
`̀Toaccept as a theme fordiscussiona category thatonebelieves tobe false always entails
the risk, simplyby the attention that is paid to it, of entertaining some illusion about its
reality. In order to come to grips with an imprecise obstacle one emphasises contours
where all one really wants is to demonstrate their insubstantiality, for in attacking
an ill-founded theory the critic begins by paying it a kind of respect. The phantom
which is imprudently summoned up, in the hope of exorcising it for good, vanishes
only to reappear, and closer than one imagines to the place where it was at first.''

Lëvi-Strauss (1963, page 15)

``Geography is History''
A little while ago, as we struggled to find our way through an unfamiliar part of North
London, we turned the corner to be confronted by an advertising hoarding bearing the
latest campaign by British Telecom. In three words, superimposed on a luminous map
of the world, BT has encapsulated a range of commonsense understandings about
`globalisation' in the 1990s: `̀ Geography is History''. A large privatised corporation
which now operates in a deregulated international telecommunications market
unequivocally declares that we have arrived in a new era where culture, politics, and
work have all been changed beyond recognition. Constraints of time and space have
melted away under the breathtaking advance of modern communications technologies.

This sort of popular pronouncement that geographical factors have ceased to be
significant constraints on the unfolding of progress is likely to elicit a certain kind
of response from professional geographers. In response to arguments about the
dissolution of boundaries, world integration, and cultural homogenisationö`the
end of geography'ögeographers have strongly emphasised the continued importance
of local variation, the embedding of global transactions and flows in local contexts,
and the ineluctably uneven character of globalisation. The assertion of the continued
importance of `the geographical' has certainly been productive, as it has been asso-
ciated with an attention to empirical detail which stands in contrast to the highly
speculative character of many discussions of globalisation.
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This `geography still matters' response can take various forms. From a theoretical
perspective informed by Marxist theories of the production of space, globalisation
narratives are called to task for inadequately addressing the conceptualisation of
geographical scale (see, for example, Cox, 1998; Smith, 1993; Swyngedouw, 1997). In
industrial geography, globalisation is refigured as the context for the increasing
significance of local or regional production complexes, local knowledges, local forms
of governance (Lipietz, 1993; Storper, 1992). The same themes arise in recent work on
the international financial sector, often seen as the `best case' for globalisation
arguments. Even here, it turns out that stretched-out and risk-laden interactions
demand a heightened reflexivity and trust between necessarily locally situated actors
(Clark and O'Connor, 1997; Thrift and Leyshon, 1994). In cultural geography, the rise
of global cultural flows coincides with an increased concern for the active appropria-
tion of cultural commodities in local contexts (Crang, 1996; Jackson, 1999).

These varied strands of research share an emphasis upon the extent to which
processes of globalisation have heightened, rather than reduced, the importance of
geographical differences and spatial relationships. And following from this, these fields
of geographical research share in the more or less implicit claim that as a result of
globalisation, the disciplinary perspectives offered by geography have become all the
more relevant. A series of dualisms (the global and the local, flows and closure,
mobility and fixity, deterritorialisation and reterritorialisation, and space and place)
permits geography to position itself as a mediating discipline which is particularly
sensitive to the continued salience of the local. The local, in turn, becomes the object
through which geographers emphasise the value of difference, variety, and specificity.

Globalisation, as discourse and event, therefore presents itself as an opportunity to
assert the relevance of a specific disciplinary expertise. However, the promise that the
value of geography might be finally acknowledged by broader social-science and
policymaking audiences depends on investing a certain amount of credence in the
sort of representations of the brave new world announced by BT. Geography's engage-
ment with globalisation has therefore been parasitic on a larger discursive context that
it cannot control and is unlikely, in present circumstances, to modify very much. It is
other discourses, other institutions, and other interests which are establishing the terms
through which broader publics come to understand the ways in which `geography
matters', or the ways in which it does not.

In this paper we want to question the utility of attempting to critically assess
discourses about globalisation simply by appealing to more complex or sophisticated
conceptions of space. Kelly (1998) has suggested that greater critical consideration might
be paid to conceptualisations of time and temporality in discussions of globalisation.
Following this lead, we want to make two related arguments. First, that the contempo-
rary reassertion of geography's significance often depends on the characteristic linear
temporal frame of globalisation discourses. Second, that this supports the construction
of geography as peculiarly attuned to the study of specificity and context.

``It's good to talk''
`Globalisation' is a talismanic term, a seemingly unavoidable reference point for dis-
cussions of our contemporary situation. It circulates through various institutions and is
used and interpreted by different audiences and interests in quite different ways.
Depending on circumstances, individuals find themselves addressed as active subjects,
or alternatively as passive objects reacting to globalisation. If you work in international
management, you might be persuaded that you are empowered by it. If you are
an academic, you are positioned as being capable of researching and theorising it.
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And governments, labour, and firms are positioned in relation to an external force
irresistibly shaping their fortunes and to which they must simply `adjust'.

The flexibility of `globalisation' and `the global' is one basis for the peculiar
resistance to criticism that these terms display. They are most productive when their
precise meanings are left unspecified. Indeed, as Mattelart (1994, page 211) observes,
the emergence of the vocabulary of globalisation has been so rapid that `̀ theorization
is overwhelmed by professions of faith. Nor is it at all likely that theory can catch up.''
The ubiquity of `globalisation' and the `global' follows from these terms becoming
common currency in a network of overlapping institutions which includes government
ministries, think tanks, policymakers, political parties, international organisations,
corporations, and print and electronic journalism. There is also a dense network of
exchanges and flows between these spheres and certain academic disciplines. The last
decade has seen the proliferation of government and corporate-funded research initia-
tives on the impacts of global environmental change, global warming, the human
dimensions of global change, global cities, global financial systems, global cultures,
and so on. More and more fields have reoriented their concerns towards the global
scale with an eye on new sources of funding. Globalisation is a staple theme not only
of international economics, international political economy, and business studies, but
also of cultural studies and social theory (see, for example, Castells, 1995, Featherstone,
1990; Featherstone et al, 1995; King, 1991; Lull, 1995).

Leyshon (1997) has argued that the institutional embeddedness of globalisation
discourses is an important source of their resistance to criticism. He suggests that the
self-insulation of business and marketing knowledge production from the academy has
generated a corporate ideology which is largely immune to effective scholarly chal-
lenges. Actually, academic criticism of globalisation discourses plays its own part in the
proliferation and generalisation of globalisation as master theme of our time. Partly as a
consequence of the profusion of research funds, globalisation has become an almost
indispensable backdrop for a variety of academic debates. But the precise content of the
referent `globalisation' varies enormously: it might refer to the hypermobility of capital,
particular forms of corporate organisation, patterns of commodity flows, forms of
cultural transmission, processes of migration, or any number of other phenomena.
This indeterminacy is what allows globalisation to take on real existence through a
set of debates which contest its precise dimensions, extent, and implications (see, for
example, Bauman, 1998; Cox, 1997; Ferguson, 1992; Gibson-Graham, 1997; Hirst and
Thompson, 1996). These debates posit the existence of globalisation as both a coherent
paradigm and/or an actually existing process as a condition for further critical ana-
lysis. In fact it is very difficult to identify which preexisting body of work all this
critical energy is directed at. Usually just a few texts (such as Guëhenno, 1995; Ohmae,
1990; Reich, 1991) are cited to establish that there is a globalisation thesis circulating in
the academy. Nevertheless, geographers have been understandably keen to get involved
in these debates and keep them going. They have a stake in them in so far as they
provide an opportunity to debate space, place, context, the local, and so on with other
social scientists.

``Is this a great time or what?''
In discourses of globalisation, stories about the spatial extension of communications,
about the decline of the national state, or about the overcoming of spatial barriers to
interaction are very obviously stories about historical change. Whether considered as
an end-point or as an ongoing process, globalisation constructs the present as a
moment which is part of a fundamental historical transformation. Globalisation has
become the grand narrative which justifies the end of all the other master narratives of

After globalisation 55



social change (socialism, national independence, political revolution). Criticisms of the
weak conceptualisations of space and geography in discussions of globalisation are
therefore necessary but not sufficient steps in undermining what is primarily a deeply
historicist frame for mapping the present. Mainstream globalisation narratives can be
characterised as historicist because they rest upon two related assumptions: that
history is a process of the linear developmental unfolding of fundamental essences,
such as `democracy', `freedom', `humanity', and `market forces'; and that it is possible to
take an `̀ essential section'' through this history to reveal all of the elements of society
perfectly aligned with one another on the same temporal plane, and related according
to a simple causal hierarchy (see Althusser and Balibar, 1970, pages 91 ^ 144).

As the taken-for-granted yet necessarily vague backdrop for the reformulation of
positions across the political spectrum, it has often been observed that globalisation
discourse is highly normative. The tendency on both right and left to argue that `the
global age' consigns whole sets of policy options, organisational forms, and ideologies
to the past depends on a singular and linear representation of historical development.
It invokes apparently inevitable processes of technological and social development in
order to justify present-day political decisions as faits accomplis. It is thus a highly
politicised discourse of prediction and projection which works to drastically foreclose
the realm of choice, decision, responsibility, and strategy. Globalisation is routinely
offered up as an irrevocable process to which there are no alternatives (see Massey,
1997). It colonises our imagination of the future in order to underwrite mundane
political calculations in the present.

It is impossible to talk about globalisation without invoking some understanding or
other of historical change. Our point is that specifically historicist conceptualisations of
temporality often shape both positive and critical accounts of globalisation. As a
theory of postnationalism, globalisation reproduces the same conceptual structure as
nineteenth-century nationalism as analysed by Anderson (1983). Just as the national
community was constructed around a vision of simultaneous action and communica-
tion, and of nations moving through a sequence of moments which could all be
conceptually construed as moments of simultaneity, so globalisation is often figured
by reference to a series of events shared in simultaneous time by everyone everywhere.
Live Aid, the Gulf War, Princess Diana's death, and the Millennium: all of these are
represented as moments of a new world communion. Globalisation is thus the subject
of forms of commentary connected to a modern view of history as the movement of
world integration towards a single end-state. It is the name given both to the journey
and the destination of a teleological process (Ferguson, 1995).

As they project a picture of an inevitable future, historicist narratives of global-
isation are mobilised by governments to shape policies for further liberalisation and
deregulation of markets and institutions. On the academic left, globalisation elicits a
split response. For some, it represents the latest chapter in an ongoing story of
ineluctable capitalist development (Smith, 1997). For others, it heralds new possibilities
for an international rebirth of social democracy (Giddens, 1994). One way or the other,
such narratives, whether articulated in pessimistic or optimistic registers, construct our
understandings of the present in historicist terms: they tend to directly align political
and cultural processes with a broader understanding of linear economic transformation.

Geography's engagement with discourses and theories of globalisation is charact-
erised by a focus upon the understandings of place, space, and territory that underwrite
these accounts. However, responding to globalisation as a geographical thesis without
explicitly addressing its temporal dimensions bypasses its most important structural
features as a discourse with real-world normative and persuasive force. The historicism
of globalisation discourses has not been made the subject of sustained theoretical
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questioning by geographers in the same way as have understandings of place, space, and
scale. Although the theme of greater spatial connectedness has been understandably
central to accounts of globalisation (see, for example, Amin, 1997), less critical atten-
tion has been given to globalisation as offering a vision of the world tending towards
an optimal `now', in which everyone and everything belongs to the same present,
interacting and communicating simultaneously. Geographers have certainly engaged
in innovative work on issues of time and temporality (see Carlstein et al, 1978; Harvey,
1996; Thrift, 1996). Some have explicitly questioned historicist conceptualisations in
development discourse and narratives of Western modernity (see Blaut, 1993; Power,
1998; Slater, 1987; Taylor, 1989). However, explicit critical attention to the historicist
constructions of time that underwrite many of the disciplines most favoured research
objects and theoretical schemes has been less evident than continuing concerns with
accentuating the importance of the spatial and the geographical.

Indeed, assertions of the heightened contemporary significance of space depend upon
historicist conceptions of time for their persuasive force (see Gregory, 1994; Grossberg,
1996). Geography has been generally content to organise research and theorisation
around binary periodisations. Recent debates have revolved around simple categorisa-
tions of change such as modernity and postmodernity, Fordism and post-Fordism, and
old and new international divisions of labour. Thus, although the conceptualisation of
time and temporality has been raised in a number of recent debates in geography, in
general they have worked to reduce these issues to the question of historical period-
isation. This allows a representation of a succession of discrete blocks of historical
time, moving along in an ordered linear progression. These are assumed to be distin-
guished by geographical regimes which can be explored, examined, and compared.

Human geography's recurrent concern with periodisation is linked to a disciplinary
habit of construing the present in terms of its most novel features. This, in turn, supports
the presentation of a succession of `new' geographies: of industrial organisation, of
consumption, or of culture, for example. These form crucial benchmarks of disciplinary
`progress', and at the same time they facilitate claims about the heightened importance of
geography in various interdisciplinary fora. The ability to clearly demarcate temporal
boundaries is assumed to be a fundamental condition for grasping the essence of the
contemporary moment and delineating its distinctive geographies. Discussions of global-
isation have been carried on according to the same imperative of being able to describe,
account for, and question the emergence of new geographical phenomena.

In this context, the implicit historicism of globalisation discourses is highly problem-
atic. Although they appear to be all about contemporary transformations, disconcertingly
they turn out not to be about `now'at all.We are told that we live in a new world requiring
new ideas, new policies, new organisations. Yet globalisation always refers to a deferred
future, and it also depends on mythical constructions of the past. For globalisation
discourse to have any force, it has to secrete as its shadow a historical vision of self-
sufficient nation-states, homogeneous linguistic and cultural communities, and state
institutions which were far more democratically responsive and effective in regulatory,
cultural, and resource-extractive terms than they actually were (Weiss, 1998). In short,
globalisation discourse designates temporally absent social units (future world integra-
tion and preglobalised national societies) in order for the globalising present to make
any sense. A certain degree of temporal heterogeneity is admitted in globalisation
discourses, yet as they only allow for one temporal plane of historical development,
this heterogeneity can only be conceived in terms of leads and lags measured with
reference to past or future conditions of social and spatial integration.

If globalisation displaces complex temporalities into simple linear schema, the
evasion of the problem of historicism also characterises critical discussions, which

After globalisation 57



often share the same assumptions as the globalisation discourses they take as their
target. For example, a common response to pronouncements about the global homog-
enisation of cultures or the global integration of economies is to emphasise the uneven
development of the usual indices of globalisation such as telecommunications develop-
ment, capital flows, and migration. However, this acknowledgement of geographical
variation can easily be reconciled with historicism, insofar as it continues to imply that
there are simply different rates at which different places are becoming integrated into a
single global whole. To take a second example, accounts of the dialectics of simultaneous
globalisation and localisation, disembedding and embedding, deterritorialisation and
reterritorialisation, tend to posit simple symmetries between social processes at different
scales. And more generally, the strategy of confronting globalisation rhetoric with a mass
of contrary empirical evidence and examples does not address the underlying conceptual
issues that globalisation raises regarding the multidimensional nature of historical
transformations.

Responses to globalisation that are more politically oriented can also reiterate an
unacknowledged historicism. It is certainly tempting to hinge progressive politics in
`a global age' on the hope of being able to develop ever-broader alliances mirroring
ever-broader capitalist webs, countering the globalisation of capital with a counter-
globalisation in which local oppositional struggles are drawn into an ever-expanding
network of connections. Different movements and struggles might be assumed to
contain some deep underlying unity by virtue of the global reach of capitalist relations
of determination (see Harvey, 1995), or, alternatively, it might be assumed that myriad
social actors can be connected up precisely because their relationships are no longer
governed by any intelligible pattern of development (see Laclau and Mouffe, 1985). One
way or the other, this perennially appealing image of an extended imagined community
of diverse but unified struggles might be called `plenary politics', in which the major
task is presented as one of grasping the totality of possible connections
and antagonisms in their simultaneity.(1) In this vision, all struggles can be rendered
commensurate because they are conceptualised as occupying the same `present', a self-
contained complex of processes and events inhabiting an identical, singular time-frame.

The desire to draw out the spatial elements of social processes, insofar as it tends to
subordinate questions of temporality, ends up imposing limits on the reconceptualisa-
tion of spatiality, which is increasingly framed in terms of the local differentiation and
place-based specificity through which general processes are manifested. A notion of
uniform time underwrites the concepts of place, locality, or spatial context which have
allowed geographers to present places such as Los Angeles (Soja, 1989) or Kilburn,
London (Massey, 1994), as sites where a host of different social processes are gathered
up into an intelligible whole. In the interest of keeping open the problem of how
different temporalities may or may not be related, this view of the geographical as a
matter of coordination can be contrasted with a more conjunctural position. A non-
historicist approach would lead us to an alternative understanding of any given
`present'. In place of the image of the full co-presence of different elements to one
another within any given slice or moment of time, different social processes would be
understood as having their own specific temporalities, rather than belonging to the same
homogenous time. They will have heterogeneous trajectories, amplitudes, and durations.
As a consequence, it will be difficult to identify the dimensions of the `present' in any

(1)We are here adapting an idea drawn from Castree's (1996) discussion of `̀ plenary geography'',
which likewise draws upon Althusser to question assumptions about theory and/or politics being
able to gather up all possible relations and convene them in a single historical totality.
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simple way, and making claims about contemporary novelty will become a more
problematic exercise.(2)

The example of Althusser indicates that, with respect to these issues, theory can and
ought to outline a set of problems, but it cannot of itself resolve them. `Thinking
conjuncturally' suggests a shuttling back and forth between different temporal frames
or scales to capture the distinctive character of processes which appear to inhabit the
`same' moment in time. Two specific points follow from this. First, the acknowledgement
of the heterogeneity of temporal scales implies a flexibility towards, and pluralism among,
different methodological positions. Because the relationships between processes depends
upon particular combinations of different temporalities, understanding these relation-
ships requires the use of diverse methodologies capable of reconstructing long-term
trends and cycles, shorter-term oscillations, and events, as well as their complex inter-
actions over different timescales. Second, our discussion of historicism suggests that the
conceptual adequacy of the taken-for-granted empirical objects through which geogra-
phers have addressed globalisation, such as place, context, or the local, needs to be
questioned. Unraveling historicist conceptualisations of time into different temporalities
inevitably undermines the sense of coherence, containment, and coordination upon
which even retheorised understandings of space, place, and scale often continue to rely.

``Why don't we change the way we work?''
In an eagerness to assert the centrality of space, spatiality, locality, territory, place,
context, scaleö`the geographical'ögeographers can easily reproduce two problematic
assumptions. First, that geography has a special privilege when it comes to the
sophisticated appreciation of such matters. Second, that these are always the most
important or interesting issues at stake. The responses of geographers to the prolifera-
tion of discussions of globalisation have tended to consist primarily of implicit or
explicit disciplinary assertions of the importance of considering geographical difference
and more carefully theorising space. This form of response only helps reproduce the
impression that the world has become or is becoming a single, highly integrated space
which exists on a temporal plane of world simultaneity.

We are well aware that our own discussion runs the risk of confirming the argument
we have made above, namely that critical discussions of globalisation serve only to
underline the salience of this ubiquitous category. Given the degree to which references
to globalisation permeate so many fields and arguments, to pretend to stand outside the
frame of globalisation to talk about other things is not a viable option. The best way to
negotiate this bind is to work through the issues raised by the historicism of global-
isation discourses. We recognise that geographers' disciplinary concerns with space are
relevant to conceptualising contemporary social change, and that these concerns have
often been combined with historically sensitive accounts of contemporary transforma-
tions. What we have suggested, however, is that an often implicit historicist conception
of temporality tends to constrain otherwise innovative attempts to reconceptualise
space. In this respect, the dominant historicist register of globalisation discourses
constructs a compellingly simple entry point for geographers' critical energies. In
contrast to images of homogeneity and standardisation, the discipline can be presented
as peculiarly attuned to the interpretation of local, contingent, hybrid manifestations
of more general processes and patterns. This in turn can encourage a particular pattern

(2) The construction of alternatives to historicism has been pivotal to a range of theoretical currents
with which geography has recently engaged (see, for example, Braudel, 1980; Derrida, 1994;
Foucault, 1972; see also Fabian, 1983; Osborne, 1995; Young, 1990). Nevertheless, the filtering
of these ideas into geography has more often than not succeeded in displacing this set of issues.

After globalisation 59



of theoretical commentary in human geography, which takes the form of confronting
theories drawn from other disciplines with the contingencies of context, place, and the
specific. Globalisation can easily serve as a means whereby geography unintentionally
reconstitutes its object of analysis in terms of the residuals to general processes, and
itself as the discipline which is residual to theory. Rather than affirming this reception
of globalisation as the occasion for a renewal of geographical empiricism, we have
suggested that the profusion of discussions of globalisation might be seen as an
opportunity for rethinking certain taken-for-granted modes of interdisciplinary engage-
ment. In making visible the continued force of historicism in geography, discussions of
globalisation provide an opportunity for extending the scope of theoretical questions
considered central in the discipline.
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