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CHAPTER 3—Non-Representational Theory 

 

The goal of this chapter is to present non-representational theory, as I understand it—as a 

product of my engagement with it.  While I focus exclusively on non-representational theory 

as it emerged from British social and cultural geography in the 1990s, it is important to 

acknowledge that non-representational theories traverse several modes of thinking in the 

social sciences, humanities, and the creative arts—particularly, performance studies.  In 

geography, however, non-representational theory is spatially inflected and, due to this 

inflection, non-representational geographers think very differently about the human subject.  

For us, the human subject is distributed across space-time, constantly in the process of 

entering into, and departing from, temporally unstable relations between a multitude of 

actors and actants, all of which are doing the same.  Furthermore, these events of coming 

into relation are not causally connected.  After Whitehead, the ‘flow of time’ is a fallacy of 

sorts in that it is made up of a succession of singularities, which can only be ‘stored’ by 

representation.    

 

While this way of thinking about the world is enticing, it also opens up a raft of aporias with 

which students and scholars new to non-representational theory often struggle.  I am yet to 

resolve them for myself but have instead evolved a strategy for keeping them ‘in suspension’.  

Scholars in the creative arts, I suspect, have been cultivating similar strategies for some time.  

The apparent validity of ‘practice as research’ and the Academy’s insistence that research be 

written down create a similar sort of tension.  Essentially, non-representational theory is a 

philosophical project that is impossible to put into practice.  As pointed out by J-D Dewsbury, 

however, whatever is gained by failing still counts as knowledge (Dewsbury, 2009). 

 

⁂ 

 

Non-representational theory in geography was ‘hatched’ by Nigel Thrift as a critical response 

to human geography’s obsession with representation (Thrift, 2008). To appreciate the need 

for Thrift’s response, it is first necessary to understand what representation is and what it 
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does.  To this end, Richard Rorty provides a provocative summary in his book Philosophy 

and the Mirror of Nature.  He argues that from the seventeenth century onwards, and in an 

endeavour to elevate itself to the ‘queen of sciences’, philosophy invented epistemology.  

Since then, the chief occupation of philosophy has been mental representations and their 

accuracy.  As Rorty (1979) puts it: 

 

To know is to represent accurately what is outside the mind; so to understand 

the possibility and nature of knowledge is to understand the way in which the 

mind is able to construct such representations.  Philosophy's central concern is 

to be a general theory of representation, a theory which will divide culture up 

into the areas which represent reality well, those which represent it less well, 

and those which do not represent it at all (despite their pretense of doing so; 

p3). 

  

Michel Foucault also critical engaged with representational knowledge, but unlikely Rorty, 

asserted that representations are social facts (Foucault, 1971).  They are problematic 

insomuch as they are linked to a wide range of social and political practices that make up the 

Western world—a world in which order, truth, and the subject are paramount.  Social order, 

domination and resistance, marginalisation and inequality have been the concern of social 

scientists for decades (Rabinow, 1986).  As such, formal techniques of representation are 

routinely employed in their discourses.  The practice of representation becomes contentious, 

however, when representations cease to be problematised by those who deploy them. 

 

For Nigel Thrift, the problem with representational thinking has less to do with what it does 

and more to do with what it leaves out.  Representations are oriented towards a world that is 

already there, whereas non-representational theory is best described as ‘the geography of 

what happens’ (emphasis in the original; Thrift, 2008, p2).  Non-representational theory 

embraces uncertainty by affirming life’s ‘messiness’.  It does so not by re-inventing 

epistemology but by theoretically and methodologically foregrounding the processes of life’s 

emergence.  The use of ‘non’ rather than ‘more-than’ assists in this endeavour by 

emphasising that which is ‘undisclosed’ (Harrison, 2010, p174).  Non-representational 

theory is interested in the way that life ‘takes place’ through movement, intensities, and 

encounters (Lorimer, 2005).  It challenges the realm of language and its economy by 

asserting that there is always more going on that what we can apprehend (Dewsbury, 2010).  

Moreover, non-representational theory is a way of thinking about the world that places 
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humans on equal footing with everything else.  As Thrift suggests, the world is ‘jam-packed 

with entities’ that simultaneously enter into, and out of, relation with one another (2008, 

p17)—humans are wrapped up in a wider ecology of ‘things’. 

 

In positing a geography of what happens, non-representational theory takes movement as its 

leitmotif (see Thrift, 2008) and sees living as a ‘succession of luminous or mundane 

instances’ (p5).  All life is based on and in movement.  Movement is the ‘stuff of life’, 

capturing the joy of living.  Matter and movement have no way of expressing what is in 

becoming, because they are always in excess of language (Dewsbury, 2010).  It is in ‘… the 

performances that make us, that the world comes about’ (Dewsbury, Harrison, Rose, & 

Wylie, 2002, p439).  As such, the concept of on-flow is central to non-representational styles 

of thought.  Drawing on the work of process-relational philosophers, non-representational 

theory gives primacy to the world’s unfolding.  The world is emergent, and we (as human 

subjects) play but one small role in its actualisation.  We live through what is happening.  

While we experience the world as an embodied subject, the body has a particular inability to 

contain or regulate itself.  We are typically overwhelmed by events.  As Dewsbury et al. 

suggest: 

 

First, the world calls us to witness it into being. We are ‘‘caught in the fabric of 

the world’’ (Merleau-Ponty, 1969, p256), cast in its materiality, in a world of 

transubjective modalities of experience, an in-between world of imperatives 

instigating our activities (p439). 

 

As such, the status of the subject is diminished in non-representational theory.  The subject 

merely emerges from a world in which it is entangled.  Thus, non-representational theory is 

more interested in subjectivation than subjectivity.  Through practice, matter as agency is 

distributed between object and subject, human and non-human.  Practices are understood as 

working styles that have the appearance of stability over time through the ‘establishment of 

corporeal routines and specialized devices, to reproduce themselves’ (Thrift, 2008, p8).  As 

Anderson and Harrison (2010) assert:  ‘… the root of action is to be conceived less in terms 

of willpower or cognitive deliberation and more via embodied and environmental 

affordances, dispositions and habits’ (p7). 

 

Habit presents a peculiar paradox for non-representational theory due to its apparent ‘dual 

logic of continuity and change’ (Bissell, 2012).  Drawing on Félix Ravaisson’s 1834 work On 
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Habit, non-representational geographers have argued that a passive and active sense resides 

in our bodies such that we are simultaneously adapted and adaptive (Dewsbury, 2012).  For 

Ravaisson (2008), habits form a kind of ‘background ecology’ against which spontaneous 

action takes place, producing an open-ended temporality (see Grosz, 2013).  In this way, the 

force of habit anticipates spontaneity by preparing the body for action.  Bissell (2012) puts 

the notion of habit to work in thinking through obduracy and the ways in which the body 

sometimes struggles to move.  Habit, for Bissell, tends towards volatility in order that we 

might participate in ‘… the more unstable, precarious and heterogeneous modulations of 

contemporary life’ (2012, n.p.).  In terms of movement, this conceptualisation of habit 

enables non-representational geographers to conceive of ‘stillness’ as a form of mobility—as 

part of the habitual rhythm of the everyday (Bissell & Fuller, 2009).  

 

⁂ 

 

Another important concept in non-representational theory is that when we move, (and we are 

always in movement) we never move as a single entity.  Thrift (2008) describes this as 

material schematism in that ‘things’, including us, are continually brought into relation 

through processes of encounter.  As such, non-representational theory is concerned with 

technologies of being: ‘… hybrid assemblages of knowledges, instruments, persons, systems of 

judgement, buildings and spaces’ (Rose, 1996, p132).  As Anderson and Harrison (2010) 

suggest ‘… the term ‘‘world’’ does not refer to an extant thing but rather the context or 

background against [sic] which particular things show up and take on significance’ (p8).  This 

significance is captured as things come together, in ensembles or assemblages, to form a 

‘manifold of actions and interactions’—temporarily closed surfaces that produce stability.   

 

There are several important features of joint action in non-representational thought.  First is 

the question of intention.  The consequence of joint action is that its outcomes cannot be fully 

anticipated by the individual entities it involves.  Assemblages are ‘hybrid concretions, 

settings, and flows’ (Thrift, 2008, p9).  Context, or the site, is always an ‘incomplete 

incarnation of events’ assembled within fluctuating conditions (p12).  Individuation is 

ontogenetic in that processes of becoming have primacy over the states of being through 

which they pass:  ‘[i]nvention is less about cause than it is about self-conditioning emergence’ 

(Massumi, 2009, p40).  Agents are effects of struggles (Thrift, 2009).  Rather than possessed 

of a clear intent, an assemblage has a technicity, or collective character, at the heart of which 

is its entelechy (the vital force that directs it; Simondon, 2009).  Assemblages are not, 
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however, completely indifferent.  As Thrift (2008) proposes, assemblages possess an open 

and contingent disposition.    

 

The second feature of joint action is its dialogic nature—activity is negotiated in the moment 

or ‘on the spot’ (Thrift, 2009).  Encounter takes place at the surface of things, and it is 

through encounters that space is transmuted into context.   This postulate of joint action 

resonates with post-structural accounts of the social, including Bruno Latour’s actor-network-

theory and Sarah Whatmore’s hybrid geographies.  For actor-network-theory, the social is not 

something already assembled but always in the process of being re-assembled as actors and 

actants enter into, and dissolve out of, networks of relation (Latour, 2007).  An actor is not 

the source of an action but is the ‘the moving target of a vast array of entities swarming 

towards it: ‘[a]ction is borrowed, distributed, suggested, influenced, dominated, betrayed, 

translated’ (Latour, 2007, p46).  For Whatmore, hybridity involves the de-centring of social 

agency—a ‘precarious achievement spun between social actors rather than a manifestation of 

unitary intent’ (Whatmore, 2002, p4).  In this sense, the material and the social are 

intertwined and in constant circulation (see also the introduction to McCormack, 2003).  

 

The type of materiality advanced by non-representational theory corresponds with new 

materialist ontologies in the creative arts (see Bolt, 2007).  Rather than harking back to 

notions of materialism as ‘groundedness’ or ‘physicality’, materiality here refers to the 

capacities of things to act and be acted upon.  Matter is assumed to be common between 

forms of life and non-life—animate and inanimate, organic and inorganic (Anderson and 

Wylie, 2009).  Furthermore, materiality is born from turbulence—a ‘continual process of 

gathering and distribution’ (p321).  Corporeality emerges from material encounters, 

producing ‘imperatives to action which guide, imply, and ordain corporeal sensibilities’ 

(emphasis in original; Anderson and Wylie, 2009, p325).   Put another way, materiality 

inspires. 

 

⁂ 

 

As already pointed out, non-representational theory trades in modes of perception that are 

not individualized or subject-based.  Flowing from these ideas is the concept of pre-cognition 

which Thrift (2008), in reference to the body, describes as ‘… a rolling mass of nerve volleys 

[that] prepare the body for action in such a way that intentions or decisions are made before 

the conscious self is even aware of them’ (p7).  In this formulation, cognition is seen as ‘an 
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emergent outcome of strategic joint action for which it acts as a guidance function, 

monitoring and interpreting the situation as found’ (also p7).  As such, cognition is secondary 

to life in movement, enabling us to make only partial sense of what has already taken place.   

 

Interestingly, the concept of life ‘taking place’ outside our conscious control also pervades 

much of contemporary cognitive science.  As Maturana (2001) demonstrates: 

 

We human beings can make theories about the nature of life when we think that 

life is some property of living beings, but life is not a property of living beings, the 

word life only evokes or names an invented abstract entity that we claim that 

must be there to sustain the living of a concrete singular living being. Living does 

not need any theory to occur; it is the occurring of a molecular autopoietic 

system (Maturana, 2011, p146) 

 

Maturana’s argument, in a critique of representational theories of mind, is that human 

cognitive processes arise from the operation of human beings as living systems.  We are first 

and foremost ‘in action’; cognition is merely reflexive.  Neuroscience also recognises that it is 

the body that gives rise to feelings and emotions, outside of our consciousness (Damasio, 

2000)—consciousness itself being a kind of ‘user illusion’, which is an imperfect reflection of 

the totality of our experience (Nørrentranders, 1998).  Furthermore, if it were not for non-

conceptual processes, our concepts could not be grounded in experience and, therefore, 

would not possess the same meanings that they do (see Pylyshyn, 2007).  

 

This privileging of the pre-cognitive by non-representational theory presents a unique 

challenge to the ‘doing’ of geography.  If representations are always in excess of themselves, 

then they are ‘always already marked by difference and differentiation’ (Doel, 2010, p117).  

There is no position that can be put forward which cannot be undone.  Thus, the act of 

representation is by nature a transformation that calls all knowledge into question.  As 

Dewsbury (2003) suggests, we are but ‘false witnesses to what is there’ (p1911).  While 

cognition allows for the easy communication of ideas that are ‘sustainable, defensible and 

consensual’, these ideas are at odds with our delicate realities.   Dewsbury (2003) provides 

an ‘answer’ to this conundrum by noting that (as researchers, academics, and philosophers) 

we only ever produce partial understandings of the world’s ‘eventhood’.  We cannot hope to 

produce absolute knowledge, but we can commit to the production of concepts, approaches 

and methods that have potential to make ‘coherent grasps’ at the world.  For Dewsbury 
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(2003) such approaches treat thought as matter—or ‘the mind in motion’.  In practice, they 

are strivings to re-presence what we have witnessed as we communicate it (Dewsbury, 

2003/2010).   This involves placing thought between the spaces of sensing and making sense, 

creating perspectives that vibrate, and giving ‘the right place to description’ (p1914).   

 

⁂ 

 

As Dewsbury (2010) argues, non-representational theory is an ontology of sense and sense 

only comes about as a ‘bodily event’ (p147).  As such, the capacity to apprehend eventful 

geographies is only made possible by a sensing body.  There is a rich and diverse scholarship 

of the body in the social sciences from the somatic turn in the 1960s (see Turner, 1996) to 

Foucault’s (1973) The Birth of the Clinic, the notion of the abject body (Cregan, 2006), 

radical feminism (Butler, 1993), gender and queer studies (Sedgwick, 2003), and the post-

human condition (Braidotti, 2013).  It is not possible to do justice to the extent of this 

scholarship here so I will instead focus on the ‘lived body’ and the ‘body as enactment’ as 

they are constituted by our sense of the world (Blackman, 2008). 

 

The non-representational approach to the body is primarily concerned with the processes of 

becoming and the variety of ways in which ‘bodies are actualised and individuated through 

sets of diverse practical relations’ (Anderson & Harrison, 2010, p8).  It is here that the 

concept of the lived body is brought to bear.  After Merleau-Ponty, the body inhabits space 

and time and knows itself ‘by virtue of its action relation to this world’ (Simonsen, 2010, 

p223).  The lived body incorporates the sense of the world, moving and engaging with it 

through a form of corporeal consciousness (Blackman, 2008).  This is different to sense 

perception, in its naturalistic sense, as lived experience is ‘… located at the “mid point” 

between mind and body, or between subject and object—an intersubjective space of 

perception’ (Simonsen, 2010, p223).  Thrift puts it well when he suggests that human 

experience is never stable, because the ‘human sensorium is constantly being reinvented as 

the body constantly adds parts into itself, therefore, how and what is experienced as 

experience is itself variable’ (2008, p2).  

 

The ‘body as enactment’ is a particularly spatial formulation of the body.  Bodies are 

continually in the act of composing and being composed.  Bodies do not remain static but are 

dynamic and responsive.  As Manning (2007) argues (after Deleuze) to think the body in 

movement is to shift the question of what the body is to what the body can do.  Our sense of 



!

!

38 

embodiment is dependent on how our body is put to use (McPherson, 2010).  Bodies emerge 

‘in the act’ of reaching towards, a tendency that Manning (2007) refers to as ‘worlding’.  

Bodies are always actualising but are themselves virtual.  Bodies affect other bodies and are, 

therefore, always in relation.  Furthermore, the ‘processual’ body is not one that is composed 

of individual parts.  The body in process is enacted or performed in assemblage—coupled or 

conjoined with other entities. 

 

Post-structuralist theorists have made a notable contribution to the way the body is 

conceptualised in non-representational theory.  One such postulate is that of corporeality 

(Gilleard & Higgs, 2013), which refers to the body’s materiality, relatively unmediated.  In 

contrast, soma (or ‘the somatic’) refers to the body as it is ‘felt’, including its tactics, its 

positionality, the ways it reacts and responds, and how it moves (McCormack, 2005).  

Embodiment refers to the body in relation—as a vehicle or medium of social agency—a 

merging of thinking, sensing, and relating (Tambornino, 2002).  Thus, while we are always 

corporeal in that we are ‘housed’ by a physical body, we experience our corporeality in a 

variety of ways:  somatic experiences are particularly visceral, embodiment is relational.  

Informed by these concepts, non-representational geographers have selectively attended to 

the materiality of bodies (Wylie, 2005), the position of bodies in Euclidean space (e.g., 

underground or overhead, see Garrett, 2013), somatic practices (McCormack, 2014), and 

embodied experiences (Bissell, 2009), depending on the questions being posed. 

 

In the thinking through a ‘body in movement’, we might also consider the body’s 

immateriality (Blackman, 2012).  As Barad (2007) points out, even in a molar sense, the 

body is not bounded.  We learn to ‘draw outlines’ that are not there.  What looks like an edge 

is not a sharp boundary between light and dark but a series of light and dark bands—‘a 

diffraction pattern’ (p156).  In the molecular sense, the body is never considered to be a 

uniform singularity (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987).  It is always multiple—formed and reformed 

through the movement and flux.  As Grosz (1994) explains: 

 

… subject and object can no longer be understood as discrete entities or binary 

opposites.  Things, material or psychical, can no longer be seen in terms of rigid 

boundaries, clear demarcations; nor on an opposite track, can they be seen as 

inherently united, singular or holistic.  Subject and object are series of flows, 

energies, movements, strata, segments, organs, intensities—fragments capable of 

ku59140
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being linked together or severed in potentially infinite ways other than those 

which congeal them into identities (p167). 

 

As alluded to by Grosz (1994), Deleuze and Guattari posit perhaps the most radical of all 

bodies—the Body without Organs (BwO).    As Williams and Bendelow (1998) explain, the 

BwO is a ‘non-productive surface’ that connects assemblages with desiring-production that 

would otherwise be blocked by the organs’ organisation into an organism.  Desire passes 

through the body and the organs, but not through organisms.  In contrast, the BwO has no 

organisation at all.  To make oneself a body without organs is to cast off the actual body and 

experiment with the virtual—to allow its waves and intensities to flow through the body 

(Deleuze & Guattari, 1987).  It is these intensities and flows that are of particular interest to 

non-representational geographers. 

 

⁂ 

 

Of all the forces with which non-representational theory grapples, affect is the most 

celebrated  (Thrift, 2008).  As with notions of the body, affect has a diverse set of meanings 

in the social sciences and humanities (Clough with Halley, 2007; Seigworth & Gregg, 2010).  

Just as the concept of ‘bodily knowledges’ is now present and accepted in academic 

discourses, so is the notion of ‘felt knowledges’, or the possibility of thinking through 

emotion (Bondi, 2005).  Definitions of affect, however, still evade researchers, although that 

is the very point.  As Bondi (2011) argues, emotion and affect can and should defy ‘sharp-

edged’ definition.     

 

For the most part, non-representational theory adopts a Deleuzo-Guattarian formulation of 

affect (after Spinoza) understood as the capacity of bodies to affect and be affected by other 

bodies, be they human, non-human, animate or inanimate (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987).   

Affect is relational—it consists of bodily capacities that ‘emerge and develop in concert’ 

(Anderson, 2014, p9).  Affect is virtual in that it is about what the body can do, and not what 

it is doing or has done. Affects, in the plural, are becomings.  Affect, in the singular, is 

‘essentially a pre-personal category, installed “before” the circumscription of identities, and 

manifested by unlocatable transferences, unlocatable with regard to their origin as well as 

with regard to their destination’ (Guattari, 1996, p158).  Affect is not a personal feeling or 

power but an effectuation of a capacity or force in and through a body as it is affected—as it 

acts (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987).  
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Massumi (2002) and Thrift (2008), as influential thinkers in geography, also adopt a pre-

personal definition of affect.  For Massumi (2002), affect is simply intensity whereas emotion 

is qualified intensity or ‘intensity owned and recognized’ (p28).  For Thrift (2008) affect is an 

autonomous force that cannot be contained by the body.  Accordingly, intensities ‘pre-figure’ 

encounters which then set up new encounters and so on.  Affect participates in the virtual by 

virtue of its openness, because it ‘remains unactualised, inseparable from but unassimilable 

to any particular, functionally anchored perspective’ (Massumi, 1997, p228).  Emotion, in 

contrast, is the intense capture and closure of affect whereas affect is always in excess of the 

moment of its capture and cannot be grasped alongside the perception of its capture 

(Massumi, 2002).   

 

It is the desire to retain an a-subjective, a-signifying conceptualisation of affect that has led 

non-representational geographers to draw distinctions between affect, feeling, and emotion.  

Anderson (2006) lays out one such theory of affect in the context of hope (one that he later 

revises in his 2014 book Encountering Affect). Whilst acknowledging that affect is a contested 

term in the social sciences, Anderson (2006) agrees with Massumi (2002) in asserting that 

formulations of affect should not make recourse to psychology or cognition but must 

preserve affect’s transpersonal nature.  Although, affect has a processual logic, it is not and 

cannot be possessed by bodies—especially as the ‘human body does not involve an adequate 

knowledge of the parts composing the human body’ (Spinoza, 2011, p70).  Affect is, 

however, expressed by bodies and is thereby fragmented into multiple registers of 

experience.  Movements of affect, as Anderson (2006) argues, are ‘expressed through those 

proprioceptive and visceral shifts in the background habits, and postures, of a body that are 

commonly described as feelings’ (emphasis added, 2006, p736).  Feelings are an assessment 

of affect in a moment of experience as it moves through bodies.  In contrast, emotion is an 

intimate and directly personal experience that fixes itself in words.  Emotion is social 

insomuch as it can be articulated and folded back into more extensive networks of relations.  

As McCormack (2008) explains:  ‘[a]ffect is a kind of vague yet intense atmosphere; feeling is 

that atmosphere felt in a body; and emotion is that felt intensity articulated as an emotion’ 

(p1827).   

 

Although the differentiation of affect from feeling and emotion is contra to several other 

perspectives within the social sciences (e.g., Probyn, 2010; Tomkins, 1962), its implications 

are far reaching.  Affect is always in excess of bodies—moving and circulating in and between 
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them, emerging through and out of encounters.  Thus, affect is socio-spatial phenomenon and 

fundamentally geographic.  Although the geography of affect has attracted criticism from 

within the discipline (see Thien, 2005) it has, at the same time, provoked diverse lines of 

geographical inquiry such as the therapeutics of dance (McCormack, 2002), transnational 

experiences in and of the city (Conradson and Latham, 2007), passenger mobilities (Bissell, 

2010), collective action and the politics of protest (Roelvink, 2010), cycling (Spinney, 2009), 

education (Kraftl, 2013), place-making (Duff, 2010), surveillance (Adey et al., 2013), the 

atmospherics of festival spaces (Duffy, Waitt, Gorman-Murray, & Gibson, 2011), street 

performance (Simpson, 2011), car mobility (Waitt, Harada, & Duffy, 2015) and human-

technology relations (Ash, 2013a/b).  An attunement to affective life, as McCormack (2006) 

argues, offers ‘possibilities—albeit modest—for drawing out its expressive, [affective] and 

sometimes connective energies … the production of geographies that move between the many 

and more-than-human logics of affect, mood, emotion and feeling’ (p332). 

 

The concept of affective atmospheres follows on from these injunctions.  As with the term 

affect, atmosphere has a variety of meanings.  In non-representational theory, atmospheres 

are a ‘class of experience’ that occurs ‘before and alongside the formation of subjectivity 

across human and non-human materialities and in-between subject/object distinctions’ 

(Anderson, 2009, p78).  Atmospheres have a spatial form (spherical)—they surround and 

envelop bodies, human and non-human.  They are not, however, reducible to an individual 

sense experience and cannot be possessed by bodies.  Furthermore, they are sensed in a 

particular way—as ‘supra-sensational’, synaesthetic, and not sense-mode specific (Seigworth, 

2003, p81).  They are ineffable, ephemeral, indeterminate, and ambiguous at the same time 

that they are felt and articulated in qualified emotions.  The movement of affect creates 

atmospheres as it moves and circulates back and forth, ‘infecting’ bodies like a contagion 

(Thrift, 2008).   Atmospheres accumulate and quickly disperse in the presence and absence 

of bodies—they are social in origin but psychological and physical in their effects, connecting 

the social with the somatic (Brennan, 2004; Protevi, 2009).     

 

As Anderson (2014) suggests, affects are ‘always-already’ imbricated in all aspects of life.  

Affect is ‘… before, outside, alongside, between, across and beyond’ (Seigworth, 2003, p80).  

In many ways, affect is rather unremarkable.  Affect is ‘everything’ and it is ‘everywhere’—it 

simply exists, or is what it means to exist.  Life is animated by the ordinary and made up of 

constant encounters between all kinds of different bodies (Stewart, 2007).  There is no 

denying the existence of affect and its force.  It is integral to the moment-to-moment 
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experience of inhabiting the temporary worlds that we, in concert with other entities, are 

constantly generating.  

 

⁂ 

 

As suggested at the beginning of this chapter, non-representational theory is spatially 

inflected to such an extent that it can be distinguished from other performative ontologies, 

epistemologies, and methodologies on this basis.  McCormack (2008) offers a clear 

illustration when he states: 

 

… spaces are—at least in part—as moving bodies do. Think, for instance, of the 

difference between a football pitch with and without a game taking place on it. 

The presence of moving bodies is not only a physical transformation of the 

pitch:  it also alters the imaginative, affective, sonic and social qualities of this 

space (emphasis in the original; p1823) 

 

McCormack’s description draws attention to the intensive qualities of spaces in contrast to 

the extensive qualities of places.  The football pitch is located at a place that it does not share 

with any other place.  It is bounded.  Space, on the other hand, cannot be located.  It is 

intensive—you cannot contain it or ‘hold it in your hand’ (see DeLanda, 2005).  Space is lived 

and experienced as an embodied subject and, hence, further complicated by perspective—it is 

correlated with the ability to find oneself within it in order to perceive it (see Grosz, 1995, 

p90).  It, therefore, requires a sensing subject to complete it (see Dewsbury & Thrift, 2005; 

Morris 2004). 

 

Despite the need for space to be imagined, space is rarely explicitly theorised in the social 

sciences and humanities.  In mathematics and the sciences, the most common understandings 

of space are Euclidean and Newtonian (Couclelis, 1999).  Massey (2005), however, asserts 

three alternative propositions for space.  First, she urges us to think about space as a product 

of inter-relations across a range of scales from ‘the tiny’ to the global.  Second, she suggests 

that space has a contemporaneous plurality; it is a sphere of ‘possible existence’ and ‘co-

exisiting heterogeneity’ (p9).  Third, she argues that spaces are always open, never closed, 

always under construction (contra to Euclidean space).  Furthermore, space is a product of 

relations, which are ‘necessarily embedded material practices which have to be carried out … 

always in the process of being made’ (p9). 
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In the same vein, non-representational theory thinks of space in topological rather than 

topographical terms, foregrounding the conditions of space’s emergence (Murdoch, 2006).  

Space is a ‘socially produced set of manifolds’ actuated by ‘the ensemble of movements 

deployed in it’ (Crang and Thrift, 2000, p19 and de Certeau, 1984, p117 respectively).  

Space is highly contingent and unsettled, being formed and re-formed in a ‘wide unlimited 

range of temporal and affective conditions, or situations’ (Crouch, 2010, p14).  Space is full 

of creative potential.  It is constituted out of materiality, objects and movements that displace 

human subjectivity.  Space is always becoming.  It begets itself.  As such, geographers have 

embraced the concept of ‘spacing’ to emphasise the mingling, diverging, non-linear means by 

which space is produced (Crouch, 2003; Merriman et al., 2012). 

 

In writing about space, spaces and spacings, non-representational geographers have drawn 

from Henri Lefebvre’s The Production of Space, Edward Soja’s Thirdspace, and Gaston 

Bachelard’s The Poetics of Space.  Although their theoretical formulations differ, these writers 

take an approach to space as social, imagined, and lived.  For Lefebvre (1991) social space 

does not exist in of itself—it is produced by three dialectically interconnected processes, which 

are ‘… doubly determined and correspondingly doubly designated’ (Schmidt, 2008, p29).  On 

one hand he presents a linguistic or semiotic formulation of space as a triad incorporating 

spatial practice, representations of space, and representational space.  This three-dimensional 

(dialectical) figure of social reality mirrors the material social production of Marx, Hegelian 

language and thought, and the poetics of Nietzsche (see Schmid, 2008). On the other side of 

this double determination is Lefebvre’s phenomenological formulation of space as perceived, 

conceived, and lived (Lefebvre, 1991).  Correspondingly, spatial practices are perceived 

materialities, spaces of representation are conceived and discursively produced, and 

representational spaces are lived.  Finally, spaces formed by practico-social activity have 

multiple meanings—a material sense, a meaning in words and a meaning for ‘someone who 

lives and acts in the space under consideration’ (Lefebvre, 1991, p132). 

 

Soja (1996) takes Lefebvre’s theory further in proposing a ‘thirdspace’. In the first instance, 

he articulates a trialectics of being, insofar as we are simultaneously historical, social and 

spatial beings that create histories, geographies, and societies through collective action.  

Second, he posits a trialectics of spatiality as simultaneously lived, conceived, and perceived—

a concept appropriated from Lefebvre.  Thirdspace, however, is a ‘limitless composition of 

lifeworlds that are radically open and openly radicalizable … disorderly, unruly, constantly 
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evolving, unfixed, never presentable in permanent constructions’ (p70). This thirdspace is 

differentiated from ‘firstspace’ (physical or empirical configurations of space which are 

measurable and mappable) and ‘secondspace’ (discursively devised representations of space).  

As with Lefebvre’s representational space, Soja’s thirdspace is lived space, although Lefebvre 

does not draw such sharp distinctions.  

 

Just as there is obvious correspondence between Soja’s thirdspace and the ways in which 

space is conceptualised in non-representational theory, Bachelard’s examination of simple 

images of home animate space, bringing ‘dead geographies’ to life (see Thrift & Dewsbury, 

2000).  Bachelard’s (1994) work provides beautiful examples of the fluidity of space—its 

structures of feeling, its echoes, hauntings, and shadings.  As Bachelard puts it: 

 

… the images I want to examine are quite simple images of felicitous space.  In 

this orientation these investigations would deserve to be called topophilia.  They 

seek to determine the human value of the sorts of space that may be grasped, 

that may be defended against adverse forces, the space we love. For diverse 

reasons … this is eulogized space (emphasis in the original; p xxxv).  

 

Bachelard’s rendering of space is intimate—centring on the images of home and circling 

outwards, intensifying the reality of perceived objects that reverberate through space and 

time —a process that necessitates the substituting of ‘writer’ with ‘creator’ (Destruel, 1998).  

Bachelard’s space is imagined, his writing a poetic dreaming.  It is also, however, a 

topoanalysis—the study of place as the localisation of memory.  Bachelard’s renderings of 

space find a way to stay faithful to encountering ‘… in the immediacy of the life-worlds where 

it is made and re-made’  (Laurier and Philo, 2006, p353).  This is at the very heart of the non-

representational project. 

⁂ 

 

In drawing this chapter to a conclusion, I do not intend to summarise non-representational 

theory.  The reason for devoting an entire chapter to ‘unpacking’ some of its assertions was 

to acknowledge its complexity, breadth, and courage.  To make its significance to the thesis 

even more explicit, however, perhaps the great strength of non-representational theory is its 

ability to unsettle – to unsettle what it means to be human, to recast notions of becoming and 

being in relation to the planet, to emphasise the vital excess and immanence of life, and to 

understand the production of space through the practices and performances of living. 
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