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This is an ambitious book, one that draws on post-Marxist and poststructuralist ideas to 
throw light on current transformations of the nation-state, while also re-describing those 
transformations in order to challenge the geographical assumptions of those same 
theoretical traditions. Sparke’s starting point is the similarity between the promotional 
vocabulary of globalisation, which is all about a borderless world, the end of geography, 
and the death of distance, and the ontologies of ‘antiessentialist’ and ‘postfoundational’ 
theory, which valorise transgression, dis- placement, and the absence of fixed positions. 
His objective is to call both sides to account by reminding them that geography is never 
quite that simple, in fact or in theory. He does so through a series of detailed case studies 
of the changing dynamics of state formation in North America, within and between the 
United States, Canada, and Mexico. But these are case studies with a difference. Sparke 
sets out to use specific theoretical texts to disclose aspects of each empirical case, but at 
the same time to hold those texts to account by exposing the blindness which structures 
the field of insight opened up by each one in turn. In successive chapters, Homi Bhabha’s 
theorisation of narratives of nationhood is made to rub up against a discussion of the role 
of cartography in staking and contesting claims to territory in colonial and post- colonial 
Canada; Arjun Appadurai’s account of the multiple ‘scapes’ that make up globalisation is 
brought into dialogue with the construction of a cross-border region, Cascadia, in the 
Pacific North West of the United States and Canada; Timothy Mitchell’s notion of ‘state-
effects’ is used to understand the creation and management of the North American Free 
Trade Agreement; Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe’s reconceptualisation of 
hegemony is used to make sense of the politics of constitutional reform in Canada in the 
1980s and 1990s; and Michel Hardt and Antonio Negri’s notion of biopolitics is applied 
to the post-9/11 ‘War on Terror’ and the invasion of Iraq. Working through these case 
studies, Sparke sets out to ‘ground’ the claims of ‘post- foundational’ theory in ‘the 
shifting grounds’ of contemporary nation-states, which means that, in fact, the theoretical 
claims are disrupted by showing that nation-state (de)formation is not simply about a 
shift from bounded territory to boundless flow. 

Each of these chapters combines a wealth of well-argued empirical analysis with a 
careful elucidation of what, in the original texts, can sometimes be rather difficult 
theoretical arguments. It is worth noting that, in most of these chapters, it is the empirical 
world itself that is made to bring theory up short, rather than other theoretical traditions. 
It is taken for granted that the arguments about contingency, essentialism, and 
foundationalism that underwrite the sort of generic poststructuralism that Sparke deploys 
in each and every chapter is basically correct as far as theory itself goes. Key analytical 
terms are barely explained in any detail: this is true of ‘essentialism’ and 



‘antiessentialism’, ‘foundationalism’ and ‘antifoundationalism’, ‘territorialization’, 
‘deterritorialization’ and ‘reterritorialization’, and, of course, of ‘neoliberal- ism’. Nor 
does Sparke spend much time elucidating the tradition of geographical theorising 
(Harvey, Smith, and others) that he recommends to readers as the best alternative to the 
‘spatial metaphorics’ that, so we are told, bedevils so much cultural and social theory of 
late. All of these knowledges, and the debates around them, are largely taken on trust, 
which means that a reader not so familiar with the self-referential world of 
antiessentialist, postfoundational, poststructuralist thought might struggle to get a 
foothold in a set of discussions which are often rather esoteric. 

What is most challenging in the book is the model of geographical criticism that Sparke 
outlines at the beginning, and then works through in those cases. His treatments of the 
key thinkers dealt with in each chapter, none of whom are geographers but all of whom 
have contributed to the recent broader spatial turn, is a lot more nuanced and sensitive 
than one often finds in geography. At the same time, he clearly is committed to a 
particular tradition of thought (let us call it the ‘production of space’ tradition for short). 
He feels, perhaps rightly, that this tradition has something to offer that escapes the 
perspectives of Bhabha, Appadurai, Mitchell, Laclau and Mouffe, and Hardt and Negri. 
Sparke argues that these theorists present only ‘anemic geographies’, by which he means 
that the complexities of spatial relationships get reduced in each case to a singular, 
privileged spatial concept-metaphor (presumably, they are also lacking in vigour and are 
a little bloodless too, although Sparke does not elaborate on this implication of the phrase 
‘anemic geography’). He disavows the claim that geographers have special claims to 
understanding ‘real’ spaces and ‘real’ spatialities compared with the merely 
‘metaphorical’ usages found in other disciplines. But despite this, the phrase ‘spatial 
metaphorics’ keeps cropping up as something to be avoided, suggesting that he can’t 
quite do without the metaphor/materiality distinction that some geographers have 
deployed so effectively to keep other people’s theories at a safe distance. What is more, 
throughout the case studies, it is the ‘actual’ geographies of state restructuring and capital 
accumulation and reterri- torialisation that are consistently invoked to censure the anemic 
theorists. Either Sparke must presume an empiricist stance that allows access to these 
actualities, or he needs to acknowl- edge that the account he provides of them is itself 
dependent on a theoretical vocabulary that privileges some aspects of spatial relationships 
[the produced, the dialectically complex, that which is (over)determined by economic 
imperatives] over others. What remain untheorised are the criteria by which the 
foregrounding of some spatial relationships in the production of space tradition are meant 
to be preferred to the foregrounding of the anemic theorists. 

There is a slippage throughout the book between the general argument that in presenting 
some geographical relationships others inevitably slip from view, and a more normative 
claim that some views of space and spatiality are better than others. The general 
argument is elaborated at the start of the book with reference to the idea of the 
‘graphemic structure’ that underwrites any deployment of geographical terms: in bringing 
to light one set of geographical patterns or relations, any description is likely to cover 
over other relevant ones. This is the lesson Sparke takes from deconstruction and applies 
to the task of developing his model of geographical criticism. But by insisting that this 
insight is the basis of a critical approach, the most disturbing implications of the general 



argument are recuperated into the consoling habits of academic criticism. After all, if the 
relationship between blindness and insight is a condition of possibility for any theoretical 
vocabulary, it is not clear in and of itself how explicitly articulating the background 
elided by any particular vocabulary is really a critical gesture at all, at least not in the 
strong political sense that Sparke appears to prefer for his model of ‘persistent critique’. 
The strong political inflection given to the ‘critical’ task here depends on another, related 
slippage: it is assumed that the ‘graphemic structure’ of blind- ness and insight which 
Derrida, amongst others, shows us is also the mechanism which underwrites relationships 
of inclusion and exclusion. Generic poststructuralism depends on exactly this slippage for 
its ‘critical’ or ‘political’ force. But this is a philosophical error. The ‘graphemic 
structure’ that Derrida is concerned with, or backgrounding if you prefer things a little 
more Wittgensteinian, is not about exclusion at all. It is better thought of as a lesson 
about the tragic conditions of human action in the world: you can derive a vision of 
politics from this lesson certainly, but it’s just not going to be as consoling as one that 
takes for granted the value and meaning of inclusion and exclusion. 

The reason that Sparke is able to present his critical readings of discourses of 
globalisation and militaristic narratives of North American hegemony as political 
interventions is, of course, because he can ascribe a lot of worldly force to these 
discourses by appealing, more or less implicitly, to the idea that worldly power 
relationships are in some way secured through the operations of representational 
discourse. This is another of the things that generic poststructur- alism can do for you, 
and an entire paradigm of ‘critical geopolitics’ has grown up on the back of the 
methodological black-boxing that his splicing together of ‘discourse’ and ‘materiality’ 
makes possible. In the final chapter of this book, Sparke makes use of Hardt and Negri’s 
account of biopolitics to claim that various journalistic narratives legitimated in advance 
the invasion of Iraq in 2003. This ‘legitimation work’ is not really demonstrated 
empirically in the chapter. 

It is just asserted theoretically that certain discourses bring about desired subject-effects 
on their target audience, in this case on a transnational capitalist class. Elsewhere in the 
book, Sparke does provide glimpses of an alternative account of how top-down initiatives 
depend on various practical doings: he provides an interesting discussion of the ordinary 
mechanics of free trade, and an excellent account of the negotiation of competing 
discourses and interests in the course of Canadian constitutional reform. But key concepts 
like ‘enframing’ and ‘scripting’ which sustain the readings of nonacademic geographical 
vocabularies are concepts of mediation whose persuasive force turns on the assumption 
that grand neoliberal plans get worked out on the ground, more or less successfully, by 
bringing off the creation of various sorts of ‘neoliberal subjects’. A whole paradigm of 
conceptual explanation and empirical analysis is now emerging in geography on the back 
of this sort of functionalism. But the worldly relationships of hegemony, 
governmentality, and biopolitics that it claims to problematise are the theoretical 
projections of the particular ‘graphemic structure’ which underwrites poststructuralised 
post- Marxism, a structure that deserves to be questioned about what it elides as a 
condition of its own critical vision. 

In this book Sparke brings together a wealth of empirical material and combines it with a 



sophisticated, sensitive theoretical imagination. Beyond his particular claims about the 
dynamics of contemporary transformations in political and economic processes, he 
provides a clear statement of an original model of geographical criticism. For various 
reasons, I do not find Sparke’s model compelling, either intellectually or, as they say, 
‘politically’. But maybe this is because I think that affirming the validity of a variety of 
different ways of thinking geographically, and affirming a way of thinking 
geographically that validates a quite particular understanding of variability and 
difference, are not quite the same thing. 

	  


