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Abstract
The relation between politics, ontology, and space remains one of the most contested concerns in human
geography, often leading to a dismissal of ontology in favor of the politicization of space. In contrast, this article
mobilizes post-foundationalism to propose a political ontology of space. After reviewing geographers’ en-
gagements with politics, post-politics and the political, the article demonstrates how a post-foundational
geography radically uproots geographic understandings of political and socio-spatial realities. Grounded upon
parameters of negativity, contingency, and antagonism, the article equips geographers to grapple with the
crumbling foundations of an uncertain present, and unknown futures.
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I Introduction

Contemporary critical human geography has long
discussed the inextricable interrelations between
space, politics, and the political. For many con-
temporary geographers, it might seem difficult to
imagine how space would come into being without
any influence of political agency of various sorts
(e.g., legal practices exercised by law, construction
buildings, fencing, zoning, prohibition as well as
more bottom-up approaches such as spatial occu-
pation and intervention, or performances and protests
in public space etc.). Inspired by Marxist, feminist,
and post-structuralist social theory, geographers from
the 1970s onwards increasingly turned away from
understanding space as rigid and immobile, and

started drawing attention to the socio-material pro-
duction of space (Duncan and Ley, 1982; Harvey,
1996; Gregory, 1994; Lefebvre, 1991; Massey, 1994;
Peet, 1998; Smith, 1984; Soja, 1989). This shift from
the “being” of space towards its “becoming” was
rooted in an anti-ontological stance, according to
which any ontologization of space would lead to a
problematic objectification, reification, and natural-
ization of space.1 Hence, the question of what space
“is,” which undoubtedly hovers at the heart of
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geography, and cognate spatial disciplines (for a
summary, see Kitchin, 2009), was re-positioned to-
wards the processual genesis of space through pol-
itics. It was thereby argued that an ontologization of
space would come at the cost of losing sight of the
political practices that co-constitute space (see
Joronen and Häkli, 2016; Pierce and Martin, 2015).
Kirsten Simonsen (2004: 1337) grasps this problem
of ontologizing space, or spatial elements, as follows:

By putting spatial elements such as networks, flows,
and fluids first and raising them to the status of
“ontology” […] one tends to reimagine spatial form as
self-referential and indifferent to social content. The
unintended consequence of such a move might be a
naturalization of “spatial” process […] This, of course,
is a political as well as a theoretical problem…

We reverse this connection between ontology and
indifference, via the trope of political difference—
based on a distinction between “politics” and “the
political” (see Marchart, 2007, 2010)—to sketch a
political ontology of space derived from negativity,
contingency, and antagonism. We consider space as
always-already political in the sense that “the politi-
cal,” as we shall define it below, takes, claims, or
occupies space in ever-changing ways. It thus reveals
the constitutive contingency of any spatial formwhere
“politics” is located. We (re)direct analytical attention
to the missing link between the political, space, and
ontology. While previous engagements with the status
of ontology in critical geography have partially
foregrounded the problematic naturalization of spatial
process and form, a political ontology of space un-
derscores the irresolvable restlessness of both space
and ontology. The political hence appears as a con-
stant reminder, and disruptive potential of any spatial
formation. AsMustafa Dikeç (2005: 172) points out, it
is not merely the presence of power that makes space
political, but rather the “moments of interruption” that
point to constantly contested power imbued in space.
To approach space ontologically, we follow Dikeç’s
(2005: 184) assumption that “the political” has “no
proper place,” and trace this lack of location, or ab-
sence of foundation, with what we call a post-
foundational geography.

In this endeavor, we first review existing accounts
on engagements with post-foundational thought in
critical human geography by emphasizing how the
post-foundational difference between politics and the
political has manifested in a particular concern with
the post-political (Section II). Subsequently, we
sketch a post-foundational geography to be articu-
lated from radical negativity, contingency, and an-
tagonism (Section III). Negativity, here, underlines
the non-essential, produced and relational dimension
of any spatial configuration. Contingency, accord-
ingly, is both an ontological and political condition
that affects the production, perception and sense of
place, space and power. Lastly, antagonism points to
the irreducibly conflictual roots of any space or place,
regardless of, or beyond scale. Negativity, contin-
gency, and antagonism are per se not new to geog-
raphers, but each have long yet differently developed
histories in geographical thinking. However, what is
rather new is rendering the implicit connection be-
tween these three theoretical tropes explicit. Hence,
our aim in this paper is to knot together existing
geographical knowledge to advance this post-
foundational geography. After introducing these
three dimensions of a post-foundational geography,
we conclude by advocating a conflict-attuned ge-
ography attuned to an expansive, antagonistic un-
derstanding of “the political” and the ever-present
possibility of transformative change (Section IV).

II Locating post-foundationalism in
human geography

Post-foundationalism has become a prominent ana-
lytic in political theory and philosophy to grasp the
conceptual differentiation between la politique
(politics) and le politique (the political). Stemming
from thinkers such as Alain Badiou (Badiou, 2018
[1985]), Ernesto Laclau (1990), Claude Lefort
(1988), Chantal Mouffe (2005), Jacques Rancière
(1999), or Slavoj Žižek (1999), post-foundational
political theory, on the one hand, engages with the
ontic realm of politics, which becomes manifest qua
institutions, laws, regulations, prohibitions, and
routines. Politics center around notions of order,
stability, and hegemony to shape and secure a
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society’s “existence” (Marchart, 2013). On the other
hand, post-foundational political theory projects the
political as the ontological potential for transfor-
mation and radical change. The political both ex-
ceeds and subverts the logic of politics by disrupting,
challenging, and dislocating existing hegemonic
forms. Arising out of such “political difference”
(Marchart, 2007), post-foundationalism revolves
around the ever-ongoing dynamics of re- and dis-
articulation of politics to expose it as a radically
contingent constellation that is constantly permeated,
and rendered inconsistent, by the political.2 As
synthesized by Mouffe (2005: 9), “politics” is con-
sidered “the set of practices and institutions through
which an order is created,” while “the political”
refers to “the dimension of antagonism.”3

There is a tendency in post-foundational political
theory to acknowledge “space as a mode of political
thinking” (Dikeç, 2012). Laclau (1990: 18), for in-
stance, argues that every space of discourse, identity,
and society refers to such a “radical outside” that is
responsible for both providing meaning to what is
inside (of a certain social or spatial order), and si-
multaneously intervening into, or disturbing, that
very inside. Every social reality, or inside, is sub-
sequently based on “othering,” so to speak, which
presupposes a difference to the radical outside.
Accordingly, every social relation turns out to be an
inherently spatial relation. As put by Laclau and
Mouffe (2001: 111): “The irresoluble interiority/
exteriority tension is the condition of any social
practice.” Social reality appears only against the
background of an outside that is bound to its inside
without being reducible to it. Careful not to lapse
into an anti-foundational approach, post-
foundationalism, therefore, thinks “the outside in”
(Strathausen, 2009), whichmeans to insist that processes
of destabilization, decentering, and dissemination are
part of every ontological constellation. The differentia-
tion between what belongs to reality (and what does not)
is not fixed but evolves from constant tension. It is this
tension every (social) reality relies on, regardless of its
scale: “it is as if, at every stage, the same opposition, the
same undecidable alternative Inside/Outside, repeats it-
self under a different exponent” (Žižek, 1994: 17). This
inside-outside-interrelation also chimes with political
difference, as the production of outsides is considerably

political in its effect of producing inclusions and ex-
clusions of people, places, and things. In sum, these
insides and outsides, or inclusions and exclusions, re-
spectively, resonate with political difference in that the
inside correlates with the logic of politics, while the
outside correlates with the political.4

While space is therefore not new to post-
foundational theory, post-foundational theory is also
not entirely new to geographers. In fact, a number of
scholars engaged with this strand of political theory in
recent years (Blakey, 2021a; Dikeç, 2005, 2012, 2015;
Featherstone and Korf, 2012; Hannah, 2022; Landau
et al., 2021; Landau and Pohl, 2021; Meyer, 2012;
Sparke, 2005; Swyngedouw, 2007, 2010, 2013,
2018). One of themost prominent ways of fusing post-
foundational and spatial thinking in human geography
and related spatial disciplines, such as urban planning,
can be subsumed in the debate about the “post-po-
litical” (Deas, 2014; Doucette, 2020; Hannah, 2016;
Rosol, 2014; Swyngedouw, 2007, 2009, 2011, 2013,
2015, 2018; Swyngedouw and Wilson, 2014;
Williams and Booth, 2013). Post-politics can be read
as a post-foundational concept due to its built-in
sensitivity to the difference between politics and the
political. Post-politics stems from theorists such as
Rancière (1999) and Žižek (1999) and describes a
significant shift of understanding the possibilities and
concurrent impossibilities of political action. Histor-
ically rooted in the rise of (neo)liberalism, post-
politics relates to the dissolution of the state as an
independent or closed sphere of political decision-
making (i.e., government) towards a more flexible and
consensus-oriented notion of politics intertwined with
“the market” and other non-state actors (i.e., gover-
nance). In the vein of post-politics, processes of pri-
vatization and deregulation lead to the outsourcing of
state functions and an up- and down-scaling of
governance techniques (Swyngedouw, 2018). When
the realm of politics is limited to mere questions of
management, individual rights, and procedures of
participation, there is no “proper,” or no longer any
space for the political. In such post-political times,
more than ever, the question is: “Where is the polit-
ical?” (Swyngedouw, 2014). This claim implies that
the political, and with it, political theory, is not
something that simply “is” but, again, something that
takes place or does not take place.
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With a concrete urban focus, scholars have drawn
attention to the particular ways of how, and if at all,
the political takes place in the city. Following Erik
Swyngedouw’s (2007) account of the “post-political
city,” urban scholars have criticized how regimes of
neoliberal urban power and managerial governance
exclude, occlude, suffocate, or colonize the political.
A variety of empirical case studies have demon-
strated how post-political urban governance has been
contested by civic stakeholders and alliances (see
Davidson and Iveson, 2014; Holden, 2011; Legacy,
2016; Legacy et al., 2018; McClymont, 2011;
Millington, 2016; Oosterlynck and Swyngedouw,
2010). Crystal Legacy (2016) examines a conten-
tious transport planning process in Melbourne, in
which citizen initiatives questioned a seemingly
“done deal” and thus broad the precarious nature of
post-political consensus to the fore. Nate
Millington’s (2016) account of the London riots
2011, deemed “disappointedly apolitical” (ibid.:
707) by commentators from media and politics,
draws attention to hip-hop culture as a space where
actors who were not expected to become politicized
spontaneously joined to work against the post-
political city. Hence, beyond a mere obsession
with consensus in urban planning and policy
(Allmendinger and Haughton, 2012; Gualini and
Bianchi, 2015; Hillier, 2003; Kühn, 2021; Metzger
et al., 2014; Pløger, 2004, 2018), the post-political
city broadens the scope of conflict analysis towards
questions of how cities can serve as stages for the
political (see Davidson and Iveson, 2021; Enright,
2017). As Dikeç and Swyngedouw (2017: 10) put it,
the city unravels moments of the political as “always
placed, localized and invariably operative in public
space.” Accordingly, the city, in a post-foundational
sense, “is” nothing but sedimentation of specific
hegemonic constellations of physical, material, and
symbolic power (Roskamm, 2017). Ontologically
speaking, the city becomes possible via attempts at
establishing order, ground, or reason (i.e., following the
logic of politics) and simultaneously impossible as a
continuously dislocated and dislocating realm of on-
tological lack and antagonism (i.e., actualizing the logic
of the political).

Another, yet connected, strand in which “the post-
political” has been prominently discussed in human

geography and related disciplines concerns the de-
bates around climate politics. In line with the work of
the post-political city, there have been increasing
attempts in recent years to critically evaluate the
discourses on climate change as profoundly de-
politicized (Bettini, 2013; Blakey, 2021b; Celata and
Sanna, 2012; Goeminne, 2012; Kenis and Lievens,
2014, 2015; Kenis and Mathijs, 2014a; MacGregor,
2014; Machin, 2013; Maeseele, 2015; Pepermans
and Maeseele, 2016; Pohl and Swyngedouw, 2023;
Swyngedouw, 2011, 2013, 2015; Weisser and
Müller-Mahn, 2016). Giovanni Bettini (2013)
points to the depoliticizing implications of apoca-
lyptic climate narratives, which construct the “cli-
mate refugee” as a racialized and potentially
threatening figure used to mobilize a politics of fear.
Anneleen Kenis and ErikMathijs (2014b) discuss the
politicization strategies of Climate Justice Action, a
grassroots movement invested in radically imagining
ecologically fair climate futures. More generally,
geographic works on the (de)politicization of climate
change formulate a radical critique of catastrophic
climate imaginaries stating that the latter conjure a
populist specter of “the people.” That signifier frames
the climate catastrophe as a crisis that “everyone” is
responsible for and has to respond to, thereby
masking the considerable antagonistic divisions and
inequalities that divide society and space
(Swyngedouw, 2010).

While various scholars have shown how the post-
foundational concept of the post-political can be
used as an analytical lens to engage geographically
related matters, including spaces of urban and cli-
mate politics, others have criticized the post-
political as a diagnosis (Beveridge and Koch,
2016, 2017; Chatterton et al., 2013; da Schio and
Van Heur, 2021; Featherstone, 2013; Kenis, 2019;
McCarthy, 2013; North, 2010; Urry, 2011). Re-
garding the post-political city, Ross Beveridge and
Philippe Koch (2016: 31) claim that it is this di-
agnosis itself (and not the socio-geographical con-
dition) that diminishes the possibilities of the urban as
a political space of resistance and emancipation,
whereby the “binary understanding of the real
political/politics as police” would thus negate
“the in-betweenness and contingency of actually
existing urban politics.” With regard to climate
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politics, John Urry (2011: 90) criticizes the post-
political as a “new orthodoxy” that disregards the
manifold manifestation of environmental mobi-
lization and protest, such as Climate Justice
Action and Transition Towns (see North, 2010;
Featherstone, 2013; Chatterton et al., 2013).
Overall, what unites the critical accounts of the
“post-political thesis” is that they see the latter as
leading to an overemphasis of the institutional
foreclosure (of the political) by contemporary
governance regimes (of politics). This might lead
to and encourage post-political thinkers to ig-
nore, or at least underestimate, the multiple forms
of contestation and politicization (da Schio and
Van Heur, 2021: 3).

Even though it has become fashionable in re-
cent years to criticize the post-political as a self-
fulfilling prophecy, this critique risks turning this
concept into a straw man (Dikeç, 2017). Instead of
considering the post-political as the absolute end,
or ultimate death of the political, we insist on the
post-foundational legacy of post-politics by em-
phasizing the radically ontological implications of
political difference (Marchart, 2007). The “post-
political hypothesis,” therefore, does not proclaim
that the political vanishes altogether (because
that is ontologically speaking impossible), but that
it is insufficiently articulated within particular
historical-geographical settings. The political
cannot take place (i.e., as it is continuously dis-
avowed, repressed, displaced) under post-political
conditions. However, due to its ontological
scope, the political remains “a permanent possi-
bility” (Dikeç, 2017: 51); it haunts politics even
under the most devastating post-political
regime. Ultimately, as Swyngedouw (2018: 58)
puts it: “the spaces of appearance whereby the
political is embryonically manifested, can nev-
ertheless not be foreclosed fully.”

III Towards a
post-foundational geography

After sketching some of human geography’s en-
gagements with post-political thinking, which have
undoubtedly shaped recent critical understandings of

political mobilization, politicization, and depolitici-
zation, we note that post-foundational thought has
primarily, if not exclusively, been addressed by ge-
ographers through looking at the difference between
politics and the political. However, this has not yet
exhausted the full potential of what post-
foundationalism has to offer to geographers (see
Landau et al., 2021).5 We wonder: What are the
concrete interconnections and precarious spatial
foundations of a post-foundational ontology of
space? How do politics and the political become
“enmeshed” (Blakey et al., 2022) in the contentious
production of space? In forging answers to these
questions, we propose the following three dimen-
sions of a post-foundational geography: negativity,
contingency, and antagonism. Notably, there is
neither a clear hierarchy nor chronological path
dependency between these three aspects. Yet, a post-
foundational geography, as we see it, can only
emerge within spatial theory and empirical research
when these three aspects—however, unevenly—
coalesce. For example, some productions of space
foreground its antagonistic quality, making it pain-
fully clear for its users that conflict rules this space.
Other spaces are tangibly contingent—exuding to all
of its users that this space could also be otherwise
(e.g., if resources for spatial adaptation were sup-
plied). The conceptual valence of these three di-
mensions is to better equip geographers to grasp
conflicts that might already linger in spatial settings,
and to advance a more radical, and in that sense
political understanding of space.

1. Negativity and space

Negativity inevitably lingers in a post-foundational
geography. Richard G. Smith (2003: 563) points out
that “space is folded into everything”; this all-
encompassing notion of space is not able to grasp
what constitutes space (and what does not, for that
matter). In contrast, a post-foundational geography
departs from the assumption that space is also, maybe
even more importantly, folded into and out of
nothingness.

To better grasp this relationship between space
and negativity, we turn to a prominent critique of
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this relationship proposed by Doreen Massey. In
her book For Space, Massey (2005) offers a
powerful critique of the post-structuralist en-
gagement with space qua negativity. Besides
further engaging with Laclau, whom Massey
criticized earlier for his supposed depoliticization
of space (Massey, 1992),6 she extends her critique
to other thinkers, such as Michel de Certeau.
These thinkers are, in Massey’s view, unpromising
companions for geographers since they regard
“time” as the only true category of “the political”
and assign to “space” only a subordinate, apolit-
ical role. In doing so, Massey reads thinkers like
de Certeau as eventually ending up in contradic-
tions, since time is also the essential driving force
of a capitalist mode of society. While Massey’s
critique of space as apolitical is widely known, she
(Massey, 2005: 11) also has been a crucial ad-
vocate for a difference-attuned and radically open
conception of space. De Certeau (De Certeau,
1988: 95) himself states: “Finally, the function-
alist organization, by privileging progress (i.e.,
time), causes the condition of its own possibility –

space itself – to be forgotten; space thus becomes
the blind spot in a scientific and political tech-
nology.” Massey (Massey, 2005: 46) considers
this passage as “ironic” because de Certeau, by
binarizing space and time, allows space to become
a residual category, which is neglected in favor of
time and treated as politically futile. While time is
considered a subversive and political element,
space comes to stand for representation, stasis,
closure, and domination (Massey 2005: 29).

A significant element of de Certeau’s spatial
theory, indeed the element that makes him a post-
foundational spatial thinker in the first place (see
Dikeç, 2005; Groth, 2021), is neglected in Massey’s
critique. He distinguishes not only between time and
space but also between “place” (lieu) and “space”
(espace). While place refers to an ordering
structure of distribution that assigns elements a
“proper” and unique location, which defines and
fixates them, thus providing stability, space, in
contrast, “occurs as the effect produced by the
operations that orient it, situate it, temporalize it,
and make it function in a polyvalent unity of
conflictual programs or contractual proximities …

In contradistinction to the place, it [space] has thus
none of the univocity or stability of a ‘proper’”
(De Certeau, 1988: 117). For de Certeau, it is not
space that provides stability and order, but place—
and this difference between place and space needs
to be emphasized from a geographic standpoint.
Space has a mobilizing, temporalizing, chal-
lenging, and thus conflictual quality that cannot be
recognized and contained by the order of place, or
the place of order, if you will. It is only from this
standpoint that we can understand the meaning of
Massey’s statement according to which space is
considered “the blind spot in a scientific and
political technology.”

Such a notion of space not only helps us to grasp
the relationship between space and the political,
which Massey (2005: 38) considers as getting lost in
the works of thinkers like Laclau or de Certeau (we
further elaborate on this point below). Rather, it also
allows us to reconsider the relationship between
space and negativity more broadly, and with impli-
cations for geographic theory-building and empirical
research. If we do not acknowledge space as blind
spot, spatial analysis runs the risk of morphing into a
self-fulfilling analysis and diagnosis of space as it has
been conceived prior to empirical investigation.

Space as “blind spot”—thus as absence, lack,
negativity—from the standpoint of place is one of the
cornerstones of a post-foundational ontology of
space. A post-foundational approach advocates for a
concept of “space as the product of negative spacing,
through the abjection of the other” (Massey, 2005:
55)—more precisely, through the abjection of place
qua reality and order. As Oliver Marchart (2007:
139-140) emphasizes:

The constitutive outside of space is what is radically
different with respect to the system—something which
cannot be explained from the inner logic of the system
itself, or which has never had any prescribed place in
the topography. Yet, it occurs within such topography as
its dislocation, disturbance, or interruption: as event.

This understanding of space points to the premise
that not everything can be placed within a system,
order, or logic of politics. Something always remains
out of sight, out of place, constitutively outside. But
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instead of leaving this outside unnoticed, a post-
foundational geography insists that this outside
makes itself present inside through dislocation,
disturbance, interruption, an event. Such “negative
spacings” do not have to be large in scale, or
physically visible. Various works in geography en-
gaged the figure of the ghost to highlight the pow-
erful presence of negativity, or absence, in space. As
a metaphor for the unpredictable, erosive, and
sometimes traumatic connotations of human mem-
ory, the ghost has been adopted as a cipher of
haunting that blends the direct, material presence of
discrete places with implicit, immaterial absences
that linger in those places (Edensor, 2005; Frers,
2013; Hook, 2005; Landau and Pohl, 2021; Maddern
and Adey, 2008; Pile, 2005; Pohl, 2020; Roberts,
2013; Searle, 2020; Wylie, 2007). Post-foundational
political theory made use of Jacques Derrida’s (1994)
conceptualization of the ghost or specter in order to
engage with the haunting qualities of the political
within the realm of politics (Marchart, 2007). The
ghostly, thus, illustrates both the symbolical and (im)
material manifestations of the political. Post-
foundational geography, in a way, allows us to
ontologize the notion of haunting in and of (political)
space. Hence, a negative ontology of space embraces
the ghost as an ever-present yet flickering by-product
of every production of space. Spaces are never
merely what they “are”, but always also what they are
not. While “place”, in de Certeau’s terms, is con-
sidered as the positive realm of fixity, surface, and
territory, “space” stands for a negative realm con-
stituted by more fluid and relational boundaries.
Space, therefore, traverses the fantasies of spatial
order(ing) by pointing to the multiple and incom-
mensurable spatial components situated in one and
the same place (Blum and Secor, 2011). Space dis-
misses the allegedly solid grounds of tropes such as
“city”, “state”, or “world” and instead opens the door
for the spectral present-absences that unsettle topo-
graphical figurations (Secor, 2013). The post-
foundational credo is thus: “At the heart of every
situation [or place], as the foundation of its being,
there is a ‘situated’ void [or space], around which is
organized the plenitude (or the stable multiples) of
the situation in question” (Badiou, 2001: 68; see
Pohl, 2021).

Post-foundationalism, therefore, departs from a
reversal of Leibniz’ famous formula: its most
pertinent question is not “why is there something
rather than nothing,” but “why is there (also)
nothing and not (just) something?” (Žižek, 2017:
17). In this sense, a post-foundational geography
relates to the more recent “turn” towards the im-
plications of negativity in human geography
(Bissell et al., 2021; Dekeyser and Jellis, 2020;
Dekeyser et al., 2022; Kingsbury and Secor, 2021).
However, post-foundationalism grapples with the
situatedness of negativity differently than negative
geographies. While the latter proposed by David
Bissell et al. (2021) treat negativity in “nonrela-
tional” terms, for post-foundational geographies,
relationality is rather radicalized and can never
fully be erased. Negativity “is not simply ‘out
there’ as a cosmic principle or an objective feature
of the world” (Marchart, 2018: 187), but functions
as an immanent void lingering as a by-product of
particular socio-symbolic orders, places, or poli-
tics. For post-foundationalists, any socio-spatial
formation irrevocably exists in relation to that
which it is not (i.e., its own negation or outside).
This foregrounds these formations as neither stable
nor complete, but as always partial and open for
change. To spatialize this difference between
negative and post-foundational geographies, one
could mobilize the distinction between Schranke
(border) and Grenze (limit), which Hegel brings up
in Wissenschaft der Logik (Hegel, 1986: 144-145,
own translation). While a limit relates to an utterly
external other, “borders are internal, they border on
an outside which lurks within the inside” (Dolar,
2016: 68; see Pohl, 2019). While negative geog-
raphies are concerned with the “question of limits”
(Rose et al., 2021: 1), a post-foundational geog-
raphy engages the question of borders, which serve
as demarcations or sedimentations of foundations
that are radically constructed and contingent. In
sum, the radical negativity of a post-foundational
geography grasps the negative as an ever-present
outside which lurks within the inside, thus con-
stantly disturbing the full, finite, or enclosed
emergence of a place, leaving any spatial con-
struction crucially unfinished, ungrounded, and to
a degree ungroundable.
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2 Contingency and space

Another pillar of a post-foundational geography
is the irreducible contingency of any socio-spatial
or -political formation. Contingency indicates, very
roughly, that things, spaces, and places could always
be otherwise, but also elsewhere or elsewhen. In terms
of Reecia Orzeck and Laam Hae’s (2020) recent re-
view of contingency in (legal) geography, a post-
foundational notion of contingency might qualify as
“strong” rather than “weak.” While we agree with
their claim that “all of social lifemay not be contingent
but there are aspects of the social world that are the
result of accident and agency” (Orzeck and Hae, 2020:
834), we do consider contingency as a primarily
ontological category which is being constricted by
ontic (i.e., concrete, every day, tangible) forms and
practices of hegemonic power, exploitation, and in-
equality. Accordingly, social-spatial formations and
processes are always a product of historically specific
political, economic, and cultural norms, yet also
provide radical openings of transforming these very
hegemonic settings. In that sense, contingency points
to the unpredictability and ongoing reversibility of
socio-historical hegemony. Contingency has histori-
cally implied different meanings of political virtue,
risk, and necessity (Dillon, 2007). What David
Delaney (2015) calls “governing through contin-
gency” points both to the concrete limits provided by
sedimented rules, laws, policies, obstacles on the one
hand, and the ever-present possibility of challenging,
reversing, reforming, abandoning these regulatory
frameworks of power on the other.

As a trope in post-modern and post-structuralist
geographies, contingency appears as a crucial
epistemological starting point that accounts for
anti-deterministic and anti-essentialist notions of
space (see Soja, 1989; Doel, 2000; Massey, 2005).
While Marxist geographers have criticized notions
of contingency, arguing that they potentially ob-
scure the influences of power, capital, and ex-
ploitation in shaping spatial relations (see Sayer,
1984, 1991), various strands of contemporary
geographical thinking make use of more permis-
sive, relational, and in that sense “weak” notions
of contingency (Orzeck and Hae, 2020). For ex-
ample, contingency has become a well-established

term in new materialist geographies on urban
assemblages (McFarlane, 2011) and on formations
of politics and governance (Wilson, 2004). Ac-
cording to feminist political theorist Lois McNay
(2014: 170), contemporary more-than-human
strands such as new materialism, actor-network,
and assemblage theories

All express the core idea that a vitalist energy infuses
the material world, giving rise to a manifold dynamism,
richness of being and limitless alterity. The world is
radically contingent in the sense that there are no
necessary social forms, but this contingency proceeds
not from a constitutive lack … but from a constitutive
plenitude.

The use of contingency in new materialist
thinking thus demonstrates that the instituted forms
of conventional (anthropocentric) social orders
constrain the multiple energies and agencies in-
volved in the complex assemblages of socio-political
life. Vitalist approaches aim to expand the space of
life by including all kinds of entities, using contin-
gency to acknowledge the richness of the socio-
material world or “reality” beyond the human. In
geography, actor-network theory is, therefore, con-
sidered an “approach which emphasizes the high
degree of contingency of the world” (Bingham and
Thrift, 2000: 282), while the Deleuzian assemblage is
conceptualized as a “contingent variation of imma-
nent consistency” (Doel, 2000: 119).

The engagement with irreversible indeterminacy
of socio-political life also plays a significant role in
post-foundational thought. However, in contrast to
the positive, or affirmative, understanding of con-
tingency in new materialisms, post-foundationalism
rests on the radical negativity, and ontological scope
of contingency, its “constitutive” lack or outside.
When contingency enters the field of socio-political
life, it does not unconditionally reveal the richness
and abundance (of possibilities, actors, etc.) but
rather a realm of ambiguity or an “undecidable”
terrain. From this undecidable terrain, no necessary
course or direction of political action follows (see
Norval, 2007). Put differently, decisions that are
being made remain barred with a degree of unde-
cidability, impossibility, or simply, negativity,
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which again points to the origins of contingency—
its constitutive, ontological non-necessity.
Through this, contingency allows to “furnish an
always expansive space of possibility, not in the
sense that ‘everything goes’, but by eliminating the
possibility of a final suture” (Fisker, 2021: 68). In
sum, and nevertheless, contingency is not a po-
litical dead end; rather, it articulates itself from
ontological negativity as an open space of
possibility.

Marchart (2007: 29) shows how such a negative
conception of contingency emerges from chal-
lenging or displacing the foundations upon which
any meaning, position, or place of power are
founded “as an operational term indicating the
necessary impossibility, in scientific terms, of
systemic closure or, in ontological terms, of the full
beingness of beings or ground.” Following such a
negative understanding, contingency is not situated
in the realm of multiple agencies and plentitude that
constitute a particular socio-spatial condition.
Rather, it is situated in the space of negativity “that
reveals the ultimate contingency, fragility (and thus
changeability) of every symbolic constellation”
(Žižek, 2000: 221). In the constitution of particular
places, a rem(a)inder of negative contingency irri-
tates, and thus inhibits, this process. A place like a
mall, or a territorial unit such as a nation state,
cannot be fully authorized, formalized, material-
ized, etc. because it is constantly infiltrated by the
ongoing presence of its own “contingent founda-
tions” (Butler, 1992). In other words, from a post-
foundational geographic perspective, there is no
place that is not threatened by the absence of an
ontological instance (e.g., God, Nature, Reason,
Technology, the Market) that could ever serve as a
ground for its definitive constitution. In the face of
the ever-possible collapse of socio-spatial settings,
the pertinence of conflict comes to the fore. As
Marchart (2018: 81–82) argues:

Contingency and conflict, emerging from the same
source, became what one would call the reflective
determination of the social in its totality: where every
social fact [or place, in our case] can be experienced as
contingent, conflicts are bound to arise over its rede-
sign; in turn, where every social fact [or place] can be

changed by way of conflict, it is possible to experience
its essential contingency.

In any attempt at making “place” for something,
there is always the displacement of some contin-
gency. At the same time, however, any of these
places are inherently bound to their contingent
foundations. Nothing(ness) ultimately determines
the role and function of a place: Without the hege-
monic power of the Church, a cathedral might lose its
authoritative aura; once globalized capitalism loses
its supremacy, financial centers and global cities may
lose their role as international hotspots of innovation;
whenever a nation state is called into question,
whether by the slow dissolution of borderlines or the
forceful imposition of new borders through military
intervention, its contingent foundations come to
light. Conflict or antagonism, as we unpack below, is
the experience of contingency in place, which is
sensed as a rupture. Ultimately, contingency cannot
take place without that place falling apart. Such an
interconnected, relational understanding of conflict
and contingency contrasts with the more-than-human
understanding of contingency that locates the latter in
a multitude of actors (see Simandan, 2018). While
newmaterialist approaches, and assemblage thinking
in particular, engage with “a symbiosis defined less
by conflict and contradiction and more by the lines of
flight that run through them” (McFarlane, 2011:
211), a post-foundational understanding of contin-
gency is necessarily conflict-oriented. Ultimately,
negative contingency contaminates every symbiosis.
It is in the face of this impossibility of affirming or
mastering contingency once and for all that the
political takes stage.

3 Antagonism and space

Lastly, a post-foundational geography, or post-
foundational political geography, is articulated in
the ever-ongoing, conflictual oscillations between
politics and the political. As briefly introduced in
Section II, political difference continuously permeates
material and discursive spaces pregnant with nega-
tivity. Revolving around each other in unstoppable
and inconclusive tensions, political difference cata-
pults the underlying antagonism of socio-political life
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into concrete conditions of political struggle and
change. In the context of thinking about space, the
concept of antagonism suggests that different spa-
tial practices and systems often stand in conflict
with each other. For example, there may be tensions
between different uses of a particular space (e.g.,
residential versus commercial) or between different
groups claiming ownership or control of a space
(e.g., Indigenous versus settler communities). An-
tagonism also highlights the importance of power
dynamics in shaping and reshaping spatial config-
urations. Different groups may have varying de-
grees of influence or control over how space is used
and experienced, which can lead to struggles over
access, representation, and the distribution of re-
sources. Overall, the concept of antagonism sug-
gests that space is not neutral or static, but rather a
site of constant contestation and negotiation (Heindl
and Drehli, 2021).

Antagonism in critical geography is nothing new,
but has accompanied it since its outset. References to
antagonism lingers in much of geographical thinking
and writing (Castree, 2002; Davidson and Wyly,
2015; Featherstone, 2005; Gibson-Graham, 2006;
Korf, 2010; McAuliffe and Roger, 2018). Notably,
two of the intellectual forerunners of post-
foundationalism, Laclau and Mouffe (2001), ini-
tially framed their radical democratic trajectory as
post-Marxism7—“liberating” the Marxist antago-
nism of class struggle from its over-determining and
all-explanatory position towards a more performative
understanding of identity-related antagonisms cut-
ting across society and space (see Schurr, 2013). For
Laclau and Mouffe, antagonism is not limited to a
specific arena of socio-political life, or to be re-
duced to concretely discernible controversies. Of
course, conflicts take place, and thus influence
spatial arrangements around borders, nation states,
resources, property. Yet, beyond these ontic con-
flicts, that might be temporarily resolved, and
transformed into agonistic constellations of power
(Mouffe 2005, 2013; Landau, 2019, 2021), an-
tagonism persists as an ontological condition. It is in
this conceptualization of antagonism that Žižek (1989:
184) identifies “an impossible kernel, a certain limit
which is in itself nothing… [but] prevents a closure of
the social field.”

Such a proclamation does not seem to sit well
within the emerging scholarship of critical geogra-
phies of peace (see Bregazzi and Jackson, 2018;
Williams and McConnell, 2011). In particular, crit-
ical geographers have criticized the over-reliance and
fetishization of conflict and violence (see Barnett and
Bridge, 2013; Bregazzi and Jackson, 2018; Tyner
and Inwood, 2014). While we do not subscribe to
forging conflicts for the sake of conflict, a post-
foundational approach insists on the constitutive
and ever-present possibility, of conflicts to break out
or become de- or re-antagonized (Schad-Spindler
et al., 2023). We acknowledge how different
modes of antagonization or violence vary hugely in
their degree of aggression or physical harm within
smoldering conflicts. Exclusion, then, is a necessary
dimension of any socio-spatial constellation, and
with it, the potential for conflict and change. Bregazzi
and Jackson’s (2018: 76) plea for a “political on-
tology of positive peaceful relations” therefore rubs
up against the post-foundational negative ontology
of conflict. In the spirit of antagonism, Michel
Foucault argues (2004 [1976]: 50–51):

[W]ar continues to rage in all the mechanisms of power,
even in the most regular. War is the motor behind in-
stitutions and order.… to put it another way, we have to
interpret the war that is going on beneath peace; peace
itself is a coded war… a battleground runs through the
whole of society, continuously and permanently, and it
is this battleground that puts us all on one side or the
other.

In that sense, an ontology of peace runs the risk of
overshadowing the nevertheless conflictual relations
that are always-already nested in society and space.
From the standpoint of post-foundational thinking,
the absence of war does not equal the presence of
peace, but rather the ever-looming possibility of
conflict to erupt. In line with this primacy of conflict,
a post-foundational approach does not limit antag-
onism to a particular scale, or place, of politics, but
rather treats antagonism as a horizon without scale
that stretches across the (w)hole of society. In a
distinctly post-foundational reading of antagonism,
Marchart (2018: 101) claims that “the question of
scale is not important.” Yet, as he (ibid.) goes on:
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Antagonism, as an ontological concept, is beyond the
scalable. Its modulations reach from revolution to the
fight over housework, from the general strike to skiving
off. Antagonism—as opposed to ontic politics—cannot
be grasped by a sociological differentiation into micro
and macro. It is not quantifiable; it is merely possible to
experience its intensity—or more precisely: experience
it as intensity.

In light of this unscalable scope, the point of
post-foundationalism is to acknowledge the
myriad of potential and/or existing conflicts—
from the most mundane bickering about whether
or not to put the butter in the fridge to trans-
national diplomatic efforts against dictators—to
be grounded in the same space of antagonism. This
space of antagonism unfolds from an ontological
terrain, which is nevertheless grounded, and vis-
cerally felt in ontic places (see Habermehl, 2021;
Hussey, 2022; Schurr, 2013). Briefly, antagonism
emerges from the radical negativity outlined
above. In this sense, a post-foundational
geography awkwardly squints vis-à-vis the
proposition for a “human geography without
scale” (Marston et al., 2005). Rather than focusing
on the absence of scale as an ontological category,
a post-foundational geography, however, is
committed to a concept of antagonism without
scale, or beyond it.8

IV Conclusion

With this exploratory article, we have outlined a
political ontology of space which is specifically post-
foundational in that it pushes geographic scholarship
to look beyond assumedly stable foundations that
affect the scope of the knowledge, or knowability and
production of space. While ontology is often con-
sidered as leading to an ultimately passive, positivist
and apolitical conception of space, a post-
foundational geography that rests on parameters of
negativity, contingency, and antagonism, avoids this
depoliticizing pitfall. Just as post-foundationalism, as
a theoretical intervention, rejects the idea that there is
one single foundational structure or set of principles
that underlies “reality,” and instead proposes that
reality is composed of a complex constellation of

interconnected practices and processes, and practices
of conflictual negotiations, the post-foundational
geography we have laid out allows to grasp the
often-visceral experience of contingencies and
contestations in and about space in both everyday life
and trans-national geopolitical turmoil. The inte-
grated, three-pronged paradigmatic shift towards
negativity, contingency, and antagonism as driving
forces of future-oriented geographic research prac-
tice and theory touches on the choice of methods,
logics of causality, validity, conceptual innovation,
and analytical rigor in the face of socio-spatial re-
alities having become utterly uncertain. Negativity,
contingency, and antagonism interrelate and mutu-
ally inform, contaminate, and cross-pollinate each
other; they jointly contribute to a politicized notion of
space. Schematically, we have injected a sensitivity
to negativity that contours the constitutive exclusions
between insides and outsides in processes of spatial
production. In addition, we have conceptualized
contingency as the necessary fragility of any socio-
spatial order, and antagonism as the ever-ongoing
potential of conflict to erupt (or implode). With these
three facets of a post-foundational understanding of
space, we forge for an understanding of geography as
open and attuned to radical possibilities for change.

Such a conflict-attuned geography appeals to
geographers who take the threat of post-politics
seriously, and seek to contest depoliticization via a
constant reference, reflection, and theorization of the
difference between the confining logics of politics
and the more excessive and uncontrollable potentials
of the political. Post-foundationalism can serve as a
framework for geographers who insist on the ever-
occurring possibility to encounter and research
socio-political and -spatial transformation. Post-
foundationalism, Post-foundationalism offers nega-
tivity, contingency, and antagonism not only as
historical but also as ontological dimensions of
space. Thus, with this ontological openness, the
radical implications of the political point to the
prospect of radical alternatives: “sensitised by such
an ontology, social [and geographical] analysis will
be prompted to search for modes of the political in
the most unexpected places” (Marchart, 2018: 12).
Due to this broad notion of the political, actors,
places, practices, and things that are usually not
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considered as “political” gain traction for post-
foundational geographers, both methodologically
and conceptually speaking (e.g., as carriers, media-
tors, inhibitors and gatekeepers of negativity, con-
tingency, and antagonism in empirical field research
and grounded theorization). Post-foundationalism
equips geographers to deal with unforeseen events,
to cope with crumbling social, political, and spatial
conditions, to operationalize and care for them
during empirical investigation, and ultimately, to
plunge into empirical realities, in which conflicts
dominate politics and space. As a political frame-
work, post-foundationalism demonstrates its poten-
tial especially in times characterized by aspects of
political uncertainty, dissolution, and upheaval.
When “the time is out of joint” (Derrida, 1996), it
becomes clear on which type of insecure, contingent
foundations assumedly self-evident truths have been
formerly established. These are the times we live in
today. As Bruno Latour (Latour, 2018: 8) states with
regard to contemporary politics: “the sense of ver-
tigo, almost of panic, that traverses all contemporary
politics arises owing to the fact that the ground is
giving way beneath everyone’s feet at once, as if we
all felt attacked everywhere, in our habits and in our
possessions.” Of course, we still witness attempts to
inscribe foundations or absolute rules into society,
politics, and space. This is why there is “nothing
more contemporary than to negotiate landing on
some ground” (ibid.: 53). Yet, we are currently
witnessing an increasing awareness that these
grounds are not permanent, but fragile, shaky and
contingent. Wherever we land, it will not be forever.
Against this background, we conclude that geogra-
phies of the future will be post-foundational geog-
raphies: subject to constant destabilization,
decentering, and disruption. Until then, we remain
committed to holding space for such future-oriented
endeavors that will unground the discipline of ge-
ography itself.
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Notes

1. Henri Lefebvre, as one of the crucial figures of critical
geographies, has prominently pursued an “anti-
ontological marxism” (Kipfer et al., 2008: 11). How-
ever, his assertion that “space is political” (Lefebvre
2009: 169, emphasis in original) bears an ontological
mark. Space, for Lefebvre, is political in the sense that
every space is produced as a social and historical product.

2. While the dominant strand of post-foundational theory is
based on a “left-Heideggerian” reading of the difference
between politics and the political (see Marchart 2007),
Pohl and Swyngedouw (2021a) have recently suggested
a “left Lacanian” (Stavrakakis, 2007) grounding of post-
foundationalism based on Jacques Lacan’s notion of “the
Real” as indicating what doesn’t work in the world (as
opposed to “reality” being indicative of what works). The
Real as negative category of un-representable lack and
excess has an implicit political connotation that manifests
spatially (see also Pohl and Swyngedouw (2021b)). The
Real, in short, reinforces the possibility of post-
foundational conceptualizations of ontological negativ-
ity beyond Heidegger.

3. While antagonism can be mediated into agonistic so-
lutions, or modalities of conflictual consensus in multi-
stakeholder settings (see Hillier, 2003; Kenis and
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Lievens, 2021; Landau, 2021; Pløger, 2004), agonism
cannot prevail permanently but needs to be constantly
re-instated. Notably, Nikolai Roskamm (2015) has
cautioned that Mouffe’s agonism only insufficiently
points to both empirical and conceptual impossibility of
taming antagonism.

4. Laclau, Mouffe, and Žižek, just like other post-
foundational political theorists, have thereby been in-
spired by Jacques Derrida’s (1988) notion of the
“constitutive outside” (see also Marchart, 2007; see
Derickson, 2016; Roskamm, 2015, 2019; Vanolo,
2019).

5. Another attempt to address the potential of post-
foundational political theory in relation to issues of
spatial theory and human geography comes from
Mustafa Dikeç’s work (Dikeç, 2005, 2012, 2015).
Critically engaging with the spatial underpinnings
of political theorists such as Hannah Arendt, Jean-
Luc Nancy, or Jacques Rancière—who, if we follow
Marchart (2007), can be subsumed as members of
post-foundational family—Dikeç emphasizes, al-
beit implicitly, the spatial aspects of a post-
foundational conceptualization of politics and the
political.

6. Massey’s (1992) critical discussion of Laclau’s (1990)
differential notion of space and the political was an early
and significant push in geography towards an en-
gagement with post-foundational theory. However,
Massey’s critique initially led to a dismissal of Laclau’s
strong notion of the political. Eventually, Massey ac-
cused Laclau of depoliticizing space. Later, post-
foundational theorists such as Howarth, Marchart,
and Stavrakakis attempted to restore Laclau’s discus-
sion of politics and space thereby enabling a renewed
opening of geography to post-foundational political
thinking.

7. The terminological development from “post-Marxism”

to “post-foundationalism” remains difficult to discern
and depends on scholars’ self-identifications and their
respective assessments of whether a reference to these
terms is analytically helpful.

8. Recent attempts to draw on scale from a post-
foundational perspective have emphasized that the
ontic power of scale should not be underestimated.
Depending on the theoretical perspective, scale can be
considered, for instance, as part of a social fantasy
structure in the Žižekian sense (Pohl and Kingsbury,

2021) or as part of what Rancière calls the police order
(Blakey, 2021a). In both cases, scale is considered a
social construct that projects itself onto antagonism to
cover its own lack of foundation.
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