory are
especially prevalent.

Scale reifies and is reified
by distributions of social
power and relations of
production.

Networks are adaptable.
Representation of
nodes and
connections in
network diagrams.

Turning bodily
characteristics (e.g.
gender, size,
health) into cultural
characteristics. The
body as bearer of
symbolic value.

Through spatial
planning and other
techniques of
environmental
governance (e.g.
scientific forestry).

2. Inscription Regular displays of
power, e.g. through
patrols, policing,
taxation, governance,
and surveillance.

Agents attribute
personal and group
meanings to places.
Place both reflects
and constructs
identities.

Scales are inscribed as the
‘natural home’ of social
formations (e.g. the
nation, the family) and
linked to particular
identities or values (e.g.
cosmopolitanism).

Network ontologies are
‘flat’ and
decentralised. They
create horizontal
connections among
disparate elements
across other social
boundaries.

Differentiating bodies
as markers of
identity and social
status.

Artistic
representations
(e.g. the sublime),
use of landscape in
identity narratives,
spiritual
inscriptions.

3. Boundedness Demarcation of borders,
their symbolic (e.g.
signs) or material
representation (e.g.
walls, gates, barriers),
rituals of border
crossing (e.g.
passport controls).

Boundaries are porous
and enacted
intersubjectively.
Overlap among
competing
place-making
projects is possible.

Scales are vertically
bounded within a
hierarchical structure
but are highly
interconnected.

Networks are bounded
by the network
structure – connected
nodes are ‘inside’,
unconnected nodes
are ‘outside’. Nodes
can be part of
multiple networks.

Physical boundedness
of the body, the
transgressive
potential of the
body, the body as
part of
socio-technical
assemblages.

Classification systems
and cartographic
representation
based on
ecological criteria
(e.g. climate,
humidity, terrain).

4. Relation Inter-territorial relations
include practices of
representation and
exchange (e.g.
diplomacy, trade,
war).

Relations of proximity,
but also relations of
spatial divisions of
labour
(core-periphery).

Scalar divisions of labour,
cross-scalar linkage,
relations of (dis)
empowerment.

Networks can be (dis)
connected in various
ways (e.g. brokerage,
redundancy)

Relational
constructions of the
body, gender
relations, social
constructions of
illness and health.

Ecological exchange
(e.g. carbon and
water cycles),
species migration.

296
D
aniel

Lam
bach

https://doi.org/10.1017/S026021052100036X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S026021052100036X


they use a state-centric, territorial framework that is inattentive to ‘the diversity of material and
political spaces that define the Arctic’ and that exogenises climate change and environmental fac-
tors.125 Without wanting to argue for some kind of Arctic exceptionalism, the Arctic is an
unusual space where the material properties of the environment need to be foregrounded.
Hence, a spatial perspective tells the story of the Arctic differently, exploring ‘the continual “spa-
tialisation” of the Arctic, the ongoing making of a region through a diverse set of practices’.126

First, ‘the Arctic’ is treated as a spatial ontological concept.127 Second, scholars acknowledge
the constructedness of the Arctic, both in terms of geographic area and meaning.128 Where
the Arctic used to be a ‘frozen wasteland over which intercontinental missiles might fly’,129 it
has now ‘become a showcase of how quickly wholesale discursive constructions of a region
can change’.130 Third, much of Arctic security research takes a multi-scalar or cross-scalar per-
spective, which is detailed below. Fourth, several works explicitly discuss how ideas and the
materiality of the Arctic jointly influence practices of space making. Corine Wood-Donelly has
explored how Arctic states ‘perform’ effective occupation through the visual and symbolic
representation of ‘Arctic-ness’, for example on postage stamps.131 Other authors discuss how eco-
nomic and political infrastructure (for example, ports, radio stations), or the lack thereof, shape
regional politics.132

Spatialities of the Arctic

We can approach the multiple spatialities of the Arctic through the various spatial ontologies dis-
cussed in the previous section. This is not merely an analytical move – all of these ontologies
inform various actors’ spatial practices. This is very evident for territory that forms the bedrock
for most state approaches to the Arctic. A territorial ontology informs the creation of sovereign
spaces on land and in coastal waters, maritime spaces like Exclusive Economic Zones and Search
and Rescue Zones,133 as well as extended continental shelf claims, some of which are strongly
contested.134 Arctic states, as ‘settler colonies’, can also be conceptualised in terms of (post)colo-
nial relations.135 Furthermore, a territorial ontology informs the politics of substate autonomy

Sebastian Knecht and Kathrin Keil, ‘Arctic geopolitics revisited: Spatialising governance in the circumpolar North’, The Polar
Journal, 3 (2013), pp. 178–203.

125Scott R. Stephenson, ‘Confronting borders in the Arctic’, Journal of Borderlands Studies, 33 (2018), pp. 183–90 (p. 184).
126Ingrid A. Medby, ‘Language-games, geography, and making sense of the Arctic’, Geoforum, 107 (2019), pp. 124–33

(p. 127).
127Jason Dittmer, Sami Moisio, Alan Ingram, and Klaus Dodds, ‘Have you heard the one about the disappearing ice?

Recasting Arctic geopolitics’, Political Geography, 30 (2011), pp. 202–14.
128Rolf Tamnes and Kristine Offerdal, ‘Introduction’, in Rolf Tamnes and Kristine Offerdal (eds), Geopolitics and Security

in the Arctic: Regional Dynamic in a Global World (Abingdon, UK: Routledge, 2014), pp. 1–11; see also Klaus Dodds, ‘“Real
interest”? Understanding the 2018 Agreement to Prevent Unregulated High Seas Fisheries in the Central Arctic Ocean’,
Global Policy, 10 (2019), pp. 542–53.

129Oran Young, ‘Arctic governance: Bringing the high latitudes in from the cold’, International Environmental Affairs, 9
(1997), pp. 54–68 (p. 54).

130Albert and Vasilache, ‘Governmentality of the Arctic’.
131Corine Wood-Donnelly, Performing Arctic Sovereignty: Policy & Visual Representations (London, UK: Routledge, 2018).
132Scott R. Stephenson and John A. Agnew, ‘The work of networks: Embedding firms, transport, and the state in the

Russian Arctic oil and gas sector’, Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space, 48 (2016), pp. 558–76; Daniel
Lambach, ‘Cooperation in the cold: The Arctic Search and Rescue Agreement’, in Joachim F. Weber (ed.), Handbook on
Geopolitics and Security in the Arctic: The High North Between Cooperation and Confrontation (Cham: Springer Nature,
2020), pp. 273–89.

133Lambach, ‘Cooperation in the cold’.
134Klaus Dodds and Chih Y. Woon, ‘Triumphant geopolitics? Making space of and for Arctic geopolitics in the Arctic

Ocean’, in Nikolas Sellheim, Yulia V. Zaika, and Ilan Kelman (eds), Arctic Triumph: Northern Innovation and Persistence
(Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2019), pp. 163–80.

135Wilfrid Greaves, ‘Arctic (in)security and Indigenous peoples: Comparing Inuit in Canada and Sámi in Norway’, Security
Dialogue, 47 (2016), pp. 461–80.
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and self-government for indigenous communities, for whom land also has a cultural importance,
thus creating a conceptual overlap with notions of place.136 But territorialisation also introduces
tensions – for instance, Inuit spatial constructs of Canada and Northern Greenland more closely
resemble a network ontology than a territorial one.137

Literature on the Arctic as place often foregrounds indigenous communities and their ways of
relating to the world. A ‘place’ ontology is typical of much anthropological work in the Arctic that
reconstructs how people’s sense of place is connected to environmental conditions and mobilities,
relating place to landscape ontologies and demonstrating the scalar embeddedness of place.
Kirsten Hastrup shows how spatial practices of mobility in Greenland were determined by the
precariousness of life in a hostile environment.138 Practices of place also affect conceptions of
security, which, for Indigenous peoples, relate to environmental protection, cultural preservation,
and political autonomy.139 Indigenous place making has also been greatly affected by state secur-
ity interventions such as mapping and territorialisation, settlement programmes, or military base
construction.

Looking at the Arctic through a scale ontology offers different ways of contextualising Arctic
security. One is to situate state-level Arctic politics within global politics more broadly.140 For
example, Robert W. Murray argues that territorial conflict in the Arctic cannot be disentangled
from broader global realignments, and Heather Nicol makes a similar point about the regional
economy.141 Pauline Pic and Frédéric Lasserre show how discourses of ‘Arctic security’ now envi-
sion the Arctic on a more global scale rather than as a self-contained regional system.142 This is
representative of an emerging discourse about ‘the scalar blending of Arctic and global actors and
processes toward what has become known as the “global Arctic”’.143 Another way is to focus on
micro- and meso-level dynamics, shifting the referent object of security away from the state.144

However, Emilie S. Cameron rightly cautions that notions of ‘the local’ are often too readily equa-
ted with indigeneity.145 Scale can also be approached in dynamic terms. For instance, Rune
D. Fitjar shows how changing resource geographies (for example, the discovery of new hydrocar-
bon resources) cause rescaling through region building.146

Scalar perspectives mesh well with network approaches that work across territorial boundaries.
Networks of actors like coast guards, indigenous groups and scientists play important roles in

136Jessica M. Shadian, ‘Navigating political borders old and new: The territoriality of Indigenous Inuit governance’, Journal
of Borderlands Studies, 33 (2018), pp. 273–88.

137Stephen P. Leonard, ‘The need to “belong”: Social connectedness and spatial attachment in Polar Eskimo settlements’,
Polar Record, 50 (2014), pp. 138–46; Mia M. Bennett, Wilfrid Greaves, Rudolf Riedlsperger, and Alberic Botella, ‘Articulating
the Arctic: Contrasting state and Inuit maps of the Canadian north’, Polar Record, 52 (2016), pp. 630–44.

138Kirsten Hastrup, ‘The nomadic landscape: People in a changing Arctic environment’, Geografisk Tidsskrift-Danish
Journal of Geography, 109 (2009), pp. 181–9; see also Bennett et al., ‘Articulating the Arctic’; Leonard, ‘The need to “belong”’.

139Rauna Kuokkanen and Victoria Sweet, ‘Indigenous Security theory: Intersectional analysis from the bottom up’, in
Gunhild Hoogensen Gjørv, Marc Lanteigne, and Horatio Sam-Aggrey (eds), Routledge Handbook of Arctic Security
(London, UK: Routledge, 2020), pp. 80–90 (p. 80).

140Byers, ‘Crises and international cooperation’.
141Robert W. Murray, ‘Arctic politics in the emerging multipolar system: Challenges and consequences’, The Polar Journal,

2 (2012), pp. 7–20; Heather Nicol, ‘Rescaling borders of investment: The Arctic Council and the economic development pol-
icies’, Journal of Borderlands Studies, 33 (2018), pp. 225–38.

142Pauline Pic and Frédéric Lasserre, ‘What is “Arctic” about “Arctic security”?’, in Lassi Heininen, Heather Exner-Pirot,
and Justin Barnes (eds), Arctic Yearbook 2019: Redefining Arctic Security (Akureyri: Northern Research Forum, 2019),
pp. 405–20; see also Oran R. Young, ‘Is it time for a reset in Arctic governance?’, Sustainability, 11 (2019).

143Stephenson, ‘Confronting borders in the Arctic’, p. 185.
144Greaves, ‘Arctic (in)security and Indigenous peoples’; Matthew Farish, ‘Frontier engineering: From the globe to the body

in the Cold War Arctic’, The Canadian Geographer / Le Géographe canadien, 50 (2006), pp. 177–96.
145Emilie S. Cameron, ‘Securing indigenous politics: A critique of the vulnerability and adaptation approach to the human

dimensions of climate change in the Canadian Arctic’, Global Environmental Change, 22 (2012), pp. 103–14.
146Rune D. Fitjar, ‘Region-building in the arctic periphery: The discursive construction of a petroleum region’, Geografiska

Annaler: Series B, Human Geography, 95 (2013), pp. 71–88.
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Arctic politics.147 By expanding its circle of non-Arctic observer nations, the Arctic Council is
redefining the Arctic as a ‘supranational political space’, placing it at the centre of a growing net-
work of states that ‘have not traditionally been considered Arctic’ but are ‘very much connected to
the Arctic’.148 Oran R. Young argues that the Arctic ‘has moved from the periphery to the center
with regard to matters of global concern’.149 The Arctic is also embedded into global value chains,
especially in fisheries and extractive industries. For the latter, oil and gas pipeline networks
represent a crucial infrastructure connecting Arctic extraction sites to further economic activity
thousands of kilometres away.150

In the Arctic, the body is not just important in its social sense but also in its bare physical aspect
– its ability to withstand cold and darkness, the bodily risks of icy waters and the psychosomatic
effects of isolation and confinement in small habitable spaces. Hence, mid-twentieth century mili-
tary research programmes on survival and the effects of exposure constructed the body as ‘a vessel
through which ideas of Arctic geography could be expressed’.151 Feminist contributions highlight
the gendered perceptions of bodily security in Arctic, for example, the need for food, shelter,
and physical safety.152 Bodies are also important as metaphor – in depictions of the Arctic, images
of the heroic masculine explorer taming a feminised, ‘pristine’ Arctic wilderness have long featured
prominently.153

The ‘wilderness’ discourse has been very influential in landscape approaches to the Arctic,
from the earliest days of European contact to modern depictions.154 Katrín A. Lund, Katla
Kjartansdóttir, and Kristín Loftsdóttir present Icelandic tourism as an example how landscapes
are mobilised and performed in the production of a country’s image and identity, thereby under-
lining the entanglement of landscape and placemaking.155 Landscape ontologies are also very
popular in physical geography as well as in political ecology and environmental governance
approaches.156 Their use for an analysis of the social dimensions of climate change is obvious,
especially when viewed in terms of social-ecological interaction.157

As this brief review demonstrates, a spatial perspective illuminates Arctic security from differ-
ent angles. Using different spatial ontologies makes us aware of the linkages and tensions between
different spatialities, for example, regarding the impact of state territorial projects on the human

147See, for example, Andreas Østhagen, Coast Guards and Ocean Politics in the Arctic (Singapore: Springer Singapore,
2020); Martin Jakobsson, Norman Cherkis, John Woodward, Ron Macnab, and Bernard Coakley, ‘New grid of Arctic
bathymetry aids scientists and mapmakers’, Eos, Transactions of the American Geophysical Union, 81 (2000), pp. 89–96.

148Vesa Väätänen and Kaj Zimmerbauer, ‘Territory–network interplay in the co-constitution of the Arctic and “to-be”
Arctic states’, Territory, Politics, Governance, 8 (2020), pp. 372–89 (p. 373).

149Young, ‘Is it time for a reset in Arctic governance?’, p. 2.
150Stephenson and Agnew, ‘The work of networks’.
151Farish, ‘Frontier engineering’, p. 190.
152Kuokkanen and Sweet, ‘Indigenous Security theory’.
153Auður H. Ingólfsdóttir, ‘“Go North, young man”: Gendered discourses on climate change and security in the Arctic’,

Nordia Geographical Publications, 40 (2011), pp. 89–98.
154Anna D. Sæþórsdóttir, C. Michael Hall, and Jarkko Saarinen, ‘Making wilderness: Tourism and the history of the wil-

derness idea in Iceland’, Polar Geography, 34 (2011), pp. 249–73.
155Katrín A. Lund, Katla Kjartansdóttir, and Kristín Loftsdóttir, ‘“Puffin love”: Performing and creating Arctic landscapes

in Iceland through souvenirs’, Tourist Studies, 18 (2018), pp. 142–58.
156J. C. Rowland, C. E. Jones, G. Altmann, R. Bryan, B. T. Crosby, L. D. Hinzman, D. L. Kane, D. M. Lawrence,

A. Mancino, P. Marsh, J. P. McNamara, V. E. Romanvosky, H. Toniolo, B. J. Travis, E. Trochim, C. J. Wilson, and
G. L. Geernaert, ‘Arctic landscapes in transition: Responses to thawing permafrost’, Eos, Transactions of the American
Geophysical Union, 91 (2011), pp. 229–30; Tor A. Benjaminsen, Hugo Reinert, Espen Sjaastad, and Mikkel N. Sara,
‘Misreading the Arctic landscape: A political ecology of reindeer, carrying capacities, and overstocking in Finnmark,
Norway’, Norsk Geografisk Tidsskrift / Norwegian Journal of Geography, 69 (2015), pp. 219–29.

157Oran R. Young, ’The sustainability transition: Governing coupled human/natural systems’, in Gunhild Hoogensen
Gjørv, Dawn Bazely, Marina Goloviznina, and Andrew J. Tanentzap (eds), Environmental and Human Security in the
Arctic (London, UK: Routledge, 2014), pp. 83–97.
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security of indigenous populations.158 It also makes clear that exclusive territoriality is not the
only spatial frame through which the Arctic can be usefully approached.

Conclusion
This article sketches a conceptual framework building on contributions from Political Geography
for a more rounded and sophisticated engagement with space in global politics. The points raised
in this article would have to be elaborated in more detail to be directly applicable for practical
research but the central idea of a dynamic understanding of space should have become clear.
As products of social construction, spaces are never fixed but adaptable, even mobile.
However, as arrangements of bodies and objects, they are at the same time comparatively stable
social facts. Hence, there is more to be learned about the circumstances and causes of spatial sta-
bility and change in global politics.

Arctic Security research demonstrates how a spatial approach can be used to analyse politics
through different spatial lenses. While Arctic Security research developed around a spatial
approach from its inception, a spatial approach can also be used to re-evaluate earlier work
and thereby provide a more nuanced picture. In fact, this is standard practice in many fields sur-
veyed in this article. Feminist scholarship, critical security studies, and international political soci-
ology, to use but a few examples, developed new spatialities through the deconstruction of
hegemonic understandings of territoriality.159 Other fields could draw inspiration from these
examples by taking a critical view of their spatial assumptions and foundations.

To be sure, the way of theorising space outlined in this article is not the only possibility. While
my approach should be intelligible to scholars from different theoretical paradigms and substan-
tive fields, there are bound to be disagreements. Given the pluralism of contemporary IR, any-
thing else would be a surprise. But my aim is not to provide a master blueprint for all
subsequent works but to show how space can be fruitfully theorised in a way that is compatible
with broadly constructivist IR ontologies and theories. In sum, this article argues that more
research communities within IR should adopt a spatial approach to question their spatial assump-
tions and to build better theory using more appropriate sociospatial ontologies. It also advocates
for theorising ‘space’ from an IR perspective. Even in Geography, the concept of space does not
get a lot of attention, so there is scope for an interdisciplinary conversation.160
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