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I. Introduction

“Knowledge is always accompanied with accessories of emotion and purpose.”

(Whitehead, 1967:4)




L. Introduction

Innovation is a hot topic nowadays in both academia and societal debates. The
upheaval of information and communication technologies during the 1990’s turned
out to be the tipping point of a new cultural economy, animated by emergent forms of
knowledge production and symbolic capital (Amin and Thrift, 2007; Scott, 1999). The
fundamental changes occasioned by this ‘epochal shift’, which some commentators
heralded as marking a transition from industrial to “immaterial or biopolitical
production” (Hardt, 2010:18), have kept scholats of various denominations busy ever
since. Resulting turns in economic theory and beyond flagged the liberalization of
research and development activities as a new strategy to generate competitive
advantage (Chesbrough, 2003; von Hippel, 2005), which fostered a greater emphasis
on aspects related to creativity and the engineering of effective environments for
innovation. In order to capture the creative potential scored across heterogeneous
networks, the powerhouses located at the heart of the new economy had to rely on
technologically enhanced infrastructures that would enable them to act as knowledge
traps and innovation hotspots, while negotiating the tensions between local and global
interfaces of exchange (Bathelt et al., 2004).

Subsequently, with the advances in understanding the social and cultural dimensions
of innovation, the role of spaces and places as enabling factors in the competition for
value creation has gained much analytical purchase thereafter. From cities and regions
highlighted as the frontrunners of a rampant global economy (Asheim et al., 2007;
Florida, 2009), to state-of-art research facilities (Gieryn, 2008; Lenoir and Alt, 2002)
and corporate spaces (Allen and Henn, 2006; Garud et al., 2011), “contexts needed to
be actively designed as an extension of intelligence” (Thrift, 2006a:292). Through its
prime focus on novelty and emergent value regimes, this expanding corpus of enquiry
has provided insightful accounts on the dynamics of innovation processes, but at the
same time it also acted as a catalyst in mainstreaming elitist narratives and normative
assumptions on what being innovative stands for. This has in turn fuelled some wide-
ranging debates, for instance, on the ‘over-romanticized’ character of creativity
(Jeanes, 2006:519) or the cuphoria of success stories entertained by dominant
innovation imaginaries, found to be flagrantly competing with the claim “that every
person and every place can be a creative winner” (Peck, 2005:767).

In a more recent course of action, there is a growing commitment to approaches
inspired by the creative potential that lies beyond the immediate reach of the
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Chapter 1

performative economy. By and large, this timely spate of contributions seems to pivot
on counter narratives articulated by micro-societal shifts and informal practices that
persistently dog the logic of incumbent innovation imaginaries. Usually evoked under
the heading of alfernatives, they expose an astounding variety of more-or-less radical
spaces of innovation, ranging from remote ice-fishing communities (Van Assche et al.,
2013) and low impact developments (Pickerill and Maxey, 2009) to geographies of
squatting (Vasudevan, 2015a), slums and favelas (Amin, 2014; McFarlane, 2012), all
the way to the latest developments in experimental governance (Bulkeley and Castan
Broto, 2013; Evans, 2011) and smart urbanism (Calzada and Cobo, 2015; Luque-Ayala
and Marvin, 2015). Unveiled by this trend is an increasingly fluctuating landscape
liable to shifting instances of core and periphery, which call into question notions of
value creation, novelty or materiality. Accordingly, in her latest book, Anna Tsing
(2015:65) eloquently captures the contingent character of alternatives in the discussion
of ‘salvage accumulation’, showing how the fabric of capitalism is constantly reworked
through the interplay between indigenous knowledge and dominant relations of
production.

Most importantly, what many of these interventions arguably signal is the (still) poorly
recognized fact that innovation processes are a common feature of any practice and
hence, they afford a myriad of spatial, temporal and material inflections. Added to
that, as Reviel Netz (2003:2) convincingly points out, “[s|hared beliefs are much less
common than shared practices”. This calls for a broader outlook on the emergence of
alternatives, often to be recovered from the very dynamics of mainstream innovations,
branching out beyond their original purpose. Moreover, the contingent character of
mainstream and alternative innovations connotes processes of varying dynamics and
rhythmic qualities, which appear to escape the sole grip of linear or cyclical
interpretations. Instructed by this preliminary set of assumptions, the approach taken
hereafter could be regarded as belonging to an amphibions domain of enquiry,
operating along the interface between presumably grounded and more fluid readings
of innovation processes. Aligned to the amphibions conceptual imaginary, there is also
the thematic repertoire and empirical ambit of case studies explored within this
dissertation. As such, the evoked conceptual liminality dictated the particular focus on
amphibions practices, as the referents of material and affective dispositions, as well as of
narratives of belonging scored across land-water interfaces.

The main case studies presented in chapters IV and V were the result of an
exploratory phase, with its point of departure in a pilot study conducted on the
emergence of floating urbanization solutions in the Netherlands. The surveyed
modalities of inhabiting land-water interfaces led me to wonder on the existence of
alternative conditions of possibility to what otherwise appeared and were also tagged as very
innovative attempts to reimagine urban dwelling. This struck me as a thorny task:
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Introduction

where do you start in qualifying something as innovative or not? It took another
survey of historical practices and some lengthy reflection sessions to realize that
beyond the shifts and turns it has supposedly informed, innovation is much more
performative than I initially thought. Thus, I started conducting ethnographic
tieldwork by focusing on a pretty unusual case — floating churches, in Volgograd, Russia,
more rural than urban, and definitely not the kind of instance you would run across in
the mainstream innovation literature. The second case selection followed more or less
the same oddly-informed pattern, this time — an on-land harbonr, the brainchild of an
experimental self-sufficient community recently established in Amsterdam, The
Netherlands.

Given the above circumstances, I would like to sound a note of caution from the
outset that grappling with these cases and the treatment of innovation will involve a
rather convoluted journey, more experimental than canonical, yet hopefully lucrative
enough in yielding a fresh perspective on the question of alfernatives.

I.1. Objective and research questions

In studying innovation, perhaps the most immediate and striking aspect to consider is
the unprecedented proliferation of political agendas it inspired over the past decade or
so. The euphoric flagging of domains, practices and charismatic figures that previously
manifested little to no reflexivity on their innovative condition arguably substantiates
the performativity, as well as the liberating potential of the present state of affairs.
Speaking from the field of Cultural Geography such an endeavor appears to be an
opportune exercise, particularly for better understanding the underlying conditions of
the current innovation ethos and the ways it (potentially) shapes future trajectories.
Thus, the main objective that drives this dissertation is fo investigate the emergence of
alternatives in relation to dominant innovation imaginaries, through the spatiotemporal and material
conditions they inform. Further on, the investigation draws on three main research
questions, which address the weanings (1), workings (2) and expectations (3) connected to
various innovation imaginaries, as follows:

(1) In what ways do different amphibious practices acknowledge the spatiotemporal and material
conditions of innovation?

(2) How do those conditions enable the emergence of alternative innovations?

(3) To what extent are emergent alternatives influencing incumbent political repertoires as part of
the current innovation ethos?

In answering these research questions, the dissertation brings into dialogue multiple
disciplinary filiations and, as a secondary and more subtle objective, it reflects upon a
new set of spatial (and temporal) imaginaries that would add up to the emergent



Chapter 1

spatial grammars currently animating geographical thought. Within the broader ambit
of unpacking the workings of innovation processes, the theoretical and empirical
exploration weaves contributions to the burgeoning strands of work on topological
thinking, geographies of religion and secularism, archival practices and knowledge
mobilities, urban progressive movements, and particularly, to the ongoing debates on
‘new materialism’ (Steinberg and Peters, 2015). As such, the methodological sway of
this study covers a spectrum ranging from grand theory to ethnographic accounts of micro-
societal shifts.

1.2. Methodological considerations

To negotiate the discrepancies of the above modalities of enquiry, the methodological
approach taken in this project relies on a series of genealogical exercises that address
the basics of normative distinctions, such as the interplay between innovation and
imitation. The resulting observation repertoires combine the use of more
conventional toolkits with experimental associations, which would bring us closer to
what Deleuze and Guattari (1987:145, emphasis added) describe as diagrammatic
reasoning: “taking regimes of signs or forms of expression and extracting from them
particles-signs that are no longer [or not yet] formalized but instead constitute unformed
traits capable of combining with one another” This strategy serves in unveiling new
adjacencies, where being adjacent “may or may not imply contact but always implies
absence of anything of the same kind in between” (Rabinow, 2008:33). Along this line
of reasoning, the methodology shares a commitment to processual and practice-
centred approaches, which emphasise the performative and contingent character of
relationality and orders. In simple terms, practices ‘craft realities’ (Law, 2004:113).

Subsequently, practices should be understood through their historical and spatial
specificities, as “dialogical and processual”’, as mobile rather than static, and
“responsive”, meaning that they often “entail unpredictable, or unintentional,
outcomes” (Cadman, 2009:4). In the study of innovation, these idiosyncrasies and
volatile protocols are paramount to unpacking the functional domains of, and
synergies between, various practices. De Certeau (1984:43) presses this point, by
suggesting that practices “depend on a vast ensemble which is difficult to delimit but
which we may provisionally designate as an ensemble of procedures”, with the latter
representing “schemas of operations and of technical manipulations”. While
spatiotemporal and material conditions are identified as key features in the treatment
of innovation, it should be noted that the investigation pivoted primarily on the role
of relations.

More specifically, particular attention was dedicated to the couplings that inform
emergent alternatives and their functional domains. Here diagrammatic reasoning was
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Introduction

at its peak in tracing how sometimes unconventional synergies — across heterogeneous
functional domains — lead to processes of accumulation and shifting value regimes,
which spark off alternatives to dominant innovation imaginaries. Therefore, any of the
innovations under scrutiny plays second fiddle to “its relation to the social aggregates
of which it forms a part” (Lorenc, 2012:80). Addressing the often volatile character of
these relations requires a more generons treading of ‘expressive action’ (Thrift,
2008:118), to consider also the transient synergies between different practices that
enable the “contingency of orders to morph into an explicit concern with the new,
and with the chances of invention and creativity” (Anderson and Harrison, 2010:19).

In making a plea for the symmetry principle in scientific research, John Law offers the
notion of method assenblage as “a way of thinking about all methods in the same terms,
whether or not these fit normative rules about social science method” (2004:164).
This is regarded as “the crafting or bundling of relations in three parts: (a) whatever is
in-here or present (for instance a representation or an object); (b) whatever is absent
but also manifest (that is, it can be seen, is described, is manifestly relevant to
presence); and (c) whatever is absent but is Other because, while necessary to
presence, it is also hidden, repressed or uninteresting” (Law, 2004:161). To follow up
on Law, working through a methodological spectrum articulated by symmetry enables
also a more reflective stance toward the research practice itself and its performative
nature. And this has a critical impact on interrogating instances of inclusion and
exclusion, ways of knowing and being, as well as the realities enacted through the
political agendas of examined practices.

When taking the principles of symmetry and associativity seriously, Whatmore
(2003:93) contends that ethnographic work comes “closest to the notion of
‘generating materials’, as opposed to ‘collecting data’, of any method in the social
sciences”, and this is redolent with the translation processes occasioned by the
encounters between different practices (Latour, 1999; Mol, 2002). Accordingly, the
ethnographic exploration underpinning this research has built upon three main
methodological articulations. The first pertains to what Dwyer and Davies (2010) call
animating the archives. This involves a broader outlook in the engagement with historical
materials, based on an understanding of archives as mobile, and as subject to
unremitting processes of negotiation. As they point out, such “work engages directly
with the contradictory processes of archiving, of giving form to the identities and
capacities of past communities” in “seeking to retain a dialogue between what can be
made a lively presence and what remains a telling absence, whether in the built
environment, urban or rural landscape”, or as part of attempts “to document
challenging labile environments of water and air” (Dwyer and Davies, 2010:89).
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The second methodological articulation was specifically concerned with the issue of
performativity and the shifting roles of the researcher. On this point, I would like to
emphasize the interplay between participant observation and observant participation
techniques, with the latter implying “to understand and theorize the place of
proactive, not just reactive participation”(Whitehead, 2009:5). The interplay involves
here the attunement of methods to the vibe of different performances, from the
unfolding of everyday life routines, to rituals and ceremonies or any unforeseen
events. Some of the recursive techniques applied in these instances ranged from
keeping a diary, recording audio and video materials and taking photos to
“performing, talking, witnessing, sensing and listening” (Morton, 2005:668), as well as
involving other participants in an active manner in the process of generating materials.
Another lucrative method falling under this heading relates to modalities of narrating
the self and the landscape (Wylie, 2005) or the embodied mobilities occasioned by
various journeys and forms of encounter (Cresswell, 2010; Scriven, 2014). This
proved particularly relevant in attaining to the action repertoires of amphibious
practices and the multiple displacements they afford across land-water interfaces.

The third methodological articulation targeted the discursive realms enacted by the
examined practices and how they translate into the (r¢)ordering of various material and
affective dispositions. Complemented by the methods discussed above, a collage of
semi-structured interviews, informal talks and field notes enabled a more
comprehensive account on emergent narratives of belonging and their recurrent
“patterns of similarity and difference” (Law, 2004:110). This exercise involved the
exploration of contrasting imaginaries, of how they interfere with, and shape each
other, or even morph into new narratives of belonging and creative action. And this
last aspect brings me back to the notion of method assemblage, as a modality to think
through the spectrum of what (and how) is made present, absent or Othered, in the
process. While, “it is the emphasis on presence that distinguishes method from any
other form of assemblage” (Law, 2004:84), there are always productive latencies resulting
along such explorations, which make the playgrounds for imagination and critique.
And in this respect, allow me to be surprised by the things that for any reason I did
not take into account, or could not be openly evoked hereafter.

1.3. Outline of the dissertation

The dissertation is structured into seven chapters and its red thread could be
envisioned as describing a loop between chapters 1I and VI, accordingly entitled The
Magic Mirror I and The Magic Mirror 1. Hence, the next chapter provides a critical
overview of grand innovation narratives and their diverse filiations across Western
thought, to outline the conceptual imaginary that drives this investigation. The
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thematic focus of The Magic Mirror I concerns the normative distinction between
innovation and imitation, which arguably deters an ampler understanding of
innovation processes. Chapter 111, The surface and the abyss, expands on this preliminary
vision through an extensive genealogical exercise to suggest some alternative
imaginaries for the treatment of spatiotemporal conditions and connecting these to
the empirical exploration presented in chapter 1V, The floating churches of 1 0lgograd. The
latter dwells on an innovative development inspired by forms of religious ritual and
related creative manifestations that resulted into an intriguing response to processes of
identity formation and place-making in the Volgograd oblast, Russia. The fifth
chapter, A harbour on land, presents the case of an experimental self-sufficient
community recently established in Amsterdam Noord, which through a makeshift
sociotechnical arrangement secks to redefine practices around sustainable and
inclusive city-making. In answering the main research questions, both case studies
discussed in chapters IV and V challenge a whole inventory of normative assumptions
including, but not limited to, the interplay between formal and informal domains,
secular and religious practices, mobility and stillness, rudimentary and advanced
technologies or the functional status and materiality of things. The sixth chapter, The
Magic Mirror 11, closes the loop by connecting the findings to the introductory
discussion from The Magic Mirror I, and elaborating further upon a more generous
imaginary to tackle the workings of innovations, as well as the emergence of related
alternatives. Chapter VII answers the main research questions and packs a final
reflection in the form of some tentative corollaries informed by the findings of this
exploratory journey.



II.The Magic Mirror I: Dis-locating innovation*

“Two tasks: to defend the new against the old and to link the old with the new.”
(Nietzsche, 1979:109)

* This chapter includes excerpts from the essays published as:

Barba Lata I (2015) Topology and object formation. In: Beunen R, Van Assche K and Duineveld
M (eds) Evolutionary Governance Theory: Theory and Applications. Cham: Springer, pp. 155 - 165.

Barba Lata I (2014) Review - Rob Shields’ Spatial Questions: Cultural Topologies and Social
Spatialisations. Society & Space Open Site: https://societyandspace.com/2014/10/02/shields/



I1. The Magic Mirror I: Dis-locating innovation

Any scientific enquiry regardless of its ambit or methodological layout rests upon a set
of qualitative distinctions, and so does this dissertation. In light of the introductory
notes, I commence by giving a spin to the concept of innovation and concurrently to
its dislocation. As such, this chapter dwells on one of the fundamental questions in
the treatment of innovation. This concerns the relation between innovation and
imitation (Girard, 1990; Tarde, 1903). To unpack their interplay, and outline the
conceptual imaginary that drives this investigation further, I take a critical overview of
related grand narratives and their diverse filiations across Western thought. This could
be regarded as a transgressive geographical exploration, one that seeks to reveal
alternative conditions of possibility through the way it pieces together the spatial and
temporal dimensions of innovation. As point of departure let us go through a brief
mapping exercise, since it often happens to face a hitch when my interlocutors learn
about the interest I have in innovation. Recurrent questions tap into the kind of
innovations that fall within the scope of my work, including further distinctions along
disciplinary filiations and, not least, what is actually being interrogated: the concept,
the process or the product? So, where does it all the start? And, how can one tell what
counts as innovative? The immediate answer is that anything goes, or even better, that
anything matters. In avoiding to pick up a quarrel, the answer is usually
complemented by a more or less lengthy story — as the one spanning the following
chapters — and while audiences shift, the story shifts too in finding some familiar
grounds to make sense of what is thrown in-between. And yet, as the story goes,
beyond the scholarly gymnastics, ultimate resolutions are as unlikely as having

ultimate innovation champions.

This preliminary instance of dislocation pertains to the discursive realms enacted by
various appropriations of the concept (weanings), process (workings) and product
(expectations). Far from trying to account on what appears to be a straightforward
progression, the threefold split alludes to the intricate dynamics that informs the
emergence of competing innovation imaginaries. Here, I refer in particular to the
mounting interest in the study of innovation and the retake of grand narratives, as the
one of creative destruction, which have grown over the past decade or so far beyond the
more traditional fiefs of economics, organisation studies or political theory (Cowen,
2009; Topol, 2012). With more strands of work laying a claim over the meaning of
innovation, the concept itself has become a floating signifier displaced through all sorts
of referents into new combinations that add in making the picture even more
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complex. The current innovation ethos feeds onto that, to the extent that it has
acquired an axiomatic of its own. Attaining to the dislcation work that takes place both
within and in-between these discursive realms calls for a processual reading of
innovation, one that is inevitably generous in breadth. This means that while some
normative distinctions still hold in maintaining a fair degree of familiarity, many others
will fade into a domain of loose connections and peculiar hybrids. In what follows, I
address these questions in relation to the performative dimensions of innovation and the
multiple inflections they afford across various strands of thought. The interplay
between innovation and imitation is key to this endeavour, on one hand, to
understand the evolution of particular innovation narratives and, on the other, to
identify more lucrative modalities to interrogate the emergence of alternatives.

I1.1. Performative dimensions of innovation: the road to creative destruction

“It should be known that war is universal, that strife is justice, and all things come into
existence by strife and necessity.” (Heraclitus, cited in Thom, 1989:55)

In echoing much of the work on innovation, a common denominator appears to be
the high premium placed on creativity, competition and, above all, success.
Consequently, as soon as the question of walue enters the picture, success usually
translates into success at the expense of ozhers. As we will see later on, this perspective
is neither novel nor a capitalist invention as often asserted, though it served the latter
as an indispensable companion since its inception. More specifically along this cut,
value is intimately connected to the commodification of innovations, ie. to their
applications and the returns they generate. Drawing on the distinction between
invention and innovation, Schrader argues that ultimately “innovation is invention and
exploitation” (cited in Allen and Henn, 2006:8). Schrader’s fairly basic definition
proves nonetheless salient in capturing the dynamics of innovation processes in what
concerns their creative and exploitative dimensions. In a similar vein, Akrich et al.
(20022:205) regard innovation as “the art of interesting an increasing number of allies

who will make you stronger and stronger”.

Dating back at least to Adam Smith (Kurz, 20106), the catalytic effect of competition
for new value creation has a long record as a core theme in economics. This is the
arena where the creative destruction argument earned its reputation and has become
fashionable again in light of the latest twists of the global economy. Joseph
Schumpeter is generally credited with having exposed the destructive aura of
innovation, as well as with having formalised its modern use in economic theory
(McCraw, 2007). From his early works to the more recent insights of evolutionary
economics, this morality of innovation seemed tailor-made for explaining the “cyclical
nature of the capitalist economy” (Perez, 1983:359). In Capitalism, Socialism, and
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Democraey, Schumpeter (1975:83) contends that the “process of Creative Destruction is
the essential fact about capitalism”, as “what capitalism consists in and what every

capitalist concern has got to live in”.

Formalising innovation — and its creative destructive sway — as the main vehicle of
capitalist (re)production distinguished as one of the most remarkable moves in the
modern history of economics. To account on the evolutionary character of capitalism,
Schumpeter (1975:85) resorts to the contextual analysis of particular innovations, i.e.
the ways conditions for success are enabled at a given time within “the perennial gale
of creative destruction”. However, while his argument invites to refroactive inspection in
order to tackle the impact of innovation processes, it also reinforces the inescapable
and somewhat paradoxical logic of the creative destruction overtone. Taking a
historical perspective on the matter, René Girard (1990:14) notes that “a truly
innovative process, it is often so continuous with imitation that its presence can be
discovered only after the fact, through a process of abstraction”. In Anti-Oedipus,
Deleuze and Guattari (2000:250) dwell at length on the reproductive logic of capital to
signal that the “strength of capitalism indeed resides in the fact that its axiomatic is
never saturated, that it is always capable of adding a new axiom to the previous ones”.

Mirroring this reproductive logic, innovation processes are understood as co-
emergent with their environments, thus Akrich et al. (2002b:214) argue that in
innovation research “[w]e must be ready at all times to burn that which we used to
worship”. As such, to bridge the chasm of post-factum interrogations and the
emergent realities of an increasingly performative innovation ethos seems a thorny task.
In other words, how can one in retrospect gain insight into something that is
otherwise future oriented? Or, as Marilyn Strathern (1992:61) suggests, how to think
innovatively about the future in making sure this is not ‘trapped’ by its present
axiomatic? This obvious conundrum calls for a further examination of the creative
and exploitative dimensions of innovation. To do so, the evolutionary perspective
proves particularly accommodating at this point in unveiling the role of imitation or
mimesis as politically Other to innovation processes, yet fundamental to their condition.
Using Gabriel Tarde’s (1903:3) account that “[s]ocially, everything is either invention
or imitation” as a reference point, let us dwell briefly on the grand narrative of creative

destruction.

Despite the late appropriation of the creative destruction motif in his writings,
Schumpeter’s figure is commonly associated with it, and for good reasons. The
ingenious deployment of this simple but powerful metaphor to describe the workings
of modern capitalism proved a veritable innovation in its own right. Implanted at the
heart of economic analysis, the creative destruction mantra has become an enthralling
narrative for both advocates and critics of capitalist modes of production (Ruttan,
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1959). And still, the roles of imitation and repetition were key not only to the
reception or circulation of Schumpeter’s conceptual enterprise, but also to its making.
Deeply rooted in the history of human thought and belief, the idea of creative
destruction appears throughout Egyptian and Greek mythology to Hinduism, with the
latter having served as a rich source of inspiration for German philosophy during the
late eighteenth and most of the nineteenth century (Reinert and Reinert, 2000). Along
this genealogical filiation, Gottfried Herder’s work on Vedic philosophy was seminal
to other influential thinkers of the time, including Goethe, Schopenhauer and
especially Nietzsche, who’s treatment of creative destruction revealed a “new morality
of innovation” that made its way from philosophy to the core of economic debates
(Reinert and Reinert, 2006:506).

First used at the turn of the twentieth century in Werner Sombart’s writings on
modern capitalism, the creative destruction argument moved into the spotlight of
German economics (Reinert, 2002). Schumpeter was no stranger to these ideas. As a
fresh graduate from the University of Vienna, Schumpeter enrolled for political
economy studies in Berlin, where he was exposed to the latest debates within the
German Historical Schoo/ and became “acquainted with Gustav von Schmoller, Werner
Sombart, and other luminaries” (McCraw, 2007:57). Some commentators argue that
while his perspective on innovation was praised in Anglo-Saxon economics for its
originality, Schumpeter appears to have paid little recognition to the intellectual
tradition he built upon (Chaloupek, 1995; Michaelides et al., 2010; Reinert, 2002).
Thus, the weaving of convoluted genealogies of thought in Schumpetet’s creative
destruction imaginary would come closer to an instance of creative reuse, rather than a
radical shift. Nonetheless, ¢reative reuse distinguishes as a more inventive strategy than it
might seem at first sight, and in light of the mimesis argument it holds the promise to
reshuffle the historicity of innovation narratives.

If strife and necessity are the source of morphogenesis and concutrently of all
‘inventions’, a view that René Thom (1989:323) traces back to pre-Socratic
philosophers Heraclitus and Anaximander, then mzmesis scores as an evolutionary
vehicle of utmost importance. Thom (1989) explains the branching of evolutionary
trajectories through the notion of catastrophes, as generative events that trigger the
displacement of organising centres and with them the replication of emergent
properties. Along this line of reasoning, in Poetics of Space, Gaston Bachelard (1994:106)
dwells on the vortical replication of matter, to suggest that animated by a
transcendental geometry “life begins less by reaching upward, than by turning upon
itself”. The primeval vortex that Bachelard evokes through the geometry of spirals has
been a longstanding source of inspiration in the study of phenomena, from
Archimedes and Lucretius to Descartes and Leibniz, and further on to Maxwell and
J.J. Thompson (Serres and Latour, 1995; Thompson, 1945; see also, Chatelet, 2000;
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Deleuze, 2006). Tarde (2012:45) builds upon the lattet’s observations in pointing out
that:

“Diversity, and not unity, is at the heart of things (...) Everywhere an exuberant richness
of unheard-of variations and modulations springs forth from these permanent themes
which are called living species and stellar systems, and from equilibria of all kinds, and in
the end destroys and renews them utterly (...) Forces, we are told, exist to serve laws,
and all laws apply to phenomena to the extent that the latter are perfect repetitions and
not repetitions with variations; all laws manifestly tend to ensure the exact reproduction
of the themes and the indefinitely prolonged stability of all kinds of equilibria, and to

prevent their alteration or renewal.”

Tarde’s analysis of phenomena dogged by the laws of observation eloquently captures
the evolutionary trajectories of innovation narratives as displaced by all sorts of
political, scientific and, not least, religious dispositions. While digesting innovation in
its astounding diversity is presumably a contemporary habit, the critical engagement
with its symptoms appears as a less recent enterprise. From the Greek and Roman
Antiquity, the earliest accounts on innovation (or what could be considered its
referents) latently embed the tension of variation through mimesis as a drive for renewal
and change. Analogous to these initial appropriations would be the distinction
Romans drew between the Greek term symposinm and convivium in what concerned
customary dinner parties. As Mary-Ann Ray (1997:44) tells us, the former — which
meant ‘drinking together’ — was often disallowed by “[sjome revolutionary Romans,
who preferred intelligent conversation to decadent entertainment”.

Genealogical interrogations of early references to innovation insist on two main
sources considered to have informed the various meanings attached to it thereafter.
The oldest one appears to be the Greek kainotomes, seconded by the Latin znnovo
(Godin and Lucier, 2014). The Greek historian and philosopher Xenophon used
kainotomeo, with the meaning of ‘cutting anew’, to describe the opening of new silver
mines (Godin and Lucier, 2012:8). Besides Xenophon’s literal use of the term, later
interpretations are found in the works of Aristotle, Plato or Polybius, where
innovation is related to cultural and political change, yet bears mostly adverse
connotations as “subversive and revolutionary” (Godin and Lucier, 2012:24). With the
Romans, the use of 7nnovo pertains first of all to spiritual renewal, informed by the
adoption of Christianity as public religion in the fourth century (Godin and Lucier,
2014:13). The Latin import was particularly enduring throughout the Middle Ages. Still,
the Reformation sparked another variation on the idea of renewal as redolent with original
Christianity, advocating for “the authentic imitation of Christ, uncorrupted by Catholic
innovation” (Girard, 1990:8).
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Drawing a parallel between Renaissance and Reformation, Tarde (1903:363, emphasis
added) suggests that “each movement was a complete evolution in itself”’, with the
former having proved for “a narrow group of souls reared in the aristocracy of art and
intellect, a profound dechristianisation which, underneath the Reformation, was to spread
among us in the eighteenth century”. Animated by the progress of science and
technology, the dawn of modernity was already heralding a fracture with the
transcendental models of the past. The longstanding onus inherited from religious
dogma, politics and even classical aesthetics became one of the strongest arguments to
rehabilitate the idea of novelty (Eco, 2005). As such, the late eighteenth century is
considered the turning point, which cultivated a renewed set of dispositions toward
innovation. Emancipated from its past legacies, the impetus to innovate — this time in
its subversive and revolutionary character — moved centre-stage in preluding the social
reforms of the nineteenth century. The profound consequences of this shift are
identified by some commentators with a reversal of the roles of innovation and
imitation. According to Girard (1990:11, emphasis added), “[oJur world has always
believed that 7 be innovative and o be imitative are two incompatible attitudes. This was
already true when innovation was feared; now that it is desired, it is more true than

evet”,

I1.2. The Magic Mirror I

“It is possible to discover regularity in a limited domain of phenomena zndependently of other
moments and other phenomena, which therefore can remain completely concealed from the intellectnal
observation (...) To maintain the certainty of observed regularity as long as possible, one
tries to isolate systems, i.e., 7o exclude observations which disturb this regularity.” (Brouwer, cited
in Van Stigt, 1979:395, emphasis added)

Walter Benjamin’s unfinished masterpiece The Arcades Project offers a remarkable
account on the nineteenth century Parisian ethos — the inception of the modern
metropolis under the turmoil of Haussmann’s renovation programme and the
rampant pace of new technologies. Cast against this background, his core concern
with the commodification of things prefigured the emergent temporality of creative
destruction: “[bleing past, being no more, is passionately at work in things” (Benjamin,
2002:833). Taking fashion as the referent of accelerating instances of disposal or
dissolution, for Benjamin capitalism acted as sort of “vast machinery for the
production of just such remainders, objects that assume the status of enigmatic signifiers’
(Santner, 2006:79, emphasis added). The detritus of commodity production and
consumption opened in Benjamin’s historical intuition alternative modalities to
engage with the recent past and “achieve the not-yet-possible; one side of a dialectic
which also sees the development of new technologies reciprocally offer possibilities
for radically zew forms of perception and cognition” (Calderbank, 2003:6, emphasis in
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original). This line of reasoning arguably strikes an undertone of fundamental
relevance to the treatment of innovation in general, and of its exploitative dimensions in

particular.

Whereas the idea of exploitation has proved particularly enduring in the guises of
creative destruction and ‘diffusionism’ (McCann, 2011), the more subtle character of
variation through mimesis and even creative reuse deserve further attention in exposing
alternative ways to digest innovation. Echoing Girard’s (1990) point on the seemingly
irreconcilable tensions between switation and innovation, whether or not considering the
reversal of their roles as a feature of modernity, they yet emerge as inherently woven
through the question of accumulation. In fact, when taking this forward in terms of value
creation, the residual substrate which underpins ‘successful’ innovations distinguishes as
particularly important. As Benjamin (2002:788) notes, “success breeds imitation, and
it is rare that the imitations do not bring out the troublesome aspects of the things
they copy”. Driven by a broad range of dispositions, these instances of appropriation
through mimests, trial and error, are most often scored across the problematic latencies of
things and, as such, they can inspire alternative innovations. Besides, once the
contingency of the imaginaries they inform is acknowledged, the picture becomes
much clearer. Tarde’s (1903:366-367, emphasis added) profound reflection on this
matter has it that:

“The supreme law of imitation seems to be its tendency towards indefinite progression.
This immanent and immense kind of ambition is the soul of the universe. It expresses
itself, physically, in the conquest of space by light, vitally, in the claim of even the
humblest species to cover the entire globe with its kind. It seems to impel every
discovery or innovation, however futile, including the most insignificant individual
innovations, to scatter itself through the whole of the indefinitely broadened social field.
But unless this fendency be backed up by the coming together of inventions which are logically and
teleologically auxiliary, or by the belp of the prestige which belongs to alleged superiorities, it is checked by
the different obstacles which it has successively to overcome or to turn aside. These obstacles are the
logical and teleological contradictions which are opposed to it by other inventions, or the

barriers which have been raised up by a thousand causes...”

Tarde’s ecological perspective on innovations, as co-ezergent with their environments,
exposes an intricate meshwork of evolutionary trajectories that are subject to varying
intensities, rhythms and momenta. Approached in this non-linear fashion, the
obstacles that Tarde invokes to account on competing inventions afford a more
dynamical reading, as crucibles to which “symmetry is always a moving targe?” (Law,
2004:173, emphasis added). With the branching of innovation processes, the resulting
interstitial spaces become vibrant realms of loose connections and hybridity. In other
words, they pack the debris of creative destruction. Here, the role of variation through

mimesis is at its peak, and accumulation thrives on what has been consumed or Othered
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via dominant processes of accumnlation and value creation. Caught in-between worlds
that are similar yet different, these are the breeding grounds for hybrids gone mobile
along asymptotic trajectories that often reanimate the sediments of seemingly
established orders. In Deleuze’s (1994) terms, the resulting evolutionary trajectories
pertain to the problematic domain, where the proliferation of multiplicities constantly
dogs axiomatic distinctions. Through a vortical logic of fine adjustments and minor
deviations, mimesis becomes in this context a “generative differential element” (Deleuze
and Guattari, 1987:489, emphasis added). As such, the norm of this myriad winor
successes is tinkering, and their glory lies in creatively scavenging the residual substrate of
what Tarde (1903:367) calls alleged superiorities. This is an issue of temporality, as much
as one of observation, yet it is hard to fail noticing how /fe, materiality and affects endure
despite the countless vicissitudes encountered along the way. Accordingly, Deleuze
(1994:21, emphasis added) notes how:

“A bare, material repetition (repetition of the Same) appears only in the sense that another
repetition is disguised within it, constituting it and constituting itself in disguising itself.
Even in nature, isochronic rotations are only the outward appearance of a more
profound movement, the revolving cycles are only abstractions: placed together, they
reveal evolutionary cycles or spirals whose principle is a variable curve, and the trajectory
of which has two dissymmetrical aspects, as though it had a right and a left. It is always
in this gap, which should not be confused with the negative, that creatures weave their repetition and
receive at the same time the gift of living and dying.”

Thus, a more generous reading of variation through mimesis beyond the linear
entrapments of historical and functional redundancy holds the promise of turning the
creative destruction imaginary on its head, by unveiling its po/itical Other, creative reuse. The
latter would saliently enhance post-factum accounts on how evolutionary paths
contract and expand, solidify and flow again, in fostering particular innovations at
particular times. Hence, taking the creative reuse thesis seriously would unlock a domain
of coiling progressions and (re)turns (a question explored at length in the upcoming
chapters), very much in line with Benjamin’s (2002:883, emphasis in original)

treatment of the ‘Copernican revolution in historical perception’

“Formerly it was thought that a fixed point had been found in ‘what has been’ and one
saw the present engaged in tentatively concentrating the forces of knowledge on this
ground. Now this relation is to be overturned, and what has been is to acquire its
dialectical fixation trough the synthesis which awakening achieves with the opposing
dream images. Politics attains primacy over history. Indeed, historical ‘facts’ become
something that just now happened to us, just now struck us: to establish them is the
affair of memory (...) There is a not-yet-conscious knowledge of what has been: its

advancement has the structure of awakening.”
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This is a move that even Schumpeter might have intuited in attempting to reconcile
the two main canons of thought in economics (Reinert, 2002), which could also
explain the later use of creative destruction in his work (McCraw, 2007). As indicated in
the former section, tracing the displacements that occur along evolutionary
trajectories is contingent on the laws of observation and the normative distinctions
they inform. Calling these into question, Tarde (1903:46—47, emphasis added)
contends that “[fJorms are only brakes and laws are only dykes erected in vain against
the overflowing of revolutionary differences and civil dissensions, in which #he laws and
Sorms of tomorrow secretly take shape, and which, in spite of the yokes upon yokes they bear,
in spite of chemical and vital discipline, in spite of reason, in spite of celestial
mechanics, will one distant day, like the people of a nation, sweep away all barriers and from
their very wreckage construct the instrument of a still bigher diversity”. On a similar note, George
Gamow suggests that Einstein “was probably the first to realize the important fact
that the basic notions and laws of nature, however well established, were valid only within the
limits of observation and did not necessarily hold beyond them” (cited in Shields,
2013:147, emphasis added).

In mirroring the axiomatic of creative destruction through its material and affective
Others, creative reuse challenges the very laws of observation that perpetuate an ethos of
violence in a race, which can never be won. Its disguise is that of excess, and rests on
cumulative processes that prize the residual surplus of things beyond the immediate
affordances of disposal or dissolution. Seeping through the interstices of dissonant
domains, creative reuse acts as catalyst for makeshift arrangements that habitually defy
normative assumptions on what counts as innovative and what not. This zn-betweenness
bears the load of amorphous constellations of bits and pieces open to all sorts of
synergies. Michel Serres coins these “spaces of interference”, the realms of metaphor and
metamorphosis that often carry “analogies, which are dangerous and even forbidden”,
yet essential, as the only “route to invention” (Serres and Latour, 1995:64—060,
emphasis in original).

IL.3. Metaphor and metamorphosis

“We might need to Zve in many worlds at once, to be many monads at once (...) Often we need
to move in several directions at once, but we especially need to follow those trajectories
that allow us to enrich our situation by transferring into it new architectures.”
(Plotnitsky, 2012:367—-368, emphasis added)

In attempting to find a clearer expression to the meandering course of argument on
metaphor and metamorphosis, M.C. Escher’s lithograph the Magic Mirror (figure 1) proved
an inspiring companion. The artwork brilliantly captures the interplay between
symmetry and dissymmetry organised around the central motif of the magic mirror.
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This gives the impression of a permeable membrane, both transparent and reflective,
which spawns two opposed processions of hybrid creatures (griffins). Each
procession switls around a sphere, to converge into a tessellated pattern from which
they are extruded again through the mirror’s surface. Resonating in multiple ways with
the points raised thus far on the emergence of innovations (see for example the
questions of hybridity, Othering or observation), the magic mirror provides also a potent
metaphor to address the contingent character of creative destruction and creative reuse. In
his genealogy of modern science, Gilles Chatelet (2000:182, emphasis in original) finds
that the “bold metaphor forces the analogy and steps over degrees of proof (...) [i|t
transports thought experiments, allusions from the old theory into the new: the latter

gains a whole set of habits, the former a new rigour”.

Figure 1 - Magic Mirror (1940), lithograph print by Dutch artist M. C. Escher. Source: All M.C.
Escher works © 2016 The M.C. Escher Company - the Netherlands. All rights reserved. Used by

permission. www.mcescher.com

This treatment of metaphors encapsulates the innovative potential of what Tarde
(1903:207, emphasis in original) calls “progress from within to without’, a perspective
that rests upon two main axioms, namely: “[t/hat imitation of ideas precedes the
imitation of their expression” and “[tjhat imitation of ends precedes imitation of
means”. To draw a parallel with the magic mirror lithograph, the branching
trajectories that mimic Zdeas and ends inform the proliferation of expressions and means.
In tune with Tarde’s reading, this logic of differentiation distinguishes as an enabling
factor for alternative conditions of possibility and creative action. Consequently, the
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meanings, workings and expectations related to these alternative innovations are dislocated
along the seams of worlds fusing with each other. The liminal spaces generated as
such become the transient cradles of unusual synergies and forms of attunement that
recurrently usutp previously held assumptions on the status of things and affects (see
chapters IV and V). Attaining to these spatiotemporal and functional displacements
would bring us closer to Deleuze’s (1994:162) fopological treatment of the problematic, as
an expression of multiplicities and which “tends to give rise to discontinuity on the

basis of continuity, or to ground solutions in the conditions of the problems”.

Topology is commonly recognised as the branch of mathematics that studies
geometrical objects and more generally spaces, which maintain their properties under
continuous deformations. In contrast to geometry, topology examines the structure of
spaces and their functional continuity, rather than their measurement or scale
(Plotnitsky, 2006). Thus, in topology, seemingly different geometrical objects as the
cube and the sphere — but this applies also to more abstract mathematical entities —
are considered to be equivalent if they can be continuously deformed from one into
the other. This has to do with connectedness, a basic topological property that concerns
the structure of topological spaces (their constitutive elements) and the relations
(paths) holding them together (Totaro, 2010). As Alexandroff (1961:8-9, emphasis
added) tells us, a “topological space is nothing other than a set of arbitrary elements
(called ‘points’ of the space) in which a concept of continuity is defined. Now this
concept of continuity is based on the existence of relations, which may be defined as
local or neighborhood relations — it is precisely these relations which are preserved in
a continuous mapping of one figure onto another (...) Moreover, #his idea of a space
depends only on these relations and not on the nature of the respective objects”.

The genealogy of these ideas dates back to Leibniz’s work on geometria situs and analysis
situs, which describe a form of positional calculus developed for the study of
geometrical figures based on their location in space (Durie, 2000). Leibniz’s enterprise
has inspired some of the most important contributions to the inception of topology in
mathematics, among which, the works of Bernard Riemann or Henri Poincaré are
legend. The ground-breaking achievement occasioned by topology was intimately
connected to its conceptual treatment of space. Through this novel conceptualisation of
space, which made possible synergies between different strands of thought in the
discipline, topology played a fundamental role in reshuffling the very space of
mathematics. According to Totaro (2010:395), the “line of thought introduced by
pioneering topologists like Riemann is simple but powerful. Try to translate any
problem, even a purely algebraic one, into geometric terms. Then ignore the details of
the geometry and study the underlying shape or topology of the problem. Finally, go
back to the original problem and see how much has been gained”. Along this line of
reasoning, one of the most important applications of topological thinking enabled the
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study of functions in relation to the spaces they articulate (Hilbert and Cohn-Vossen,
1990). The further interrogation of creative reuse pivots on this perspective, which
informs the conceptual, as much as the empirical explorations scored across the
following chapters. Accordingly, the next chapter entitled The surface and the abyss,
dwells on a more in-depth account on how the inception of topology provides
evidence for an ethos inspired by creative reuse, which keeps recasting all sorts of
surprising returns.
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I1I. The sutface and the abyss/Rethinking topology

Abstract

Through a critical deployment of the surface/depth metaphor, this article explores the
catalytic potential of topological thinking to establish points of articulation between
appatently opposed notions and canons of thought. Starting from a genealogy of
mathematical developments and philosophical mediations toward the end point of
geography, we address the interplay between the formal (axiomatic) and conceptual
(problematic) dimensions of topology in suggesting some potentially alternative ways
of re-imagining the role of topological thinking for spatial theory and human

geography.

Keywords:

Topology, surface/depth, mathematics, spatial theory, human geography

“Deafen yourself to the noise of the expressible! Listen instead for the whisper of the
taken-for-granted!” (Gunnar Olsson, 1982:224).

“The existing scientific concepts cover always only a very limited part of reality, and the
other part that has not yet been understood is infinite. Whenever we proceed from the
known into the unknown we may hope to understand, but we may have to learn at the
(Werner Heisenberg cited in

29

same time a new meaning of the word ‘understanding

Majid, 2012:98).

II1.1. Introduction

Discussions invoking foundational issues are always a sensitive terrain. They often
provoke tensions in the bundle of red threads underpinning the ontological status of
disciplinary domains. Consequently, new ways of passage are sometimes exposed
between familiar and less familiar places, often leading to the erosion of formalised
categories and their assimilation into new architectures that challenge conceptual
grounds once considered safe havens. This is also true for any plea for more inclusive
approaches in current geographical conceptualizations of space, like the one emerged
a few years ago with John Allen’s call for a ‘topological twist’ (see, Allen, 2011;
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Coleman, 2011; Elden, 2011; Latham, 2011; Paasi, 2011a). Topology currently scores
as one of the putative core topics in geography, but despite the proliferation of
topological imaginaries of the past decade or so, it is not clear as yet whether what we
are facing is the manifestation of a fashionable trend or something with more
profound implications for spatial theory (for a tentative mapping of these see, among
others, Martin and Secor, 2013). As such, we are still left with some important
questions concerning for instance the issue of ‘topological returns’ (Paasi, 2011a;
Phillips, 2013), or of how to make better sense of topology in analytical and
methodological terms (Lorimer, 2007; Shields, 2013).

Arguably, there are many alternative ways to address these queries. Along the
interventions that lament over the metaphorical treatment of topology (Shields, 2013)
or the often superficial engagement with its ‘genealogies of meaning’ (Abrahamsson,
2012; Elden, 2011), we propose a genealogical exercise staged through a critical
reflection on the surface/depth dichotomy, as a long-standing legacy in Western
thought (Tuan, 1989). Echoing Heisenberg’s quote above, our exploration may thus
be conceived as a passage between the visible and the invisible, the known and the
unknown, but also as an expression of the shifting spatialities articulated by
appropriations of topology in geography. Working from a broad understanding of
topology — which builds upon some key conceptual filiations to its establishment as a
branch of mathematical endeavour — we address the interplay between its formal and
problematic dimensions, emphasising the underrated potential of the latter for spatial
thought.

Our main objective is thus to show how recourse to a tentative genealogy of topology
in mathematics could unlock alternative venues for topological thinking in human
geography and its approach to spatial theory. We attempt to do so first by reflecting
on present-day treatments of topology in geography and by suggesting that a more
direct reference to the mathematical tradition in topological thinking could prove
useful for a broader geographical audience. The genealogical exercise developed in the
second part of the article is therefore specifically preoccupied with how the unfolding
of topological thinking has affected the conceptual space of mathematics, something
that may arguably inspire alternative ways for geographers to adhere to the
‘topological promise’. In the final part we return to the critical reflection on the
interplay between the formal and conceptual dimensions of topology, to highlight the
potential contribution we envision for topological metaphors and topological thinking

in advancing conceptual work in geography.
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I11.2. The surface and the abyss

In order to better understand how our engagement with topology fits contemporary
epistemological concerns in geography we would like to start by clarifying the critical
use of the surface/depth dichotomy as a tool for analysis. In Surface Phenomena and
Aesthetic Experience, Yi-Fu Tuan (1989:240) argues that “cultural geographers-cum-
storytellers stand only a little above their material and move only a little below the
surfaces of reality in the hope of not losing sight of such surfaces”. Taking up Tuan’s
point, we work through the discursive tensions underpinned by the classical dialectics
of outside and inside, surface and depth, in an attempt to rethink the role of topology
for spatial theory. Thus, we critically deploy the surface/ depth metaphor as an overarching
motif in discussing the pivotal relation between the formal and conceptual - or in
Deleuzian (1987) terms, the axiomatic and the problematic - dimensions of topology, in
both geography and mathematics. As a first step, we proceed from an overview of the
geographical treatment of topology and some of its most important filiations.

From the advent of post-structuralism and the widely celebrated relational turn, the
role of philosophy as a mediator — to speak with Serres (1995) — between ‘the hard and
the soff’ has been paramount to the evolution of geographical readings of space. The
wotks of Bachelard, Derrida, Deleuze and Guattari, Serres and, more recently,
Badiou, hold a critical importance in this respect. To recall Badiou’s (2006:22)
argument on the indispensable condition of philosophy to engage with mathematics,
“a condition that is at once descriptively external and prescriptively immanent”, the
same could perhaps be argued about the condition of geography concerning its
intimacies with philosophy and, occasionally, mathematics. What has grown out of the
different translations and mediations of these accounts seems to be a more profound
understanding of how space and time bend under different forms of encounter that
bring into being a fluid “universe of spaces” (Thrift, 20006:139), where nothing is fixed
or bounded anymore. Along the strands of thought stimulated by the infusion of
relationalism  — of cultural, economic, more-than-human and more-than-
representational geographies — we have witnessed the development of a complex
spatial lexicon endorsed by an unprecedented proliferation of new imaginaries and
conceptual motifs.

On a more subtle level, this development arguably echoes Deleuze and Guattari’s
(1987) treatment of major and minor science or Chatelet’s (2000) take on the history
of ideas, which capture in an eloquent manner the dynamics of the axiomatic and the
problematic in relation to spatial thought. For Deleuze, the problematic as key feature of
minor science emerges as an expression of multiplicities and distinguishes through its
topological qualities. As he points out in Difference and Repetition by resorting to
Riemannian geometry - discussed in the following section — “[t]o solve a problem is
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always to give rise to discontinuities on the basis of a continuity which functions as
Idea” (1994:162). In a similar vein, Chatelet (2000:69) dwells on the interplay between
two rhythms that articulate the history of ideas, “one, completely discontinuous, of
‘ruptures’, ‘paradigms’ and their refutations, and the other of the problematic latencies
that are always available for reactivation”. These accounts parallel one of the enduring
conundrums in the history of ideas and geography’s main concern — that of space as
master category and form of knowledge, as transcendental and immanent.

Despite being refracted through several strands of thought, the above perspective has
frequently (re)surfaced in various debates across the social sciences and particularly
geography. According to Thrift (2008:120), “understanding space-times requires new
‘geometric’ metaphors that are able to describe them in their own — heterogeneous —
terms and can take full account of the number and nature of other actual and possible
space-times”. Pollowing this line of reasoning, the resulting proliferation of
imaginaries and conceptual motifs is evocative of the ‘problematic of space’ but also
of the liberating potential some have found in topology, to either add more substrate
to or even challenge the geographical conceptualisations of space. Attempts at re-
thinking the interplay between local and global - complemented by debates around the
elusive character of borders, scales, territories, regions or networks - have all taken
their share of the topological over the past decade or so (Allen and Cochrane, 2010;
Amin, 2007; Latham, 2002; Macleod and Jones, 2007; Mezzadra and Neilson, 2012;
Thrift, 2008; Urry, 2005). As such, the growing adherence to the topological promise
has reflected in an ever-expanding set of concerns falling under its sway, including
sequels to some of the enduring dialogues in geography over the relation of
state/tetritory to biopolitics and governmentality (Collier 2009; Giaccaria and Minca,
2011; Hannah, 2006). The effects of this are manifest through the sheer variety of
topological repertoires articulated by both theoretical and empirical concerns and as
“|cJommonly non-territorial, non-linear and non-cartographic, the search for a
topology to satisfy seldom seems to settle for very long” (Lorimer, 2007:94).

Part of the current trend, initial deployments of topology in geography have largely
built upon the works of Serres, Deleuze and Guattari, and especially by drawing
inspiration from actor-network theory (ANT) and Science and Technology Studies
(STS) accounts (Murdoch, 2006). The interlocking of the established relational
perspectives in geography (Harvey 1997; Massey 2005; Thrift 1996) with those of
ANT and STS (Callon and Law, 2004; Latour, 1993; Mol and Law, 1994) has fostered
a renewed interest in questions of materiality and agency, bringing along the promise
of a spatial lexicon better fitted to account on the multiplicity of space-times resulting
through their various intersections. This has proved anything but a smooth transition,
in which emergent imaginaries coupled to a broad range of empirical concerns have
sought to challenge both the status of established categories and the scope of
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geographical enquiries. In this regard, Annemarie Mol’s and John Law’s after-ANT
revisionist agenda and its topological ethos (Vasantkumar, 2013) scores among the
most prolific sources in the geographical appropriations of topology. Added to the
infusion of ‘elemental’ spatialities — of fluid, fire, air and gel (Law and Mol, 2001;
Serres and Latour, 1995; Sheller, 2004) — and their topological referents, the growing
commitment to various ‘affective materialisms’ (Anderson and Wylie, 2009) and
processual philosophies (Merriman, 2015) have given human geography a more acute
sense of intellectual fragmentation, but also a certain flavour of post-disciplinary
engagement (Lorimer, 2007).

In addressing the issue of object alterity, Law (2002:102) stresses that ‘[tjopology
generates spaces by creating rules about what will count as homeomorphic objects —
and there is no limit to the possible rules and spaces’. Accordingly, the panoply of
research objects appropriated in geography through the onus placed on exposing an
astounding variety of more-than-human worlds, as well as on questions of
performance, emotion and affect, has marked a significant shift by entertaining a
“host of spatiotemporalities that previously might not have even been considered
properly geographical” (Latham, 2011: 313). In line with the empirical foci and
experimental conditions that topology has enabled for social and cultural theory, we
find explorations of the psychological dimensions of space (Blum and Secor, 2011),
tactility and contagion (Dixon and Jones, 2015), neurosurgical practices (Moreira,
2004), biomedical prevention technologies (Michael and Rosengarten, 2012),
humanitarian spaces (Fredriksen, 2014), digital media and socio-technical change
(Fuller and Goffey, 2012) or of performing arts and videography (Salazar Sutil, 2013).
Far from being an exhaustive review, this note is merely suggestive of the fecundity of
topological repertoires in geography and beyond. However, when considering the
principle(s) of multiplication behind this expanding universe of spatial imaginaries, the
treatment of topology seems to fall short where it could perhaps prove most lucrative,
ie. in challenging not only the axiomatisation of established geographical categories

but also of the emergent ones .

After many disparate contributions and several special issues appeared in some key
journals (Confignrations, 2009, 17:1-2; Society and Space, 2012, 30:2; Theory, Culture &
Society, 2012, 29:4-5; Space and Culture, 2013, 16:2), often heralding a ‘topological
agenda’ (Lury et al., 2012) in social and cultural studies, we are still somehow left with
a vague sense of how topology might fit into the playground of geography. The
resulting abundance of topological imaginaries and motifs arguably exposes the
problematic dimension of topology, confirming - at least for the time being - its status
as the ultimate engine of relationalism. Twisted, stretched and bent, the topological
proves to be what Girard and Derrida referred to as the pharmmakon, “a mimetic drug
which is both remedy and poison” (Smyth, 1997:223). Resorting to it has already
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stimulated a growing commitment to approaches that question the arsenal of
established categories in the discipline; however, this seems to have happened only to
a limited extent, and rather intuitively. This issue is signaled by vatious critical
interventions pleading for more inclusive approaches in the use of topology (Jones,
2009; Martin and Secor, 2013; Paasi, 2011b), whereas other commentators call into
question its ontological underpinnings in relation to core geographical categories, as
those of space and place (Malpas, 2012), or its metaphorical treatment (Shields, 2013).
Yet, although supporting the imperative for more clarity, it does not mean that we are
resisting the use of topological metaphors, quite the contrary. As the surface/depth
metaphor shows, we are buying into this strategy but in a slightly different manner.

While acknowledging the explanatory power of tropes such as ‘rubber-sheet-
geometry’ or of different analogies with topological figures and their properties, we
are left with the impression that the predominant concern with the formal/axiomatic
dimensions of topology (i.e. what the basic axioms of topology tell us) has inhibited
the engagement with its ‘problematic latencies” (Chatelet, 2000) and their pot