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Panel discussion of Henry Yeung's
Theory and Explanation in Geography

Henry War-caung YEUNG!, Paroma PUENTE LOZANO?, J6zser BENEDEK®4,
Anpreea TOIU? and Ferenc GYURIS®

Abstract

This paper focuses on Henry Yeung’s recently published book with Wiley, Theory and Explanation in Geography,
discussing it through the lens of an international group of scholars and from various perspectives. On the one
hand, the current study aligns with the volume’s main message to create and apply mid-range explanatory
theories in geography more intensively, rather than relying too heavily on theories imported from other disci-
plines, such as philosophy, which often overlook different geographical contexts and provide inadequate causal
explanations. We also advocate for the conscious promotion of the internationalisation and decolonisation of
geography through such theories. On the other hand, the paper examines the challenges and ambiguities of
how geographers can become more self-reflective and philosophically educated to develop better theories, as
well as how the history and philosophy of geography, as a subfield of the discipline, can contribute to this goal.
This study also scrutinises the relationship between proximity, scale, and causality, discusses the book’s major
takeaways through a Central and Eastern European lens, and, even more broadly, analyses the structural shifts
the volume and its referencing patterns indicate in the international practice of doing geographical research
during the last half a century. By doing so, the article summarises the conclusions of a panel discussion held
in November 2024 at Babes-Bolyai University in Cluj-Napoca, Romania, the only book launch event of Theory
and Explanation in Geography to have occurred so far in post-communist Central and Eastern Europe.

Keywords: causality, Central and Eastern Europe, decolonisation, explanation, geographies of science, History
and Philosophy of Geography, theory
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On theory and theorising — in geography discuss what to theorise, if you have an inter-
and by geographers est in theory. Three key considerations are
developed in the book as a way of thinking
about why and how theory matters. In the
by Henry Wai-chung YEUNG third part, I will elaborate on how to theorise,
if you really want to theorise about whatever
In this paper, first of all, I will say something  you're studying, and finally, why bother even
about theory: what is theory? Second, I will ~ with theory.
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The main argument of the book is that
theory is something abstract. Theory cannot
itself be, if you like, the empirical mess that
we are studying. For instance, we are stud-
ying a bottle of water. That’s not a theory,
right? Theory is an abstraction of an actually
existing reality. Theory cannot be just about
words. Theory cannot be just a mathematical
formula. Because these are representations of
something, that something has to have exist-
ed. To me, I don’t think there can be a theory
of the future because your theory of the fu-
ture is as good as mine. However, it should be
something that we want to talk about that has
already happened or is currently happening.
So that’s what theory is about: an abstraction.

Second, there are many kinds of theory. In
the book, I've outlined those kinds of theo-
ries I mentioned earlier. Some theories are
interpretive — they are only interpretation of
certain empirical happenings. Certain theo-
ries are meant to be narratives, meaning thick
descriptions of empirical events as they are
happening. Some theories are predictive in
nature — when this happens, that will hap-
pen. Some theories are explanatory —all these
things happen because of this and that.

Theories come in many different kinds,
which is normal. In this book, I wanted to
make the case that, in my own reading of
at least contemporary writing in the English
literature, in geography, we have too few
theories which are explanatory in nature.

In other words, we are very good at de-
veloping so-called abstract ideas about geo-
graphical reality, geographical happenings,
and geographical phenomena. But we are not
very good at explaining those geographical
happenings — that’s my own reading and
view. If that’s the case, then perhaps we also
need to consider theories which are explana-
tory, not just descriptive, not just normative.

In Tariq Jazeevr's (2019) book Postcolonialism
— he is a University College London (UCL)
Professor of Geography — he makes the
case that even if you do postcolonial think-
ing, when you are deconstructing colonial
discourses, you can still find ways in which
those discourses contain some kind of what

he calls “representational mechanics”. There
are ways of representing others, and, in so do-
ing, shaping and creating the reality that we
think we are representing. In that sense, even
discourses can be explanatory. It's possible.

In the book, I'm really trying to advo-
cate for theories which are not universal,
not grand theories, but theories that are
non-deterministic. Grand theories tend to
be deterministic, meaning the world is like
this. So, we are talking about theories that
are aimed towards specific social-spatial
phenomena, but not necessarily across the
entire world. For one, you'll find out why,
and in that sense, these are theories which
are mid-range —not too grand, not too small,
so to speak —but based on relational thinking
in human geography and a particular kind
of philosophical approach known as criti-
cal realism. In its more recent format, this is
speculative realism, speculative in the sense
that it offers a philosophical understanding
of reality based on newer thinking.

So that is what theory is about. The question,
then, is: when we theorise, what should we take
note of? There are three key considerations.

First, I'm afraid to report that theories
cannot be objective, particularly in the social
sciences, because we are studying a social re-
ality that is continuously changing and open-
ended. The world we live in is not waiting
for us to study it; as we speak, the world is
changing, and we are part of that world. So,
when we theorise about our own world, it
is not possible to say that what we theorise
today will necessarily be the same tomorrow.

If you think of the tree outside, even the tree
grows. A rock, I suppose, remains the same
today and tomorrow — depending on the geo-
logic timescale you're considering. The moral
of the story is that in the social or human side
of geography, it is almost impossible to have
what is called an objective theory.

To me, theories are also about why we theo-
rise. We theorise in a way that aims to change
the world. This is why we do critical geogra-
phy: we want to change the world for the bet-
ter. So the question is: when you theorise, you
have to think about where the phenomenon
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you are studying comes from. In other words,
you must consider the geographical specificity
of the theory. For what? What kind of theory?
For what kind of social science or geography?
On whose behalf are you theorising?

You theorise about something — some phe-
nomena — which might be the result of other
actors. In this sense, we are studying sub-
ject formation. So, theorising is political; it
is not neutral, and it is not objective. Here, I
draw on the famous feminist scholar Judith
BuTLeRr (2015) and her book, Notes Towards a
Performative Theory of Assembly. In a particular
passage I reference, she makes the case that
if you want to theorise in an ethical way —
meaning you hold a certain normative posi-
tion and care about what is right — you must
think not just of the happenings here or in
this room, but also of the happenings else-
where. When you are theorising the present,
the “here”, you need to connect it to the hap-
penings “elsewhere” that enable the event
you are looking at “here” to happen. In the
quotation I give you, the central idea is that
only if you are able to understand that the
“here” is already shaped by the “elsewhere”
do you stand a chance of grasping the dif-
ficult and shifting global connections. These
connections reveal the transport and con-
straint of what we might call ethics.

In other words, ethical theories require
us to think not just of the “here”, but also
of the “elsewhere”, drawing connections to
understand the world in her particular way.
However, this does not mean that if theories
are normative, all theories are the same be-
cause they are subjective and not objective.

Of course, one might argue that a subjec-
tive theory is as good as any other. I disagree.
I believe some theories are still better than
others. Therefore, I am against what is called
“epistemological relativism” — the idea that
all theories are the same. I am firmly opposed
to that view. Later on, you will see why in
my third criterion.

The second criterion, which I think geog-
raphers will accept more readily than others,
is that we need to theorise in ways that take
into account the social-spatial context of the

phenomenon we are studying. We know very
well that place matters. We know very well
that the same phenomenon may not occur
in the same way in other parts of the world.

Hence, the context in which the phenome-
non you are studying takes place is significant
—both its historical and geographical context.
This means we need to incorporate into our
theorisation the idea that the same explanation
or narrative may not be applicable elsewhere.

In that spirit, social-spatial contexts are
crucial to theory construction in geography.
Even if you take a causal approach to explain-
ing geographical phenomena, it does not
mean that the same explanation will apply
universally or consistently across all contexts.

So, while causal, it need not be determin-
istic. Here, I take the position that theory is
always partial. Our theories can never be
complete or universally applicable. There is
no way we can develop a “law of gravity”
in geography that universally explains phe-
nomena in the same way everywhere.

For example, if you jump from a tall tower
overlooking this city, the law of gravity will
tell us that you will die. But on the other
hand, the theory we develop in human ge-
ography is unlikely to work everywhere in
the same way. Even though theory is par-
tial, it does not mean that we should stop at-
tempting to develop generalizable ideas. It is
still possible to create some generalisations,
but not universally across the entire world.
Therefore, theory can still explain phenom-
ena beyond the local context.

There are colleagues who believe that be-
cause we cannot develop explanatory theories
that transcend the local context, we should
stick to mere description. While description
is necessary in theorisation, it is not sufficient
on its own to constitute theory. This is where
my perspective differs from Trevor BARNES
et al.’s (2024) critique (of my book).

The final point I wish to address, which
highlights why some theories are better or
more useful than others, is the criterion of
practical adequacy. Our theories must be
practically useful in real-world applications.
This is particularly important if you are mo-
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tivated by the desire to change the world
— whether it be addressing climate change,
poverty, inequality, or racial discrimination.
If you feel a passion for these causes, that’s
commendable, but the critical question is:
how do you enact change?

To make a difference, you first need to un-
derstand what is wrong with the world. If
you aim to predict whether the same nega-
tive event will occur again, you could rely
on very good Bayesian statistics, which
can tell you the probability of a recurrence.
However, if you want to ensure that the same
bad thing does not happen again, you must
be able to identify why it happened and how
ithappened. The “why” and “how” help you
understand the causal mechanisms, allow-
ing you to intervene effectively and prevent
a repeat of the same negative event.

Thus, explanations for actual social-spatial
phenomena are essential if you wish to make
positive interventions in the world and improve
it. In this sense, the critical realist Roy BHASKAR
(2016) argues in his final book, Enlightened
Common Sense, that there is only one world in
which we live, but many varying descriptions
of it. Theories and principles of critical realist
philosophy should apply to everyday life. If
they do not, something is seriously wrong.

This means that our theories and explana-
tions must be tested in both everyday life
and specialist research contexts. Our theories
must be practical and useful in what we do
in the real world. So, in that sense, this dif-
ferentiates theories that are more useful for
what we do every day from those that are
less practical.

In Chapter 2, I then proceed by using these
three criteria to examine each strand of lit-
erature: post-structuralist thinking/geogra-
phies, and some of the key theories such as
actor-network theory, non-representational
theory, and assemblage theory. Additionally,
I explore more ideologically oriented or radi-
cal approaches, including feminist and post-
colonial studies, feminist theory, and post-
colonial theory. What does “theory” mean
in all of these bodies of work? They are dif-
ferent, and it is necessary to tease them apart.

In the book, I summarise this material in
my usual “Yeung-style”. If you follow my
writing, you know I like tables; I enjoy con-
structing tables to present concepts in a more
concrete way. There are others who write
extensively without using any visuals, but I
find that approach boring. I prefer tables, and
John AcneEw, who was one of my book ref-
erees, agreed — theyre good for teaching. In
the table, I summarise the key philosophers,
thinkers, and geographers, along with the
key ideas, quotations, and the style of theo-
ry/theorising within each body of literature.
We cover everything: postmodernism, post-
structuralism, feminism, postcolonialism, as
well as more recent literature from the past
20 years, including post-phenomenology and
post-humanism, within the broader context
of human geography, critical or otherwise.

This is the nature of the book. Empirical
work is necessary; if we want to learn more,
we need to do something. But we also need
to have something to say about what we are
studying that goes beyond surface-level de-
scription. For example, we might study why
the iPhone is assembled by someone else and
use this as a basis to develop a theory.

But if you want to theorise, how do you
go about doing it? Are we merely writing
in abstract terms? One geographer, Nigel
TarIrT (2021), in his more recent book Killer
Cities, uses the term “phiction”. He suggests
that when your writing becomes too phil-
osophical, it risks becoming phictional — a
philosophical phiction. In my book, I used
the term “philosophy envy”. I think in hu-
man geography today, particularly in the
English literature, there is perhaps too much
grounding in philosophers’ writing. I think
what some geographers argue is that if our
work borrowing from philosophers is that
good, why are the philosophers not using
our work? Which is also quite true. We use a
lot of philosophers” work, but philosophers
don’t really care about what we write.

In this sense, I think we need to reflect a
bit on theory development in geography. Is
it just about embellishing with more meta-
phors? Embellishing more abstract concepts
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and ideas that are perhaps really removed
from what we study as geographers in terms
of what might explain social-spatial phe-
nomena? That’s really what we do. If you
ask, what does a geographer do? We study
phenomena that are geographical in nature.
So theory, perhaps from my point of view,
can also provide some explanatory power. I
mean, it would be nice to have a theory that
provides some explanations.

In that sense, explanation requires certain
things. If you want to explain something, you
almost necessarily have to say why that some-
thing has happened. The “why” requires some
kind of causal thinking, causation. Something
has happened because of something. One day,
you become a great physicist because of to-
day’s funny lecture here. You become a great
Nobel-winning physicist because you hate
geography after today. “Be cause”. There is a
cause that is related to this thing that you're
talking about, the fact that you are a Nobel
Prize physics winner.

For me, it’s useful to think about the
“why” issue because (cause), and then how
that cause, that causal power works its way
through — that’s the whole question. If you
like the mechanism, the causal mechanism
elaborating the why and how social-spatial
phenomena take place. And social-spatial
phenomena, very broad, anything from gen-
trification, ghetto formation, poor people be-
ing removed from the city centre or the other
way around, bank buildings right in the CBD
being abandoned, why the Apple iPhone is
made by somebody else. Explanatory theo-
ries are wanted, but we don’t have that many
in human geography. For some reason, we
have not been very good at developing ex-
planatory theory. That's my own argument.

Hence, in the book, I make the case that
what kind of theory for what kind of human
geography? Mid-range ones, I think. Because
we have been very good in sort of really lever-
aging on what are called the grand theorists,
from Karl Marx, etc. But I think in practical
reality, we deal with phenomena that are not
the whole world. Phenomena which may be
peculiar to Cluj, or even certain parts of Cluj.

So, you can actually develop theories which
can be very locally and contextually specific.

In this sense, mid-range causal theories
need not be only special to us but also in the
physical sciences. So, in the book, I make the
case that even in the natural sciences, there
are people like computer scientist Judea PEARL
(2009), writing about causality. Because in
the natural sciences, if you know in physical
geography, it's important to find out about
the facts. When this happens, that happens.
The question is, how do you know? This hap-
pened, the one that comes later, is the explana-
tion of what comes before that. And for that,
you need to figure out the causal mechanism.

To Judea Pearr and Dana MACKENZIE
(2018, 300), the search for mechanisms, as
the quotation goes, is “critical to science as
well as to everyday life, because different
mechanisms call for different actions when
circumstances change”. We know the world
will warm up by how many degrees, but if
you don’t figure out the causal mechanisms
leading to global warming, then how you can
make the right intervention to make sure that
climate warming can at least be reduced or
even stopped? If you don’t know my driving
contributes directly to global warming, then
how do you stop?

However, in the social sciences, it’s not so
clear-cut. We cannot isolate the world like in
a laboratory setting in natural sciences. We
can’t ask the world to stop. We can’t even
stop each other. So you have to study the
world then, as the world is happening. Then
how do you deal with that?

So when it comes to causality, understand-
ing that the reality exists through objects in
the more recent form of philosophical writ-
ing in speculative realism, for example, is
about the idea of understanding the world
as emergent causality. On the other hand,
you can still think of how emergence has a
certain causal pathway. Even Gilles DeLEUZE,
in post-structuralist writing, used the term
“line of flight” (DeLEUZE, G. and GuaTTAR], F.
1987). There are pathways to how the world
is becoming and in so doing you can theorise
about that in order to provide explanation.
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So, how do you build your explanation
in human geography? We are quite attuned
to this idea of relational thinking through
Doreen Massey’s (2005) For Space, which
makes it very clear in terms of how we can
think of relationality in spatial phenomena.
In other words, any geographical event is not
singular; it tends to be part of wider relations
that are happening. But then, how do you
make sure that that relationality is explana-
tory and has some causation?

So this is where the why and how relation-
ality matters. In the book, I went through
some detail explaining how we need to think
of what’s called “power”. Doreen Massey
(2005) calls this “power geometry” in her re-
lational thinking. And for that, we need to fig-
ure out: it’s not just about how everything is
related to everything else, but it's about how
does that relationality work. How does our
relationality with each other work out as well?

And in sociology, there is a similar move-
ment towards what’s called “processual
sociology” by Andrew AssotT (2016), who
is a Chicago-based sociologist. Basically,
my main idea of theorisation is that causal
mechanisms are important if you set it within
certain social-spatial context.

But to develop causal mechanisms as a form
of theorisation, perhaps you need to trace the
processes where certain causal pathways are
turned into mechanisms that account for those
happenings, and process tracing as a method.
I'm sorry, it wasn’t in the book. It was in the
chapter on method, but my book is already
excessively long — 140,000 words. I was given
80,000 words to write, but I ended up writing
140K, so I had to take out that chapter. That
chapter has recently appeared in Progress in
Human Geography (Yeung, HW. 2024a). So
this paper on method, in relation-explanatory
geography, came out in September. You can
just go and download it, in which I went into
some detail about how theorisation of causal
mechanisms can also be done through some
kind of process tracing, which draws upon
political science and sociological thinking.
That’s the method side. It's not in the book.
So just to give you some qualification.

Finally, let me say a few words about why
I am doing this thing. So those of you who
read the book know that, well, he got noth-
ing better to do after he got woken up from
the afternoon nap, suddenly frustrated about
the world. And it was the pandemic time,
when he didn’t know whether he could leave
Singapore. Singapore is a city and a country.
It’s everything. You'll be stuck there for the
rest of your life. So what might happen? So,
at the end of the day, I was asking myself, but
then, you know, we geographers are not very
good at explaining this crazy world’s happen-
ings. Perhaps we need to think of theorisation.

In my own case, actually, the story went
further than that. Far earlier, I have had
a long-standing interest in theory. David
Harvey (1969, 486), in the book Explanation
in Geography, ended his book by saying, “By
our theories, you shall know us”. That “you”
doesn’t refer to geographers. “You” means the
biologists, the law people, the medical guys,
shall know us. In other words, we have to pro-
duce theories, not just take theories from others
and apply them to our geographical analysis.
So, fair enough. The question is, how have we
been doing since 1969? We have some theories,
but not that many. So I've thought it is impor-
tant to take theory development as our goal
as well. Because theory brings us together. It
brings knowledge communities together.

Second, theory can also help us contribute
to wider social science and other kinds of
knowledge development, to explain and deal
with increasingly complex world problems.
I mean, the world is not getting simpler; it’s
getting much more complex. Today’s world
is far more complex than the day when Marx
or Weber developed their theories in their
time. The world then... at least they didn’t
have TikTok, no Instagram for them. So they
didn’t have to deal with the digital. They
dealt with everything physical and material.
So, we have a much more difficult world, for
good or for bad, in which we live, and to do
that, to theorise, we need a lot more effort
across different disciplines.

Going back to yesterday’s question about
transdisciplinarity and multidisciplinarity, we
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can contribute to theory development. But asI
said yesterday, I want us to lead in theory de-
velopment, not towards the end. When sociol-
ogists develop the theory, we use that theory
and then we say, “Yeah, geography matters”.
Yeah, but that’s too late. They dominate at the
top, and we only add a little bit to it.

So, my own experience, reflected quite a
bit in Chapter 6: when I went to Manchester
in October 1992 to do my PhD under Peter
DickeN, I came from Hong Kong at that
time, having graduated from the National
University of Singapore. Hong Kong was still
a British colony. So, me, as a colonial subject,
going to Britain to study with the grandmas-
ter. I asked Peter, “Why is it that we come
from Asia, always have to use your theo-
ries and then apply them to Asia, and say it
works or doesn’t work, and then give me a
PhD, thank you very much?” And he said,
“Yeah, why should that be? I mean, develop
your own theory. If not, I won’t give you the
PhD”. So, here I am. That’s what I do.

Peter didn’t say... “I'm your colonial mas-
ter, and you're only a colonial subject: of
course, you listen to me; I'm the core, you are
the periphery”. So, in that chapter, I reflected
on the idea that we, coming from the Global
South, tend to be the data mine, providing the
data to the theory mill in the Global North.
Why should that relation be? In yesterday’s
question about the semi-periphery or other
parts of the world - in geography, to be fair,
it’s not that we have not reflected on this. We
have, in feminist thought and in post-colonial
thought. Gillian Rosk, we were just together
in Oxford one month ago. Derek GREGORY
at UBC, Jenny Rosinson at UCL, the two of
them have been talking about this idea that
knowledge is situated knowledge, remember,
it’s not universal, it’s situated in geographical
space, specific to the phenomenon. Here.

I give you one quotation. I will not read
the whole thing from Derek GREGORY's (1994)
Geographical Imagination. And by the way,
you notice all the big names in geography
write books with beautiful art book covers.
Except this guy. (Him, Henry Yeung.) This
guy’s book cover has only three symbols

from Squid Game. And I was watching Squid
Game (the Korean show) during the writing
of his book, and hence the three symbols.
You know, theory, explanation, and geogra-
phy. Geography is a circle, Earth.

What Derek mentioned in his 1994 famous
Geographical Imagination book is that European
high theory —because even Western Marxism
itself is geographically specific —has to be con-
sidered carefully. You want to bring Marxism
into your work? Be careful. Because, accord-
ing to Derek, for those theoretical ideas, they
are invested with their origins, scored by their
tracks... So their genealogies need to be inter-
rogated. Their political intellectual baggage
declared, and their closures prised opened.
This means even Marx’s theory. I think when
Marx was theorising about the industrial
revolution in England, he wasn’t thinking of
the poor women workers in southern China,
was he? Well, China wasn't really industrialis-
ing at that time. He was thinking of the textile
mills in Lancashire.

Marx’s theory is actually geographical-
ly specific in his time. You want to bring
Marxism into your work? Sure, you can. But
be careful, as Derek reminded us 30 years
ago. Others, like postcolonial scholar Gayatri
C. Srivak (1988), also argue that those of you
from the Global South can speak back. In her
very famous 1988 chapter, originally pub-
lished in a collection of Marxist writings,
Servak asks the question: Can the Subaltern
Speak? Most people read that term subaltern
to mean the lower class in the Indian context
cannot speak. However, what she meant is
that the subalterns can speak.

As she owned up in her later book A Critique
of Postcolonial Reason (Spivak, G.C. 1999), this
book revisits the chapter 10 years later. She
said that she was unnerved by the failure of
communication. In the first version of this
text, she wrote it with the accents of passion-
ate lament — they meant we were very passionate
about it. The subalterns cannot speak. It was an
inadvisable remark. She meant the subaltern
can speak. She should have been more explicit
about it, but when she wrote the 1988 chapter,
she never knew the chapter would become so



240 Yeung, H.W. et al. Hungarian Geographical Bulletin 74 (2025) (3) 233-252.

famous. Sometimes, you don’t know. Like
a songwriter — you write a song, you never
know that song will become so popular.

Edward Saip, another extremely well-
known postcolonial scholar, also wrote about
this in an afterword to his super-famous
book Orientalism, first published in 1978. In
the 1995 afterword (Saip, E.W. 2003, 335), he
also wrote that the subalterns can speak. As
the quotation marks start here: “If you feel
you have been denied the chance to speak
your piece, you will try extremely hard to
get that chance. For indeed, the subaltern can
speak”. So, whether you are from the semi-
periphery or the periphery, we can build
theories and theorise back to change what's
called the relations of dominance.

For example, Anglo-American thought in
geography, like I've been consistently argu-
ing for theorising back for the past 25 years.
I was appointed one of the co-editors of
Environment and Planning A in 2001. I had to
write an editorial and I called it “Redressing
the geographical bias in social science knowl-
edge” (YEung, H.W. 2001). Twenty-four years
ago, I said, although these two facets of in-
equality, the bias in social science knowledge,
might perhaps have been fine during the good
old days of empires and dynasties when the
Foucauldian notion of power equals knowl-
edge prevailed, I believe its perpetuation
poses a serious obstacle to the development
of a truly progressive social science in a post-
colonial, globalising era. At the time, postco-
lonial geography wasn’t yet that big. I have
had that frustration of why it is that theories
of the North will always dictate the empiri-
cal work in the Global South. So, I come from
that perspective. In Chapter 6 of the book, I
reflected on my own experience in the devel-
opment of the so-called “global production
networks theory”. I went into some detail to
elaborate on how that theory was developed,
originally in Manchester, but more formally
in Singapore. We developed a particular key
concept known as strategic coupling. This con-
cept came out of geography. No matter how
you Google it, it's done by us. It's not some-
thing we borrowed from somebody.

That particular idea of strategic coupling
even became the title of my 2016 book with
Cornell University Press (YEung, HW. 2016),
to change the view in particular bodies of
literature, known as international political
economy and development studies, which
used to talk about how East Asian develop-
ment was a matter of state interventions. So,
going back to some of yesterday’s discus-
sion, we talked about South Korea, Taiwan,
Singapore, and today’s China, all of which
were seen as matters of the state doing this,
the state doing that. In my book, published
by a prestigious university press, Cornell
Studies in Political Economy, I made the case
that that literature has its own blind spot. I
used the idea of strategic coupling and GPN
theory to theorise back to that body of work,
to showcase that it’s not entirely true — that
domestic actors can couple with international
players and bypass state interventions.

If you're interested, you can look at my re-
cent Asian Geographers lecture delivered at the
Hawaii AAG in March 2024, which has just
come out in the journal in March 2025 and doc-
umented in greater detail my own experience
in decentreing Anglo-American geography
(Yeung, H.W. 2025). So, that’s my experience.

Thank you all - to geographers of all shades
and kinds. I want to leave you with the last
line of my book on page 266. David HARVEY
said in his 1969 book, “by our theories, you
shall know us”, as a slogan he wished geog-
raphers would pin up on their study walls.
Let’s make it digital. Please put this on your
phone screens and change your home screen
to read: “By our explanatory mid-range the-
ories, you shall know and learn from us”. I
want them to learn from the others.

Theory and theorising from a History and
Philosophy of Geography approach

by Paloma Puente LozaNoO

From the particular perspective of my inter-

est and expertise in the History and Philos-
ophy of Geography (HPG), I take Henry’s
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book to be the most comprehensive and
thorough examination of contemporary post-
positivist Anglo-American Human Geogra-
phy (HG) to the day. And, more significantly,
one of the few ones having drawn specific
attention to the central role that theory and
theorisation have played over the last dec-
ades, across the very different trends that we
encounter nowadays within critical HG.

This is an important point that Henry’s
book has made very clear: that theory has
proved to be a core and integral element to
critical geography, something that otherwise
has gone overlooked so far. Put it otherwise:
insights about theory in HG have tended to
be prescriptive in nature, going along the
lines of something like: “We should develop
a theory of this and a theory of that’. Yet the
very assumption about the fundamental
need of theory in Geography has gone almost
unchallenged over the last decades and has
not been scrutinised. That is to say that the
assumption of the need for theory in HG has
not become the object of proper interroga-
tion, even though different bodies of theory
have loomed large in HG in a way that their
political or ontological operationalisation has
turned key to the numerous turns and twists
that have swept the discipline.

In that sense, Henry’s book is ground-
breaking because he mobilises an impressive
array of resources (across analytical, concep-
tual, empirical and normative dimensions) to
articulate the sharp and much-needed ques-
tion of “what does theory fundamentally do
to Geography?”, and how is that we have
come to believe that there is such a funda-
mental need for theory in an otherwise al-
legedly empirical discipline. To tackle this
question, and to make his case for mid-range,
explanatory theory-making in HG, Henry’s
book offers an analysis of the two major forms
through which theory has been established as
‘fundamental’ to geographical inquiry, name-
ly within self-proclaimed critical approaches.

On the one hand, the book shows how the-
orisation has been deemed fundamental on
normative-ideological grounds, i.e., different
bodies of theories have been claimed to have

political and ideological potential that should
shape and utterly mould the epistemic struc-
ture of geographical inquiry so that political
change and social betterment can happen.

On the other hand, the book proves how
theorisation has been established on ontologi-
cal grounds, most typically by resorting to
anti-fundamentalist stances as variously de-
veloped in continental philosophy, which has
ultimately predisposed to what Henry calls
‘open-ended” approaches to theory-making.

In both cases and yet for different reasons,
critical human geography seems doomed to
rather unproductive dead-ends essentially
linked to the integral role that theory-mak-
ing has acquired as to having fundamentally
shaped HG’s epistemic structures. At this
point, while I fully agree with Henry’s analy-
sis, I consider that further elaboration on said
epistemic issues might help to fully draw the
consequences of his diagnosis about where
things stand in contemporary HG and why it
is worth raising the issue of theory-making.
Consequently, I would go on to claim that
post-positivist critical geography is trapped
in a double-bind of sorts. On the one hand,
the normative-ideological foundation of geo-
graphic theorising has re-built critical geog-
raphy upon forms of political epistemology
which, over the years, have proved to be
rather reductionist, uncritical and dogmatic
(BromLEy, N. 2006, 2007, 2008; Korr, B. 2022).

On the other hand, ontological styles of
theory-making are ultimately grounded on
what I will call ‘self-diminishing epistemolo-
gies’ that orient geographical theorisation to
speculative styles and to forms of criticism
consisting of endless rounds of deconstruc-
tion. These are practices that cannot ulti-
mately account about their own internal
and external limitations without engaging
in further rounds of self-deconstruction and
self-undermining criticism.

Paradoxically, what we see at play in both
cases is that the more flawed (either rigid or
unstable) Geography’s epistemic structures
become, the more theory-making grows and
becomes “inflationary”, taking up more and
more room in geographic praxis. In other
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words, there has been a certain overstretch-
ing or oversizing of theory-making, either
due to the perception of the fundamental
“emancipatory” potential that theory as-
sumes under such frameworks (i.e., things
need to be “theorised” otherwise because
this is key to bring about material transfor-
mation); or because of the drive to incor-
porating more and more “newer” objects,
domains or/ and dimensions of the world
to geographical inquiry, whether it is the
“pre-individual”, “elemental”, “inorgan-
ic”, “unsayable”, “spectral”, “intangible”,
or “infra-sensible” (the list goes on and on
when it comes to post-structuralist geogra-
phies). Again, in both cases, Geography (as a
field or geographical inquiry as a distinctive
‘scientific praxis’) seems to fade away as its
“proper objects of study’ become blurred, and
Geography ultimately disappears, absorbed
in and by broader projects of critical theori-
sation (Geography is transformed into just
another form of criticism).

My claim is that this double bind is caused
by the sweeping adoption of different forms
(and levels) of constructivism in Geography,
with almost no alternative to it (except for
maybe critical realism, which is integral to
Henry’s project, but has not been very wel-
comed in HG: Cox, K.R. 2013). Why this is
so, why we are stuck there and why this is
central to what is going on today (the lack of
explanatory potential in geography theory,
amongst other things) is something that is
missing in the book. As I read Henry’s book,
while he makes a very good diagnosis of
where we stand today (as critical human
geographers), he does not go far or deep
enough to explore why this is so and how
this is fundamentally connected to previous
epistemic trajectories and patterns in HG.
One very obvious and sensible reason for this
is that he is mostly concerned with making
the case for explanatory forms of theory and
to probe how that is possible (at least for eco-
nomic geography).

However, I think there is another reason
why he is not taking a more fundamental
philosophical approach tackling said epis-

temic issues head-on. I think this lack of
further engagement or elaboration on core
epistemic issues stems from what I take to
be two important mischaracterisations in the
book. So, to discuss Henry’s book, I want to
take issue with two ideas in the book.

1. The first one is what Henry call “philoso-
phy envy’. He considers that if we have come
to assume that a certain understanding of the-
ory should be integral to geographic inquiry
is because of a drive to mimic what has been
happening all over in the Human and Social
Sciences (i.e., ‘theoretical turns’ all over).

My point here is that even though I cannot
say that this is wrong or false entirely, I con-
sider it inaccurate at best, and unhelpful to
bring about a better and deeper understand-
ing of the long-term epistemological patterns
of and in Geography. This utter dependency
on ‘external sources’ (Philosophy, as a case in
point) is neither new nor specific to contem-
porary post-positivist geography (it can be
traced back to the very origins of Geography
and much could be said along similar lines
when it comes to the fundamental parallel-
ism between how positivist and post-positiv-
ist forms of Geography got stablished).

Therefore, what we are dealing with here is
a more fundamental problem about the epis-
temological constitution of Geography in the
long-run and its place in the broader system
of science as a whole. This is something that
calls for more reflection (not less) and for
the need of more (not less) philosophically
minded geographers that can cope with, and
soundly elaborate on, such long-lasting epis-
temic problems. We simply cannot get away
with them. They are here to remain because
they are to do either with fundamental fea-
tures of geographical issues/objects or with
the very nature of Geography as ‘science’
and the very place it occupies within the
broader system of sciences (and, thus, as fun-
damentally linked to their structural condi-
tions and the transformations that regularly
happen in such system). So, no: it is not only
philosophy envy, it is something broader and
deeper that we need to come to terms with.
This leads me to my second point.
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2. Henry’s mischaracterisation of the non-
existing subfield of ‘theory of geography’.
Certainly, Henry is right when he says that
nothing comparable to what we encounter in
other Social Sciences (such as “Social Theory”,
“Economic Theory” or “Political Theory”)
does exist in Geography or exist to the extent
that that can be considered full-fledged and
well-established institutional realm.

He claims that this is not the case (which
is true: we have a couple of theory-focused
important journals; working research groups
on HPG, but nothing ultimately comparable
to what goes on in other fields). Yet most im-
portantly to my point, he claims that is good
that we do not have such a thing as ‘“Theory
of Geography’. However, I fundamentally
disagree about what we can expect of some-
thing such as an institutionalised subfield of
‘Theory of Geography’, or a more prominent
and active area of HPG.

I guess Henry is expecting that should this
be the case, this would but bring about more
(flawed) theory of the type that we already
encounter all over HG. I am afraid that he is
expecting so on good grounds. Nevertheless,
and on the contrary, what I would expect
of a more institutionalised Philosophy of
Geography (“Philosophy”, here of course
meaning something different and broader
from ‘theory’) is that this would help to
bring more history and more philosophically
sound elaboration into the reflection about
Geography’s fundamentals features, objects
and difficulties. I do agree with Henry that
theory per se (for the shake of theory, to catch
up with what is going on in Critical Theory or
anywhere else) is a meaningless project, and
that we need to bear in mind that Geography
is what we are dealing with, and that theory
should be subordinated to Geography and not
the other way around (which is what has hap-
pened in many quarters so far: we have put
geographic objects at the service of Theory/
Criticism, because it matched ongoing interest
in critical theory about space after the collapse
of Historicism and Philosophy of History).

However, I consider that this task of “re-
centreing Geographic theory” should be un-

derstood an integral part of what is to be done
in the sub-field HPG. In that sense, we need
philosophy (not theory), and maybe better
philosophy, provided that such philosophical
elaboration on what are otherwise fundamen-
tal and structural problems of our field can
bring about deep analyses on said (and other)
issues. All in all, a more substantive and pur-
poseful philosophical reflection is required —a
philosophy of geography that goes beyond
the programmatic and prescriptive uses of
theory and the hectic styles of mutually con-
tested camps and entrenched theoretical silos
which the endless turns and twists (essentially
ahistorical) in the field have brought about.

I think that bringing back explanatory
styles of theory making is a good starting
point and we should be grateful to Henry
for having open up this door.

Changing referencing patterns and what
they tell us about changing geographies

by Ferenc Gyuris

In my contribution, I will compare Henry’s
book with another seminal work its title con-
sciously evokes: David HarRVEY's “Explanation
in Geography” from 1969 (HarvEey, D. 1969).
More specifically, I decided to compare the
two books by investigating the works and au-
thors they referenced (cf. Gyuris, F. 2025). 1
hoped such a comparison would tell us much
about the changing patterns and geographies
of referencing in Geography (mainly Human
Geography) between 1969 and 2023. That's
because I think a highly important feature of
theories in Geography or any discipline is how
they shape our practice of doing geographical
research to better understand and explain the
world from a geographical perspective. While
doing the analysis, I regarded both volumes
less as the imprints of their authors” individ-
ual styles and preferences of reading, using,
and referencing literature, even if such indi-
vidual characteristics certainly apply and may
also be the object of research in geographies of
knowledge and science. Instead, I considered
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the two books highly influential pieces of their
own time, which represent and illustrate the
structural features and general international
conventions of doing geographical research
either in the spatial science approach in the
1960s or the more pluralistic and open-end-
ed realities of geography in the early 2020s.
Hence, my main interest was the structural,
not the individual.

If you check first how the number of refer-
enced works and authors relate to the length
of both volumes, the differences will be re-
markable. If you compare David HarvEy's
532-page volume with Henry’s 336-page
book, you will find that the average number
of referenced works per page increased from
0.95 to 2.50. Likewise, the number of refer-
enced authors increased from 0.78 to 2.02. It
is tempting to argue that such a significant
shift may indicate general structural changes
instead of individual scholarly habits. The
reasons for the shift can be manifold, how-
ever. First, do the numbers reflect shifting con-
cepts of validation in international geography?
So, more references are expected nowadays
by the readers and the academic commu-
nity to accept our statements? Or, and that
is the second explanation, do the numbers
show shifting emphases while doing research? In
other words, do we devote, in relative terms,
more space to literature analysis and less to
our own contribution? Is that a sign of a deep
structural change in academic work that we
feel important to much more closely reflect
upon ongoing scholarly discourses and lo-
cate our findings relative to these discourses
than just presenting results about a topic
we are personally interested in? And I think
that’s the point where I really must refer to
Henry’s comment on the “philosophy envy” in
Geography (YEung, H.W. 2024b) or “phiction”
as Nigel Turirr (2021) put it. Alternatively, as
a third explanation, do the numbers reflect
shifting habits of reading and using literature? 1
mean, do we tend to refer to a larger number
of publications but take less information from
each, as an understandable strategy in our
contemporary scholarly world pushing all
of us towards fast reading, fast publishing and

fast referencing? 1 think these questions will
be important for future research. They could
probably also add “practice” to the title of a
future seminal book: “Theory, Practice and
Explanation in Geography”.

In the next step, we may take a closer look
at the authors referenced in both books. In
David Harvey’s 1969 title, each referenced
publication had 1.16 authors on average. In
Henry’s 2023 title, the same value was 1.47.
That indicates an increase in the share of mul-
ti-authored publications, which is a general
trend in contemporary academia. However,
the numbers show that single-authored publi-
cations are still crucial in Human Geography.
That is not just the proof of our discipline’s
peculiarity relative to many other disciplines,
especially in natural sciences. It is also power-
ful feedback that despite the changing disci-
plinary expectations in global academia, writ-
ing single-authored publications, including
monographs, remains a valuable activity that
can shape agendas in Human Geography.

In another step, we can differentiate be-
tween authors with only one or two refer-
enced publications on the one hand, and
authors with three or more referenced pub-
lications on the other hand. Remarkably, the
share of the second group increased from
8.7 percent in 1969 to 16.9 percent in 2023.
The shift is even more striking if we check
the share of these authors’ publications
among the total number of references. Then,
the share will increase from an already re-
markable 33.5 percent in 1969 to an incred-
ible 66.4 percent in 2023. These numbers
show that references and, probably, aca-
demic literature in Human Geography are
increasingly dominated by a few highly pro-
lific and influential scholars whom we may
call “rockstar geographers”. That is in line
with several other studies’ findings on the
functioning of neoliberal academia and the
uneven landscapes of academic attention. I'm
talking about structural questions, not about
individual preferences. We all have our con-
texts, geographical, institutional, financial,
and we must survive. Or, at least, we want
to survive. If we don’t, we are not here now.
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In HarvVEY's 1969 book, Brian BErry took
the lead with 17 references, followed by
Michael Dacey (15 references) and, after a
remarkable gap, Richard CHorLEY (8 refer-
ences). In Henry’s book, the works of Henry
himself and Jamie Peck are on top with 30,
eventually 21 references, and several au-
thors have more than 10 references, namely
Andrew Sayer, David Harvey, Nigel THrIFT,
Ben ANDERSON, Peter DickeN, Doreen Massey
and Bruno LATOUR.

Another remarkable feature of references
is that the most referenced authors, with
3 or more references each, which included
37 authors in HArRVEY’s book, included no
women at all, indicating that geography
in the late 1960s still was a predominantly
“male business”. Henry’s book’s according
value increased from 0.0 to 24.3 percent, and
20.8 percent of all references went to publi-
cations from female authors and co-authors.
That is a significant increase. Nevertheless,
gender ratios still move within the range of
3to1to4to1, which still indicates a high de-
gree of gender inequality in the functioning
of global academia in our discipline.

What I would also like to emphasise here
is that HARVEY referred to quite a significant
number of works from physical geographers.
That’s remarkable how the share of physical
geographers has declined in our discourse
about theory, explanation, whatever in
Geography, which is increasingly becoming
interpreted as Human Geography some-
how, which is again of course related, in my
view, to ongoing remarkable processes and
dynamics in global academia.

Finally, as a geographer, I aim to analyse
what we may call the “geographies of refe-
rencing”, or, the geographical background
of referenced authors. That is still research
in progress, where I managed to investigate
the institutional affiliation of all referenced
authors in Henry’s book by countries and, for
Harvey’s 1969 volume, the place of birth of
authors with 3 or more references. Although
comparing these numbers means comparing
apples to oranges, due to which we should
be very careful while interpreting the results,

I think they can reveal some actual, even if
rough, patterns. Central and South America,
Africa, and Asia (except for Turkey) were ab-
sent in 1969, whereas they all appeared in 2023
with some countries at least. That is a signifi-
cant change we must emphasise as a positive
sign of the decolonising and internationalis-
ing of Geography. It should not be ignored,
though, that the numbers still reflect a firm
Anglo-American, especially British dominance
in international Human Geography. The share
of the UK is still 37.0 percent, followed by the
US 23.6 percent. We can also see that the share
of US works decreased much more significant-
ly between 1969 and 2023 than the share of UK
publications. However, we should remember
that David Harvey, although born in Britain,
already worked in the US while writing his
seminal book in 1969. In contrast, Henry’s aca-
demic trajectory has been much more linked to
the UK and Singapore as two Commonwealth
member states.

It is also remarkable that the former Eastern
Bloc remains highly invisible in both books —
a shortcoming we and many scholars in the
post-communist region must work on, and we
should carefully think about “What can we
do?”. I believe the analysis also emphasises
the importance of thinking about the world
not as a two-tier system simply made up by
the Global North and the Global South, which
the countries of many of us will not fit well.
Instead, I support thinking about the world as
a three-tier system, including the core, periph-
ery, and the semi-periphery, which is quite an
exciting category itself. Anyhow, I am here
to make comments from a country from the
former Eastern Bloc, and I agree with Henry’s
point that it is possible to speak. It is also pos-
sible to speak back if you want.

Proximity, scale, and causation
by Andreea Toiu
My research problematizes the concept of

proximity, addressing it as a scalar, dynamic
concept that contributes to the constitution of
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spatial hierarchies and global socio-economic
relations. In this regard, Chapter 4 of Henry
Yeung’s book has provided me with a pro-
found understanding of relationality and the
causal powers operating within what he calls
“relational geometries”. These geometries are
not simple configurations of social relations.
Instead, they are dynamic processes through
which power and identity become effective,
influencing how knowledge and resource
flows traverse space.

One of the key merits of Henry Yeung’s
book is his epistemological commitment to
understanding geography as an explana-
tory, not merely descriptive, science. And it
allows me to articulate how proximity func-
tions not just as a physical attribute but as a
process that compresses and expands space.
Proximity, in this way, builds bridges that
transform places into strategic nodes within
global networks.

Yeung’ s idea of framing relationality in
terms of causal powers clearly and convinc-
ingly explains why and how proximity gen-
erates unequal socio-spatial outcomes. And I
noticed this paradox of interconnected injus-
tice, how unequal and unfair the geographi-
cal realities are, but still in a constant con-
nection. As Doreen Massey (1994, 146) says
that “no matter how unique a place may be, it is
a meeting point, an intersection of global flows
and networks of social relations”.

Another central aspect of Henry Yeung's
work is the clear and well-argued distinc-
tion he makes between mechanisms and
processes, discussed in detail in Chapters
3 and 5. While many contemporary ap-
proaches tend to conflate these concepts,
Yeung demonstrates that mechanisms are
necessary causal relationships that generate
concrete outcomes in specific contexts. This
clarification is essential for me. It provides
the tools I need to analyse proximity not just
as a descriptive given but as a specific causal
mechanism, integrated into spatial scalarity
and the dynamics of global knowledge flows.
Through this epistemological clarity, I now
have a solid methodological foundation for
explaining the hierarchies and inter-scalar

processes embedded within global networks
of production and innovation.

The book also emphasises the importance
of explanatory theory as an alternative to
descriptive accounts and predictive models.
Through his GPN 2.0 (Global Production
Network) theory, Yeung demonstrates how
the mechanisms of organisational networks
can explain unequal socio-spatial outcomes
across various regions of the world. This
theory provides a valuable analytical frame-
work for understanding how knowledge and
resource flows shape socio-economic spaces
in diverse yet interconnected ways.

In my research, this approach helps me
explore how proximity is shaped by the in-
teraction between global and local actors,
integrating heterogeneous power relations
and contextual mechanisms into the analysis
of geographical scalarity.

For me, “Theory and Explanation in Geography”
is more than just a theoretical work. It is, in
fact, an essential guide for building research
that truly matters. By clarifying the relation-
ships between proximity, scalarity, and causal
mechanisms, this book helps me articulate and
explain the complex processes I investigate.

Henry Yeung succeeds in offering a vision
of geography that not only describes reality
but also explains and transforms it. This is the
inspiration that drives me forward in my aca-
demic journey, motivating me to contribute
to a deeper and more nuanced understanding
of global socio-spatial dynamics. Thank you!

Takeaways from a Central and Eastern
European perspective

by J6zsef BENEDEK

This book presentation and conversation can
be considered a historical moment at least
for two reasons: (i) the Faculty of Geogra-
phy (Babes-Bolyai University, Cluj-Napoca,
Romania), celebrates this year 30 years of
existence since the Geography Department
has separated from the Biology-Geography-
Geology Faculty in 1994, creating the most
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comprehensive Romanian higher educa-
tion institution in the field of Geography;
and (ii) the Faculty of Geography in Cluj
through its Research Centre for Sustainable
Development organises for the first time to
my knowledge a book presentation for an
internationally top ranked geographer as it
is Professor Henry Yeung. It speaks not again
of our institution’s internationalisation level,
which is fair enough, but rather of the lower
sensitivity and reception, until this very mo-
ment, for this special type of professional
debate represented by book presentations.

The importance of this moment is even
more enhanced by the fact that Theory and
Explanation in Geography is the only re-
cently authored academic book on theory
and method in geography. This kind of
Theoretical Geography was also my favourite
in 1989 when I started to study geography,
and although I passed the first-year exam on
Theoretical Geography with the best mark,
I fully understood the content only four
years later, at the end of my study time. And
somehow, after many decades, I came back
again to this discipline for seven years in the
position to teach Theoretical Geography, or
“General Geography”, as it is called officially
for undergraduate students, a discipline not
among the student’s favourite ones. I men-
tion all these details only with regard to the
audience of this book presentation and to
underline the difficulties of generating a co-
herent discourse on this topic with clear and
understandable arguments for all levels of
the geographical community.

However, reading this excellent and
ground-breaking research monograph im-
plies solid foundations in social theory and
epistemology as well. So I am very thank-
ful to have this opportunity to lecture care-
fully on the book and, in doing so, to re-read
parts of some older texts, from which my
favourites are Derek GREGORY's Geographical
Imaginations (1994), and Benno WERLEN's
Gesellschaft, Handlung und Raum (1987), less
known for the English-speaking world al-
though translated later into English (Society,
Action and Space, WERLEN, B. 1993).

In my view, the reading of this opus mag-
num authored by Henry Yeung offers the
readers the following crucial takeaways:

1. A rigorous and critical interrogation of
key theories and perspectives of critical hu-
man geography like actor-network theory,
postcolonial theory, non-representational
theory and so on, pointing at their limits in
theory and practice. It is not an easy reading,
but well documented, offering an excellent
overview of the fragmented and complex crit-
ical human geography literature. This over-
view is especially welcome for the readers of
Human Geography in Central and Eastern
Europe (CEE), where historical materialism
was largely discredited by the experiences
during the communist regimes before 1989,
depriving the geographical community of
one of the major sources of theory-building
in the afterward of the regime changes fol-
lowing the collapse of communism in 1989.

2. Solid arguments for explanatory mid-
range theory in geography. This argumenta-
tion comes timely, as Geography established
itself as a theory-importing science, ending or
finishing grand theories developed in econom-
ics, sociology or natural sciences with their
socio-spatial contextualisation (institutional
theory, evolutionary theory). I can still remem-
ber important texts calling to generate theories
or even laws in geography, like the first law of
geography by Waldo ToBLER, postulating that
near things are more related (TosLEr, W.R.
1970) having resonated strongly in geography
(MiLLER, H.J. 2004). However, as a discipline,
we failed to generate a second or third law. Or
was it the failure of Waldo ToBLER?

I should point here also on the reverse side
of theorising in geography. It is the case of de-
veloping theories with no empirical validation.
I remember my times as PhD student at the
Institute of Regional Geography in Leipzig
in 1996 when [ assisted at a presentation of
Benno WERLEN, arguing for a new theory on
geographical space and regions, who failed
later to produce solid empirical foundations
for his magnificent and captivating three-vol-
ume work Social Geography of Everyday
Regionalisations (WERLEN, B. 1995, 1997, 2007).
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When I was a sociology student, I sym-
pathised a lot with Robert K. MERTON'S more
limited mid-range or middle-range theories
(MerTON, R.K. 1968). At that time, I thought
and still think they were very geographical
in some sense. These middle-range theories
are much closer than grand theories to the
observed behaviour in a particular socio-spa-
tial setting, so they are more appropriate to
explain geographical processes.

3. Advocacy for a theory that should be ex-
planatory and for geographical explanation
that should be grounded in theory. The ulti-
mate goal of the author is “to stimulate more
and better theorising and explanatory work in our
discipline and for the wider social sciences” (p. 3),
since “Theory is what defines an academic disci-
pline” (p. 2). It is a call that comes timely to
our socio-spatial context in CEE, where strong
voluntary empiricism and technological over-
enthusiasm generated by the general advance-
ment in spatial technologies like GIS or remote
sensing have caused a neglect of theories, a
division by theory and method. It is the grand
merit of Henry Yeung's book to bring back at
the core of geographical thought the topic of
how to build theories, recalling and echoing
also on the — at that time positivist — David
Harvey’s grand statement from 1969 that “By
our theories you shall know us” (Ch.1, p.1). And
indeed, paradoxically, HarRvEY was right: we
are known as weak theory developers and
good theory-importers and theory-adopters
and integrators, or even more as solid inter-
preters of geographical phenomena or vocal
deconstructors of all sorts of representations.

4. Arguing for a mechanism-based think-
ing informed by critical realist and relational
thought, enabling Geography an explanatory
mission, not no neglect taking into account
the new forms of geopolitical, public health,
disruptive technologies driven risks, the new
geopolitically driven economic policies, the
environmental and sustainability issues, the
“double exposure’ (complex connections
and interactions between global climate
change and globalisation of economic ac-
tivities) emerged during and following the
Covid-19 pandemics. This is an argument

for a new theory and explanation to bet-
ter account for some major transformative
changes (cf. BENEDEK, ]. and Toru, A. 2025). I
would I would label and rephrase this idea
of Henry as a kind of engagement for a new
mission-oriented Geography.

Beyond these important contributions, I
also have my doubts and questions related to
some core concepts like the mechanism-based
explanation, which considers the socio-spa-
tial context for theory building. I think a
more dense explanation of concepts that are
at the core of the Geography like “socio-spa-
tial context”, “space”, “place”, “region” or
“mechanism” would be beneficial for us all.
Against this background, a significant take-
away is to always keep in mind some the fol-
lowing questions: (i) How can we define the
“socio-spatial context”? (ii) Does the socio-spa-
tial context include the economic context as
well? (iii) If yes, can we reformulate it as a
socio-economic and spatial context? (iv) What
is our understanding of the spatial context?
(v) What exactly is our understanding of the
relation between socio-spatial context and
mechanism?

Discussion and conclusions by Henry
Wai-chung Yeung

To Paloma PueNte LozaNo

Paloma mentioned two major issues in my
observations: the concept of philosophy envy
or the idea that we have gone too philosophi-
cal. Her argument is that perhaps we need
to reflect more on theory, and, as a result,
we may need more philosophical reflection
rather than less.

When I make the case for philosophy envy,
the way I frame it is not to suggest that we
should refrain from engaging in philosophi-
cal reflections. Even in my own writing and
critique, I draw extensively on different kinds
of philosophy, as well as the philosophy of
social science and science, in order to devel-
op our understanding of what theory means
and what concepts mean. I used the term
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“philosophy envy” to remind us that, for ex-
ample, relying on continental philosophers’
work does not necessarily replace the task
of conducting actual geographical analysis.
This is ultimately what we should focus on.
Philosophers cannot perform geographical
analysis for us, just as we cannot perform
their philosophical work for them.

In the book, I argue explicitly that philoso-
phers clarify certain misconceptions about
the world, which is ontology, while we deal
with the actual realities they philosophise
about. In this sense, I think there is a division
of labour. We should remain a kind of empiri-
cally grounded social science, or engage with
physical geography or natural sciences. On
the other hand, I will not shy away from en-
gaging with philosophers. However, we must
keep in mind that this engagement alone does
not grant us the ability to overcome our own
limitations. That would be my first response.

Second, and this is an interesting point.
I mentioned that in Human Geography or
Geography, we do not really have a field
called geographical theory. We do not
have journals titled Geographical Theory. In
Political Science, there is Political Theory. In
Economics, there are Economic Theory and
Journal of Economic Theory, two top journals
in that field. In Sociology, there are journals
with similar titles, such as Sociological Theory.
However, in Geography, we do not have a
journal called Geographical Theory. It simply
does not exist.

I also mentioned in the book that this is ac-
tually a good thing because I cannot imagine
what we would call “theory heads”, people
who only do theory. Very few such individu-
als exist in our field, and I do not encourage
us to pursue that direction. Although, in
other disciplines, there are people who fo-
cus exclusively on theory. That would be my
understanding and preference. However, 1
think Paloma’s point is that we do need to
think about the theory of Geography. In other
words, I somewhat support your view that
we must still engage with those who develop
theory within Geography. However, I do not
believe we need an entire field dedicated to it.

I think you are probably arguing from the
perspective of the philosophy and develop-
ment of geographical thinking and thought.
From that point of view, I agree that we
must continuously reflect on our theoretical
practices in Geography. However, I believe
we share some common ground in that we
should not have individuals who only do
theory for theory’s sake.

That is essentially my position. I think
there is more agreement between us on the
second point and, perhaps, even on the first.

To Ferenc Gyuris

My reflection on Ferenc’s four key observa-
tions is as follows. First, at the time when
Harvey wrote his book, the difference
between the two books is obvious. HARVEY's
book was written to champion, essentially,
a positivist vision for Human Geography.
Of course, in the context of the quantitative
revolution in Geography, his main adversary
at the time was descriptive regional geogra-
phy. This was the era of Richard HARTSHORNE
and The Nature of Geography (HARTSHORNE, R.
1939). There’s also the British response to
that issue. HArRvEY had a singular vision,
and much of his book is focused on differ-
ent techniques and approaches to conducting
positivist explanatory analysis.

My book, however, is different in the
sense that I examine the epistemological
faults in our community. Additionally, there
are far more practicing geographers today
than there were in the 1960s. By definition,
Harvey had fewer people to cite, even if he
wanted to, whereas I have far more sources
available.

Second, I have no idea about the socio-
logical aspects surrounding the produc-
tion of HARVEY's book. It is possible that, in
his time, books did not require reviewers.
Who knows? Back then, you might just get
a book contract, write, and publish. In my
case, I have to consider my reviewers care-
fully. As someone who is, in many ways, an
outsider — an “essential outsider” to British
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Geography — this adds complexity. Although
I was trained in Britain, I have spent three
decades of my career outside the UK. So, 1
am an outsider with some connections, and
I must keep in mind the people I write about
and refer to in my work.

This, fundamentally, explains the vast dif-
ferences in citation patterns. I was very mind-
ful of issues related to gender, ethnicity, and
geographical representation. It is true that
there were very few references to authors
based in Central and Eastern Europe. I can-
not be certain about the backgrounds of some
authors in the English-speaking world who
might be from Central or Eastern Europe, butI
did not explicitly think about that aspect. This
might account for the observed differences.

In terms of authorship and the concept of
“rock star” authors, my list of the most cited key
authors appears to be quite balanced between
HarvEy's time and my own. Regarding citations
to myself, most appear in Chapter 6, which is
focused on theoretical reflections about GPN
Theory. If you remove Chapter 6, I would prob-
ably have only one or two self-citations. Jamie
Peck has more citations, but then you have
the other major figures. For HarvEy, Physical
Geography was central because he was trying
to bring Human Geography closer to Physical
Geography. In my case, it’s the opposite.

One of the referees suggested calling
the book Theory and Explanation in Human
Geography. However, I avoided emphasising
the term “human” because I wanted the book
to remain relevant even for GIS and Physical
Geographers who adopt a critical view of
explanatory approaches, including those
within Physical Geography. That would be
my response to your comments.

To Andreea Tomu

I believe that, in terms of Innovation Studies,
it is really useful to recognise that innova-
tion, by definition, cannot be achieved by a
singular individual, firm, or entity.
Drawing on the point that some of the re-
lational thinking in the book may help you

further develop your work and contribute
to Innovation Studies, I think that is a great
outcome to anticipate. I didn’t really have
Economic Geography spill-over in mind
when I wrote those parts, as the book was not
specifically written for Economic Geography.
However, I am glad that you have taken a
very insightful Economic Geography per-
spective on the book.

To J6zsef BENEDEK

Jozsef’s two questions essentially revolve
around the difference between context and
mechanism and, secondly, what this says
about Geography as a so-called spatial science.

First, when we say “context matters”, does
that imply Geography doesn’t matter? The
idea that Geography matters is not a blind
statement. For example, Doreen Massgy
had an edited book titled Geography Matters!
(Massey, D. and ArreN, J. 1984). However,
when we tell other social scientists or anyone
outside our field that Geography matters, it
is not enough. It is important to go beyond
the phrase “Geography matters” and explain
how it works.

To me, Geography matters because place
and space do more than provide context —
they can actively alter economic, political,
and sociological processes. Economists study
economic processes, political scientists study
political processes, and sociologists study so-
ciological processes. However, when these
processes pass through space and locate
themselves in specific places, their charac-
teristics and causal powers can change. This
is where the argument that “Geography
Matters” shapes the abstract, generic proces-
sual thinking of the broader social sciences.

For example, consider the metaphor of
wind blowing through mountain ranges,
such as those in Transylvania. The same
wind behaves differently as it passes through
the mountains — its characteristics change.
While this is a physical metaphor, and we
are discussing social processes, the princi-
ple is analogous. Similarly, sociological pro-
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cesses passing through space and different
locations can undergo changes. This is my
conception of how Geography matters.

So, where does context fit in? Context could
refer to the specific location where a sociologi-
cal or political process changes. In that place
and in that way, things are different. Historical
context, on the other hand, refers to a particu-
lar time frame. The same process may mani-
fest differently depending on the combination
of various factors present at that specific time,
which we might call conjunctural.

This brings me to the distinction between
social-spatial context and causal mecha-
nisms. Causal mechanisms involve elaborat-
ing on why and how things happen, often
without considering space. However, space
is more than just a context — it can also be
causal. This distinction requires more de-
tailed elaboration to convince you fully of the
difference between context and mechanism.

Secondly, geographical space is not just con-
text — it can also be causal. However, this is not
always the case. That would be my response.
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The ironic misfortunes of ‘geographic theory’.
Sceptic musings on a sexy oxymoron

Paroma PUENTE LOZANO!

Abstract

In this short piece, I engage with Henry W. YEUNG's (2024) diagnosis of a ‘philosophy envy” affecting contempo-
rary human geography to partially support his interpretation and equally argue against it. While I read geogra-
phy’s infatuation with changing philosophical vogues as resulting in a deleterious theoretical hubris, the reasons
for the academic and political pedigree that prevailing forms of geographic theory have purchased require a
deeper epistemic scrutiny (and perhaps also a bit of spoof) than YEuNG's book allows for. Consequently, after
preliminary derision of globalised scholarly infatuation with theory-making, I turn attention to two features
of the epistemic structures underpinning mainstream critical geography, namely, constructivist schemes and
parochial modes of justification, briefly taking issue with both. I end with a final coda about what could be
expected of Theory of Geography as a subfield, calling simultaneously for a more substantive and purposeful
philosophical reflection in geography and a sceptical take on theory to curve down its pure vanity.

Keywords: geographic theory, critical geography, critical theory, philosophy, book Theory and Explanation in
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The magnificent feu follet of theory

At the beginning of his compelling book Le
démon de la théorie [The devil of the theory],
French literary scholar Antoine ComPAGNON
wittily states: ‘La stagnation semble inscrite dans
le destin scolaire de toute théorie’ (COMPAGNON, A.
1998, p. 9) [‘Stagnation seems to be the schol-
arly destiny of all theories]’. And then he goes
on to rub salt into the wound: ‘Lappel a la théo-
rie est par définition oppositionnel, voire subversif
et insurrectionnel [...] la fatalité de la théorie est
d’étre transformée en méthode par l'institution
académique, d'étre récupérée, comme on disait’
(CompracNoON, A. 1998, p. 15). ['The appeal to
theory is by definition oppositional, even sub-
versive and insurrectionary [but] the misfortune
of theory is to be bound to be transformed into
a method by the academic institution, to be co-
opted, as we used to say’. Emphasis added].

Certainly, his assertion should be read
against the backdrop of the peculiar and long-
lasting link between university and secondary
school teaching recruitment system in France,
which rapidly turns highbrow epistemic
exquisiteness (whether produced through the
mercurial blossoming of sophisticated theories
or through the churn of methodological inno-
vation) into a well-established repertoire of
formulas, recipes, phrasings and oven-ready
statements fit for success in national examina-
tions. And yet as French as ComPAGNON's mali-
cious assertion might sound, it sheds light on
the different fortunes that French philosophy
and literary theory have undergone at home
and in the Anglo-American academic culture
(Cusser, F. 2003). But it does so in a very para-
doxical way, for the predictable stagnation of
said theoretical flares that so overtly revealed
itself at home, has become true in the global
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academy through the twisted form of an ever-
growing proliferation of exotic theoretical fin-
ery. More is less! So just as counter-cultural
movements dazzlingly fuelled consumer
culture back in the 1970s (Joseph Heath and
Andrew Potter’s book, The Rebel Sell: Why the
Culture Can’t Be Jammed, made the point dec-
ades ago), the handful of theorists who have
risen to global celebrity in the turn of the cen-
tury have been every bit as co-opted and com-
modified as preceding critical masterminds.
What a destiny, becoming an amusing face on
a water bottle sticker!

For sure, geography has not been an excep-
tion when it comes to these matters — quite
the opposite: stickers have even been ana-
lysed as part of “urban geographies of resist-
ance’ (Awcock, H. 2021).

After some exciting and somehow hectic
decades of critical-cum-theoretical endeav-
ours in human geography (Dixon, D. and
Jones III, J.P. 2004; CresweLr, T. 2013), we
may still be waiting for the dust to settle
(much ado!). Nevertheless, we would be wise
not to underestimate the demon of theory,
for it can well be the case that some irony
awaits us around the corner: stagnation,
rather than being the future that lies ahead
of us turning eventually theory into bore-
dom, seems to lie instead at the very centre
of mainstream theory-making and manifests
itself in the form of a nagging acceleration of
scholar productivity which keeps fanning the
flame of never-ending novelty.

Put it otherwise: the unleashed theoretical
frenzy that has swept across some quarters
in human geography and elsewhere could be
claimed to be but a particular expression of
stagnation. This should come as no surprise
to anyone familiar with contemporary charac-
terisations of the nature of our times, as late,
super- or hypermodernity have been variously
predicated upon such a relentless acceleration
of many modern phenomena (Darpor, P. and
Lavar, C. 2010; Rosa, H. 2015; GuUMBRETCH,
H.U. 2014), whose acute exacerbation dooms
the epoch to be an ever more ludicrous sequel
of itself, with stagnation and acceleration
being the two sides of the same coin.

Accordingly, in the critically-minded but
highly commodified academia theoretical
hyperactivity evinces ill-concealed stagna-
tion, which takes place under the various
forms of marketisation, mainstrimisation
and academicisation of critical approaches
(Castreg, N. 2000; Oswin, N. 2020); increasing
epistemic extractivism and expropriation of
recently-released-from-the-Global-South'’s (or
far-flung ‘exotic places’) concepts and terms
(HarvorseN, S. 2018); or citationary alibies and
respectability politics (Roy, A. 2020) that entail
a formal habitus which re-inscribes academic
dependency and the coloniality of knowledge
(Scuorr, C.M. 2020) in emancipatory talk.

All of them are visible signs of a constant
quantum leap within a theoretical loop con-
tinuously spiralling out of control and awk-
wardly trying to escape its own incongrui-
ties, as if the most visible (rewarded!) part
of the global academic bubble were now
populated by such hilarious ‘sleepwalkers’
at whom HanwMmert, C.R. (1997, 2001) poked
fun almost three decades ago following Neil
SmitH's academic hoax (Smith, N. 1996).

The “global conversation” (isn’t all this to
and fro of travelling theories and formulas
happening in worldwide premiere journals?)
threatens to turn itself into a huge black hole
that falls prey of its own rhetoric practices
and the performative hubris of ground-break-
ing conceptual whims — even more so when
it expresses itself in the form of either hyper-
vigilance about the vices and sins inher-
ent to one’s own (privileged) positionality
(SavoLaINEN, J. et al. 2023) or a constant call
for theorising back at Western conceptual,
thematic and epistemic hegemonies — and
yet aren’t people elsewhere busy with more
interesting things than feeding such ‘global
conversation” anyway?

But just when it seems that we are about
to eventually assume that all this business of
endless repetition of gestures of self-suspicion
or self-deconstruction is but a ‘meaningless
piety’(Spivak, G.C. 1988, p. 271) destined
to become a frantic yet routinely performed
exercise of innocuous scholasticism, theoretic
inventiveness strikes again with a new cunning
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tour de force (a sort of Theoria ex machina, one
would dare to say) reinvigorating the old faith
in the beneficent qualities of verbose theory.

Accordingly, hot-on-social-media global-
ised theory has now come across as the new
object to denaturalise, unmask, re-world, pro-
vincialise, decentre, dislocate (the list could
go on for a while), turning, thus, intellectual
life into a special case of ‘servitude volontaire’
[voluntary servitude] — an obfuscating epis-
temic regime incapable of knowledge pro-
duction outside of the remit of theoria recepta,
dull self-referentiality and the formats,
moulds and moods of global consumption
and, therefore of translatability and various
travelling requirements and compulsions.

Were it not for the unfathomable prolifera-
tion of academic silos (aka ‘epistemic com-
munities’) and the ensuing need for esoteric
initiation into their languages and arcana, one
would be tempted to say that the only decent
task left to the well-established globetrotter
scholar (youngsters: don’t even try!) is to
devote himself to writing arresting hoaxes
and erudite satires which carefully dress
up straw men — and of course to chase love,
prestige, and fleeting glory across the world’s
interconnected circuit of conferences — a la
David Lodge. Nonetheless, it is no secret that
neither the inane polarisation and intellectual
barrenness that fighting cultural wars (seri-
ously or playfully) leads to, nor carrying on
with one’s business, as if everything were still
the same, will be of much help in coping with
‘the degrading slavery of being a child of his
age’, as Chesterton has had it. This present
age cherishes theory — which is bad news for
theory, for any type of theory indeed.

Yet theory is always hard to beat —it always
works theoretically anyway.

Against this background, it would be worth
discussing to what extent such standing of
theoria recepta in human geography is to be
attributed to what YEung, H. (2024, p. 12) calls
“philosophy envy’ in his recent work Theory
and Explanation in Geography. The book can be
easily claimed to be the most comprehensive
and thorough examination of contemporary
post-positivist Anglo-American human geog-

raphy to the day, for it does spare no details
when it comes to present, organise, analyse
and critically explore those major works that
are commonly assumed to be ‘geographic
theories’ of one kind or another.

More significantly, it is one of the few
works having drawn specific attention to the
central role that theory and theorisation have
played over the last decades across the very
different trends that make up contemporary
human geography (it should go without
saying, following the preceding pages, that
an a-theoretical human geography can no
longer be considered ‘critical’, no matter how
much it actually might be).

That theory has proved to be a core and
integral element in the (f)actual functioning
and practice of critical geography is some-
thing that has gone overlooked so far or has
not been the object of thorough and system-
atic examination — at least until recently,
when some geographers have started to dis-
cuss the consequences of the uses and abuses,
the ‘seductions and distractions’ (Lake, R.-W.
2025a, p. 9) of theory-making in geography
(Davipson, M. 2025; Tonkiss, F. 2025).

Certainly, the recent history of the Anglo-
American crafting and global circulation
of ‘French Theory” (Cusser, F. 2003) is very
telling in this regard and later episodes of
‘Italian Thought” (Chiesa, L. 2014), as ech-
oed in human geography (Minca, C. 2016),
or subsequent pleas for ‘German Theory’ in
critical geography (Korr, B. 2021) apparently
come to confirm YEUNG's diagnosis of a cer-
tain ‘envy’ of the theoretical gotcha.

Furthermore, such episodes (and their con-
comitant material circumstances and intel-
lectual routines) make it possible to predict
the upcoming success of, let’s say, ‘Brazilian
spatial thought” after the English translation
and dissemination of works by Milton Santos
(MELGAGO, L. and Prousg, C. 2017) or an ‘Asian
Theory’ that aims at theorising back (YEung,
H.W. 2025) at Anglo-American onto-epistemic
cores. The model is far from losing momentum,
and it seems to be destined to repeat itself — pro-
vided that the basic equation between theory and
criticism can remain unquestioned. The model is
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fairly well established, in any case. "Theoretical
interventions” have turned into critical moments
de rigeur, and when those come peppered with
a few drops of geographic fetishism to gain
further traction and charm (i.e. for theory to
become more ‘plural’, “inclusive” and ‘multilin-
gual’), success is guaranteed — well, here I am,
isn’t my broken English just lovely?

In the same way that ‘Zulu nationalism’
was listed in the famous and far from com-
prehensive long inventory that I. Hacking
made of the kinds of item that, in addition
to facts, knowledge and reality, have been
claimed to be socially constructed over the
decades (Hacking, 1. 1999, pp. 1-2), theoret-
ical gloss is destined to shine brighter and
brighter under the shimmer of enticing and
evocative places that have not yet been fully
absorbed by hegemonic cores and bubbles.

The proof is in the pudding: Spanish phi-
losophers have been lately asking ‘Why
there is no Spanish Theory’? (VALDECANTOS,
A. 2025), a question that can only be read as
either a tormented baroque sigh or a sarcastic
settling of scores with theoretical vogues and
their underlying meagre understanding of
intellectual labour.

Accordingly, if a large part of geographic
scholarship’s turns, twists and breakthroughs
now seem to be the result of a ubiquitous
Theoria ex machina, YEUNG's diagnosis of con-
temporary geography’s fundamental “phi-
losophy envy’ could be given some credit.
Many examples of such a need to catch up
with broader patterns of academic capital
production will spring to mind for geogra-
phers, not the least years-long efforts to turn
Foucault, Lefebvre, Deleuze & Guattari (or
whoever French thinker were called for in
each case) into “spatial thinkers” now loom-
ing large in human geography dictionaries
and textbooks. Significantly, YEUNG's book
devotes an impressive number of pages to
analysing problems and limits of the kind
of theoretical production that has taken
place in human geography under the well-
known formula of Wittgenstein (or Kristeva,
or Levinas, or ...), “‘whose challenging and
thought-provoking writings remain largely

unknown within our discipline’. (As an
example of this Harrison, P. [2002, 2007], or
FrerscumaNN, L. and EveRrTs, J. [2024] can be
pointed out. Following the long list of French
philosophers mobilised in human geography,
still showing a high performance therein, as is
the case of Blanchot [CARTER-WHITE, R. ef al.
2024], or Derrida [cultural geographies, 2008],
a recent plea for ‘German Theory” in geog-
raphy has brought to the fore philosophers
such as Sloterdijk [Ernste, H. 2018], Adorno
[MarqQuarpT, N. 2021; PHiro, C. 2021, 2025],
or even less-known-worldwide Plessner
[Korg, B. 2021; Ernste, H. 2023)).

It is precisely this particular way of under-
standing theoretical production (and the criti-
cal purchase of such scholarship) that is the
object of YEUNG's major criticism. Even though
in the book the distinction between post-
whatever inspired geographic theory and
more ‘classical” forms of ideological-political
theory-making (e.g. as in radical geography)
is central to the definition of critical styles,
both of them are rejected as not having been
able to produce ‘explanations’ of the phenom-
ena at hand (no matter how much theoreti-
cal elaboration has been bestowed upon such
phenomena). And that is what ultimately
drives YEUNG's interest and criticism.

Geographen aller Linder, vereinigt Euch —
Let’s shake off the shackles of philosophy!

With such goal in mind, YeEunG's Theory and
Explanation in Geography opens fire, raising
a bold question: ‘Are these critical theories
really theory as their names so pompously
suggest?” (YEuNG, H. 2024, p. xi). The title’s
echoing of the famous HarvVEY's Explanation
in Geography (1969) makes the reader sus-
pect that the aforementioned question is a
rather rhetorical one, for the book’s under-
lying assumption is that whatever may be
expected of or requested from any proper
geographical theorisation cannot be set out in
terms of what philosophy (or any other dis-
cipline, for that matter) takes theory to be,
e.g. speculative thought, philosophical the-
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matisation of this or that, etc. Accordingly,
YEUNG's book stands as a ‘liberating’ cry
from the philosophical enslavement to which
geography has subjected itself.

Curiously enough, the book does not con-
tain a key guess that could be ultimately
conveyed to make the case for the “philoso-
phy envy” argument. Perhaps such a guess is
too much of a taboo among geographers to
appear in a geography book. I would argue,
though, that the ever-tighter Gordian knot of
contemporary geography’s dependency on
theoria recepta lies in the fundamental equiva-
lence that the terms ‘theory’, ‘criticism” and
‘space’ have come to acquire over the past
decades (with ‘space’ being the most recent
to have entered into the equation).

Critical philosophy’s contemporary infatu-
ation with spatial tropes, terms, figures and
concepts (commonly celebrated as the “spa-
tial turn’) has largely been enthusiastically
embraced (albeit often misread) by many geog-
raphers and, thus, celebrated as the coming of
age of space — at last! After all, isn’t epistemic
maturity reached when a subject becomes an
object of theoretical attention? Hence, what
else but a ‘theory of space’ is to be expected
if geographers are to be up to the times or to
authentic criticism —i.e. authentic theorisation?
There goes again the “philosophy envy’.

More to the point, the ill-concealed annoy-
ance of some of the pioneers of geographic
theory (Smith, N. and Kartz, C. 1993) with
the new-brand interest in space and spatial
concepts by post-whatever philosophers only
comes across as to confirm YEUNG's diagno-
sis, yet in a twisted way: rather than ‘envy’
one would talk of a ‘validation effect” in the
light of the fact that the apparent convergence
between philosophy’s and geography’s criti-
cal endeavours (the spatialisation of theory as
paring up the politisation of space) has been
assumed as endorsing previous theoretical
impulses in critical geography and, more
importantly, the very centrality of theory-
making — independently of whether such
spatialised philosophical musings were seen
as productive or as fundamentally misguided
(asin HarvVEY, D. 1989). Theory is here to stay.

A curious consequence of this “validation
effect’, which has perhaps been little noticed
so far, is the surprising transformation of
the image and identity of ‘geographic the-
ory’ itself. Until not so long ago, the very
term was regarded as a rough oxymoron,
for there seemed to be little doubt about
the purely philosophical nature of the task
of theory-making, which was assumed to
be fundamentally at odds with the bare
empirical orientation of geography. At best,
theory showed up in those rare occasions
when manuals on the “progress’ of the field
were to be written, historical shifts had to be
explained, or it was necessary to craft some
highbrow affiliation to justify the legitimacy
of a new emerging trend.

Compared to old-fashioned ‘uncontam-
inated’ empirical forms of geography (a
distorted image that is, in all likelihood, the
result of the recent infatuation with theory),
geographic theory has become a remarkably
fertile endeavour, even an awfully sexy oxy-
moron from which all sorts of benefits are
to be expected. As HAkwv1, J. (2020, p. 370)
has rightly pointed out: “‘Who would have
thought that one day the arid “philosophical
study of being” would become a hot topic
in human geography? Not many, I bet, but
these days it is difficult to find a [geogra-
phy] paper that does not mention ontology
in some way, shape or form!

The overwhelming transformation of
geography into a sexy theoretical business
(as usual) has prevented geographers from
challenging the dogma about the fundamen-
tal need of theory and theorisation in critical
geography — or at least has prevented such
criticism from becoming vocal (some excep-
tions to this can be pointed out: BARNETT,
C. [1998a, b] and most recent interventions
by BoppkN, S. [2023]. Besides, rarely atten-
tion has been drawn to the fact that critical
geography has become over the years rather
uncritical in regard to its own assumptions
and epistemic practices [BLomLEY, N. 2006,
2007, 2008], yet the place that theory might
have played in this increasing dogmatisation
has not been scrutinized).
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Theory and Explanation in Geography provides
such an occassion, for YEUNG offers an insight-
ful, quite comprehensive and most sympa-
thetic analysis of mainstream geographic
theories. As previously pointed out, the book,
on the one hand, shows how theorisation has
been deemed fundamental on normative-ideo-
logical grounds, i.e. different bodies of theo-
ries have been claimed to have political and
emancipatory potential, and, thus, assumed as
key to utterly mould the epistemic structure of
geographical inquiry so that political change
and social betterment can happen.

On the other hand, the book proves how
theorisation has been established on onto-
logical grounds, most typically by resorting
to anti-foundationalist stances as variously
developed in Anglo-American versions of
mostly German and French philosophy,
something that has ultimately predisposed to
what YEuNG calls ‘open-ended” approaches
to theory-making.

It is worth noting that even if theorisation
is central to these two forms of geographic
scholarship (what Lake, R.W. [2025b] has
recently called a shared “prioritisation of
theory” in geography), the underlying under-
standing and practice of theory itself widely
diverge, and criticism is envisioned also
differently. While in the ideological forms
of human geography thick theorisation of
the various forms of the link between spatial
forms and social orders is presented primar-
ily as a guide to action and change; in the
latter (open-ended epistemologies) theory is
expressed in the form of ontological asser-
tions (BoppeNn, S. 2023) that reveal the fun-
damental structure of the world (or lack of it
indeed) so as to produce radical re-wordlings
with emancipatory potential.

In both cases, YEUNG empathetically (and
with infinite patience!) explores internal limi-
tations of said takes on geographic theory in
the hope of redressing the fundamental fact
that theory-making (under such critical forms)
has taken on carte blanche in mainstream glob-
ally spread human geography, with the result
of increasing levels of either esotericism or
dogmatism. In either case, rather parochial

standards of justification are at play, often
deployed to prevent position in human geog-
raphy from being criticised by other critical
approaches (Yeung, H. 2024, p. 11).

With this diagnosis in view, YEUNG's inter-
pretation of contemporary geography’s “phi-
losophy envy’ begs the question as to how
standards of theory-making are to be estab-
lished in the field, i.e. through which criteria.
Funnily, this is a stubbornly philosophical
question (!), especially for someone who aims
at ousting philosophy from its high position
in geography.

However, as soon as the diagnosis is set,
YEUNG's book departs from theory. Instead
of piling up philosophical arguments in
favour of his explanatory theorising, he
puts forward an example of what he pro-
poses and, thus, tries carefully to stress-test
his single piece of causal meso-level appro-
priate-to-(economic)geographers theory of
global production networks.

Accordingly, the book’s bottom line reads
more or less as follows: it is the task of geog-
raphers to produce forms of theory that
utterly fit geography’s goals and fundamen-
tal spirit — whatever this latter means, YEUNG
is not willing to turn it into a philosophical or
normative question. Yet despite all his fun-
damental decrying of geography’s over-phil-
osophising, YEUNG's plea for explanatory
theory-making needs rather badly some
core ‘realist’ tenets, so as to partially rebuild
overtly constructivist geography’s epistemic
frameworks and make explanatory frame-
works function. Put it otherwise, ongoing
philosophical discussions on new critical
and speculative realism seem integral to the
very possibility of retrieving and justifying
explanatory theorising in geography accord-
ing to the very standards (of practical ade-
quacy, causality, etc.) that YEuNG wants to
set out. Curiously, one quickly realises that
many of the criticisms that YEunG addresses
to geographic writing grounded in fash-
ionable philosophy would perfectly apply
to the increasing esotericism, fashionability
and speculative turns that various realisms
have taken — as soon as one moves past page
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number 25 in books by Quentin Meillassoux
or Markus Gabriel, and, thus, the philosoph-
ical experiments and ontological counterfac-
tuals begin, YEUNG's philosophically-inclined
readers can’t help but mischievously won-
der what would geographical theory look
like should geographers embrace much of
speculative realism’s terms such as ‘ancen-
tralité’, ‘matiére fossile, ‘le grand dehors’, or else
if geographers were to seriously explore ‘les
énoncés ancestraux et diachroniques qui portent
sur les événements antérieurs ou ultérieurs a tout
rapport-terrestre-au-mond’ and the likes.

At that point one is left pondering whether
YEUNG’s book proves that geography cannot
afford itself “too much’ philosophy (of any
type) before it becomes useless for the empir-
ical purposes it used to assume (a take that
fully justifies the path YEunG follows in his
book in regards with his limited commitment
to realism); or whether he seems rather to
suggest that it is just a matter of ‘bad philos-
ophy’, or, at least of choosing a philosophy
fit for geography’s goals — yet does anyone
in the room know of a special kind like that?

‘Beware of overthinking!” comes across in
either case as the rallying cry in the book.
Eventually, YEunG lays his cards on the
table, for the right dose of philosophy to be
administered to geography turns out to be a
handful of “analytical services’. The detour
through speculative realism appears then
as just a hook to bring empirical things back
to geography and debunk any theoretical
infatuation. Accordingly, YEunc, H.W. (2024,
p. 20) goes on to claim that his explanatory
theory ‘occupies an epistemological position
relatively free from the shackles of specific
philosophical stances and ontological fixes
(i.e. neither critical realism nor poststruc-
turalism and postcolonialism)’. Yet is that
really the case? ‘All Cretans are liars!’, one
is tempted to shout, playing Epimenides the
Cretan as pages go by, for to claim that ‘I
have no philosophy’ is not the best way to
avoid philosophical commitments.

Even when it is easy to realise that the bulk
of YEUNG's ‘epistemic efforts’ is put else-
where, as the book strives to carefully rework

relational approaches to ground an analyt-
ically robust explanatory mid-range form
of theorisation, getting rid of old paradoxes
proves hard. Particularly, I find it wanting
the way YEUNG operationalises critical and
speculative realism without further engaging
with otherwise key epistemic issues whose
fuller development would deeply compro-
mise key structures of post-positivist critical
geography. So, is that the ultimate reason
why he claims not to be trapped in any phil-
osophical imbroglio?

This issue is not without importance for
at least one reason. As I already mentioned,
YEUNG tends to overlook the particular role
and nature of the fundamental link between
criticism and theory (and space) in contem-
porary human geography. While he makes
plain the integral character of theorisation to
all transformations of/in critical geography,
he does not go at lengths as to interrogate
why this is so and how theory, geography
and criticism have come to be linked together.

To my mind, the fact that the equation
between theory, geography and criticism is
left unexamined in the book is to do (besides
the aforementioned taboo about the spatial
turn) with the lack of a further scrutiny of
prevailing constructivist schemes in critical
geography and how critical stances construe
themselves in the first place. Whether a deeper
engagement with critical or speculative real-
ist philosophy in the book would have been
a possible avenue for questioning hegemonic
constructivist stances in the field is certainly
arguable. Yet a bolder and more thorough
epistemic analysis would have done the trick.

Again paradoxically, these are questions
that call for more (and not less, as YEuNG
would imply) philosophising, despite the fact
that this necessarily will take geographers’
time away from producing, testing and put-
ting to work explanatory theories. YEUNG has
claimed that he firmly believes in the division
of academic labour. So do I! Just as philoso-
phers are not going to do geographers’ job, as
YEUNG wittingly contends, division of labour
within geography may still prove fertile, and,
thus, a more defined and robust understand-
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ing of what “Theory of Geography’ (as a sub-
field) might mean can help out.

Therefore, in the remainder of the paper, 1
would like to take issue with YEUNG's celebra-
tion of the fact that in geography there does
not exist something akin to the firmly estab-
lished subfields of ‘Political Theory’, ‘Social
Theory” and the likes. I will briefly sketch an
alternative take on what can be expected of
theory, thinking and philosophy in human
geography, which I reckon can go beyond a
handful of “analytical services’, as he suggests.

The short-lived political promise of construc-
tivism, the Schonstellungen of critical theory
and a coda about Theory of Geography

I will lay out my objections to YEUNG's take on
‘Theory of Geography’ rather indirectly, by
bringing his book into dialogue with another
recent book that addresses similar issues,
albeit in a different way: Difficulties with Crit-
ical Geography. Studies for a Reflective Theory of
Society by German geographer Benedikt Korr
(2023). Prima facie, both books call for forms of
self-limited immanent critique through which
human geography’s theoretical hubris (whether
grounded in ideological-political premises or
open-ended epistemologies) could be curved
down. The reasons for undertaking such a task
are different in each of the books: in the case of
YEeUNG, practical adequacy, sensitivity to the
specificity of socio-spatial contexts, normative
justification and empirical grounding are key
criteria for geographic theorisation, alongside
reducing reliance on ‘imported” philosophical
sources. In the case of Korr, he wants to see
emerging forms of critical geography grounded
in different philosophical moods, e.g. modest
and hesitant expressions of criticism that would
leave more room for self-awareness, reflexivity
and thoughtfulness through digressions and
‘detours’ (Unwege) and ‘pensiveness’ (Nachden-
klichteit) a la BLUMENBERG.

An intuitive and frequent response to the
criticisms that both Korr and Yrunc raise
against (un)critical geographical theorising is
that if such theories have proven a capricious

guide to intellectual life (Lake, RW. 2025a) it
is just a matter of merely ‘bad critical scholar-
ship” (KLinke, 1. 2023) or ‘bad theory” in critical
geography (MrrcHeLL, D. 2025). That is to say,
if critical geography is afflicted by the kind of
shortcomings and difficulties that both authors
point out, it is just because it is not critical at all.
Very much against the grain of aforemen-
tioned responses, I would like to briefly
argue something rather different, namely,
that what is fundamentally at stake here is
that said shortcomings and difficulties in
critical geography arise precisely from the
very internal structures of the various the-
ories which geography has embraced, just
because they are critical indeed. My overall
contention is that what is ultimately at issue
in both YEUNG's and Kor¥F’s cautiously scep-
tical analysis of critical geographic theory is
reckoning with the fact that said problems
are internal and integral to critical theorising.
For one thing, said issues cannot simply be
premised on poor or deviated forms of theo-
rising — an argumentative strategy that ulti-
mately secures core mechanisms of critical the-
ory on moral, political or ideological grounds,
encapsulating even further the fundamental
believe in the performative nature of theory, as
just depending on the re-orientation of discur-
sive formations in which geographers’ objects
and concepts are to be displayed.
Likewise, nor can the issue be reduced to
a ‘mere’ conjunctural problem (i.e. external),
be it the bedevilling dynamics of capitalistic
production of knowledge under neoliberal
academia or any other evil circumstances
that domesticate, absorb, neutralise or strip
critical theories of their emancipatory goals.
It would be preposterous to argue so, given
the constructivist assumptions of main-
stream theory-makers and their high stand-
ards of accountability about the determining
conditions under which such theorising takes
place, at least for theory to be able to bring
about something other than ideology, disin-
genuous statements or false consciousness.
Should any reader fully and seriously
engage with the realist or sceptical questions
underlying the analysis of critical geogra-



Puente Lozano, P. Hungarian Geographical Bulletin 74 (2025) (3) 253-268. 261

phy in Yeunc’s and Korr’s books, then the
conclusions would be far more radical than
either can afford to be in their present form in
both books. This is why I think that YEuUNG's
opening question, ‘are these critical theories
really theory?” ends up being rather rhetori-
cal and Korr’s operationalising (i.e. taming)
of MARQUARD's sceptical position is doomed
to fail (PuenTE Lozano, P. 2024).

If we take a cue from Kor¥’s analysis of
the same theoretical developments in critical
geography that YEUNG's brings into question,
it is made plain that the epistemic structures
involved in such stances make thinking func-
tion by simultaneously displaying accusations
and exculpations in order to fundamentally
articulate its own position and encapsulate it.
It is perhaps worth noting that Kor¥’s inter-
pretation is very much indebted to German
philosopher Odo MarqQuarp, who used the
concept of ‘tribunalisation’ [Tribunalisierung der
Lebenswirklichkeit] in his 1973 Schwierigkeiten mit
der Geschichtsphilosophie, exposing Philosophy
of History and historical consciousness (key to
the very endeavour of modern criticism) as a
secularised form of the old theodicy.

In a way, reading both Korr and MARQUARD
simultaneously, one could claim that the
Philosophy of Geography that underpins crit-
ical scholarship has assumed and kept alive
many of the mechanisms and moral benefits
inherent to the old Philosophy of History.
Ironically, even though postmodern wvarious
spatialisations of theory and politics aimed pre-
cisely at superseding the major shortcomings
of historicism, any close reader of MARQUARD
(or Koselleck’s Kritik und Krise, for that mat-
ter, or even Sloterdijk’s Kritik der zynischen
Vernunft which looms prominently in other
works by Korr, B. 2022) would be able to
pinpoint the underlying key continuities
between these two different forms of critical
thought and outline them by what they share
as both part of the same Kantian Zeitalter der
Kritik (PuenTE Lozano, P. 2023).

Korr's analysis makes it clear how this typi-
cal gesture of ‘tribunalisation’ (e.g. moralisa-
tion) described by MArQUARD is a recurring
pattern in critical stances. Put it otherwise,

these positions are essentially construed in
such a way as to leave small space (or no space
at all) for reflexivity or critique of their own
presuppositions. Again, following MARQUARD,
Korr characterises these as ‘Schonstellungen’,
i.e. positions from which those who formulate
them spare criticism to themselves, avoid it or,
at best, make it superfluous.

With this premise as a starting point, Korr
undertakes the task of exploring mechanisms
inherent to certain forms of critical discourse
in which the ‘imported’ theory to several
social sciences withholds the fundamental
function of constructing a position of ‘immu-
nity’, of generating an encapsulation of one’s
own positions that exempts them from jus-
tification. It is important to notice that the
deep structuring effect that moralisation
brings about turns this problem into a very
pervasive and distinctive issue, one that goes
far beyond a superficial question of simple
‘bad scholarship’ as previously suggested.
Once again, readers of MaArRQUARD and
Koselleck are well aware of how deep these
difficulties run, for the issues of ‘mediation’,
‘regression’ or ‘derealisation” (as formulated
by MarqQuarp in his commentary of Hegel's
concept of Sollen) are far from being solved
in spatial (non-historicist, non-that-Hegelian)
contemporary critical thought.

Political epistemologies that made it pos-
sible to rebuild human geography in its
move away from positivism have remained
confined to such modes of justification, with
theory frequently playing a central role as a
key to avoid any relapse into positivism (or
idle idealism). This is so because theory (and
the corresponding philosophical system to
which it belongs) becomes itself a framework
of validity in said trends, which is precisely
what YEuNG wants to avoid.

In other words the way concepts are mobi-
lised and made to function in critical-geograph-
ical discourses produce their own ‘framework
of plausibility” (‘Plausibilititsrahmen’ — accord-
ing to the expression of German geographer
Dietrich Bartels), one within which it is easy
to move around unreflexively. Accordingly,
Korr contends that the moral impulse that has
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underpinned the post-positivist reconstruction
of geography (making hence possible criti-
cal geography in the first place) has brought
about a constant moralisation of positions and
debates, entailing a never-ending doubling
down and, thus, more emphasis on normative,
ideological or philosophical commitments.

This brings me back to the fundamental
intermingling of geography, theory and criti-
cism, and why suggestions as to bringing
into question the centrality of theory in critical
geography are meet with bewilderment or
anger, let alone automatically regarded with
suspicion — anti-intellectualism is charged
with the worst political sins, as reactions to
recent call for ‘resisting the seductions of
theory’ in geography (by Lake, R.W. 2025a)
proof. Even though I don’t concur with
Laxe’s definitions of theory — or depiction of
how theory manifests in geography as either
Truth or Representation — I find quite telling
the various misunderstandings that lie at the
core of this discussion and how the terms of
the debate are set out.

And yet the real enemies of theory are
quite different, though!

Oddly enough, if both YEunc and Korr
are unable to untie the Gordian knot that
ties geography, theory and criticism in its pres-
ent prevailing form, it is because they do not
fundamentally bring into question the hege-
mony of constructivism in critical geography,
which is at the root of the “unquestionability”
of said link and ensuing infuriation at any
questioning of it.

Let me very briefly unpack the question.

In his insightful book The Social Construction
of What? Tan HackinG pointed out that if
talk of social constructivism had become
a common coin, it was mainly because it
had proved “wonderfully liberating ... and
valuable for political activists’ (Hacking, L.
1999, p. 1), particularly when it was first put
forward. As Hacking, 1. or BogHossian, P.
(2006) have insisted alike, the ‘discovery” of
the contingent nature of the conditions upon
which knowledge is premised and justified
has been key to the very constructivist strat-
egy against the ‘inevitability” of facts under

the guise of the evitability of the concepts
or discursive formations within which such
facts are embedded.

Accordingly, Hacking, L. (1999, pp. 6-7)
famously captured the argumentative struc-
ture of constructivist positions as relying
upon the denial of the inevitability of social
or historical facts as key to political change.
Typically, social constructionist follows three
basic argumentative steps: (1) ‘X’ need not
have existed or not be at all as it is (i.e. is not
determined by the ‘nature of things’, and,
thus, is not inevitable, but rather the product
of social, economic or historical forces under
which it first came into being). Moreover, (2)
‘X’ is quite bad as it is/was. (3) Therefore, we
would be much better off if ‘X" were done
away with, or at least radically transformed.
The combination of (2) and (3) is key to
understanding why theorisation takes on
such a political potential, for (3) is typically
assumed to be an inherently progressive task.

Consequently, epistemic contingency has
been key for epistemology to become political
epistemology and for theory (understood as
endless redescriptions of the ‘nature” of things,
i.e. of the discursive formations that defined
such things as such) to become central to any
intellectual endeavour, even geography!

Arresting as these remarks sound, ‘[un]
fortunately social construction analyses do
not always libertate” (Hacking, 1. 1999, p.
2). Constructivism has ultimately turned
out to be more of a cultural myth or an
epochal fantasy than the solid dogma it
once intended to be. The perception of the
fundamental ‘emancipatory” potential that
theory assumes under such constructivist
frameworks (i.e. things need to be ‘theo-
rised” otherwise because this is key to bring-
ing about all sorts of performative miracles)
is misleading most of the time, as the claim
about contingency tends to be ambiguous
about at which level it is predicated. Not
only has such a take lost its political traction
as soon as constructivist construals have
become widespread in social sciences. It has
resulted in rather banal claims, for this line of
thought is overly simplistic, i.e. if something
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is a natural fact, then we are simply stuck
with it, and, thus, socially constructed things
are easier to change than natural facts. This
is, of course, a ludicrous assertion — diseases,
vaccines, constant engineering of nature or
extinction and modification of species are all
examples of the opposite. And all the more
so considering how persistent, pervasive or
long-lasting certain social prejudices can be
and how dilemmatic social action is when
aiming at changing social structures.

So, going back to YEUNG's book, the over-
whelming hegemony of this constructivist
scheme makes it difficult for theorising to
occur in forms other than those already crit-
icised by Yeune. His call for bringing into
dialogue the critical trends he analyses with
his explanatory theorising (and, thus, create
a sort of Third Way upon which re-anchor
an almost-free-from-philosophy Geography)
comes ironically across as Love’s Labour’s Lost.
Even if his contribution is much welcomed,
unless this constructivist way of reasoning is
brought into question, such critical theoris-
ing is doomed to become more (and no less)
radical in its open-endedness or more (and
no less) rigid in its moral encapsulation.

I am not saying that explanatory theory is
not possible or convenient whatsoever. But I
leave it to economic or human geographers
to judge them. What I mean here is that it
seems difficult under the prevailing con-
structivist scheme, which so firmly shapes
(and orients in a particular direction) theory,
critique and geography, that YEUNG's style of
theorising does not get but a raised eyebrow
and be met with an “Uh-huh, again!” (2024
Dialogues in Human Geography and EPF Book
forums on YEUNG's work).

The way (epistemic) things stand in main-
stream human geography makes it hard that
YEUNG's view of theory is not received as the
‘tyranny of explanation’ strikes back, meaning
the tyranny of monism hovers over geography.

This leads me to my final short coda on
Theory of Geography as subfield. If I have
previously discussed YEuNG's diagnosis of
‘philosophy envy’, it is because I consider
that critical geography’s theoretical hubris can-

not be attributed solely to an anxiety to keep
up with the pressing demands of a rapidly
changing academic landscape in which the-
ory has become a privileged form of epistemic
capital and moral comfort. Additionally, it
can be argued that the academic pedigree
and critical prestige bestow upon theory in
human geography can be traced back to very
different sources and reasons (internal and
external to human geography alike), which
predate common references to HARVEY's ral-
lying cry in Explanation in Geography (‘By our
theories you shall know us’) indeed.

I cannot go at lengths with this point
and make a comprehensive historical case
to prove that this apparent dependency on
‘external sources’ is neither new nor specific
to contemporary post-positivist geography
— it can be traced back to the very origins of
modern geography and much could be said
along similar lines when it comes to the fun-
damental parallelism between how positivist
and post-positivist forms of human geogra-
phy got stablished by cherry-picking a range
of authoritative forms of philosophy, science,
social theory, etc. of the day.

Therefore, what is at issue here is a more
fundamental problem about the epistemolog-
ical constitution of human geography in the
long run and about its place in the broader
system of science as a whole — and, thus, as
fundamentally linked to its structural con-
ditions and the developments or transfor-
mations that regularly take hold in such a
system. Reckoning with certain constitutive
epistemic patterns in geography is something
that calls for more reflection (not less) and for
more (not less) philosophically (and histor-
ically) minded geographers able to address
and soundly elaborate on such long-lasting
epistemic questions. We simply cannot get
away with them! And certainly not by try-
ing to limit our philosophical commitments
(or by believing that we have limited them).

More significantly, such a philosophical
elaboration is not solely a matter of deploy-
ing robust analytical skills. While conceptual
clarification and analytical robustness are
very welcome indeed (and are often at the
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beginning of any philosophical endeavour
that is worth the name), it is a rather naive
assumption to expect that persistent epistemic
or philosophical issues are simply to “dissolve’
when germane and brave analytical dexterity
appears. This way of looking at things can be
suited for car mechanics lovers, busy business
travellers and very practically minded people,
yet, it does a poor job when it comes to long-
lasting dilemmas, geographic or otherwise.

Certain epistemic issues are here to remain
in/with geography because they are to do
either with fundamental features of geo-
graphical issues/objects or with the very
nature of geography as a form of knowledge
and its relation to other forms of knowledge.

So, this is not entirely a story about ‘phi-
losophy envy’, it is something broader and
deeper that we need to come to terms with.
Accordingly, YEUNG's celebration of the
non-existing subfield of Theory of Geography
is premised upon a mischaracterisation of
sorts. Certainly, he is right when he says that
nothing comparable to what we encounter in
other social sciences (such as Social Theory,
Economic Theory or Political Theory) does
exist in geography or at least does not exist
to the extent that it can be considered a ful-
ly-fledged and well-established institutional
realm as the ones aforementioned. As a matter
of fact, in the recently published The promise of
cultural geography, CoNway asserts: ‘... while
the vocation of political theorist, social theo-
rist, international theorist, or cultural theorist
are all well established, it is unclear what “geo-
graphical theorist” would even mean’ (CoNwAy, P.
2025, p. 52. Emphasis added). Nobody knows
what on earth this business is about, and yet it
hasn’t stopped growing and impressing hiring
committees and editorial boards!

The relevance and political-cum-academic
pedigree that theory has come to acquire
over the last decades has resulted in an utter
resignification of the very enigmatic syntagm
‘theory of geography’. In just a few years,
the previous lack of clarity about what geo-
graphical theory might consist of (other than
a sheer oxymoron as previously noted) has
been replaced by a staggering proliferation

of meaning, mostly under the guise of pre-
scriptive formulas. The limelight has been
stolen by cultural geographers, though for
such a fancy task has generally been left
to them, theory-makers par excellence in
human geography (see BARNETT, C. 1998a,
b). Significantly, Conway, P. (2025, p. 51)
has aptly explained why this is so: “To study
culture (whatever this may be), one cannot
bypass for long questions of interpretation
—and, then, questions of theory. It is not, of
course, the case that only cultural geogra-
phers engage in theoretical reflection, any
more than it is only international relations
scholars that study nuclear weapons, great
power wars, or genocide. The point is simply
that the subject matter of cultural geography
imparts an uncommonly strong demand for,
as Stuart Hall once articulated it, ‘the detour
through theory’.

Were historians of geography (and those
rare and quirky younger brothers of theirs
devoted to epistemic and philosophical
reflection in geography, Dokr, M. 2024 dixit)
to understand their work in a classical way
they should confine themselves to consign-
ing, compiling, ordering, and, when neces-
sary, presenting in a scholarly and afforda-
ble-to-students format the rather unfathoma-
ble complexities of the flamboyant theoretical
apparatuses which leading cultural geogra-
phers have been busy producing. However,
those venturing well beyond this propae-
deutic task, have additionally deployed a
wide-ranging array of approaches (contex-
tual, biographical, intellectual, place-based)
to trace, explore and carefully account about
the intellectual and material histories and
geographies of recent theoretical and meth-
odological developments in critical human
geographies (Barnes, T. and SrEPPARD, E.
2019; BERrg, L. et al. 2022; JakoBsEN, P. et al.
2022; Larsen, H.G. 2022).

These works share a recognisable common
interest in mapping out the geographies and
complex historical spatialities of circula-
tion, translation, influence, and recognition
through which critical human geography
unfolded over the years. Importantly, these
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works have provided source-rich and con-
textually-grounded accounts of the different
(and sometimes diverging) historical paths
and institutional sites through which critical
and theory-inspired endeavours emerged,
evolved, and deeply transformed previ-
ous academic traditions. More to the point
of my argument, said spatial histories bear
witness to the pervasive nature of the bifur-
cated fate of critical/radical geographies, that
is to say: an increasing split between more
empirically-oriented and engaged scholar
endeavours and the drive towards ‘develop-
ing a corpus of abstract geographic theory to
represent and explain the world” (Barngs, T.
and SHerPARD, E. 2019, p. 21), with an even-
tual debunking of the former since the 1970s
in favour of the growing traction and aca-
demic prestige of the project of building a
theoretical basis for the discipline.
Certainly, said spatial histories have
brought about a very compelling gain of situ-
ated reflexivity. They express a wider quest
for normative reflection, self-awareness,
and intellectual heterogeneity in the field
(KeigHREN, I. et al. 2013). Yet it seems that
so far, history and philosophy of geography
(HPG) practitioners have left fundamentally
unquestioned the very styles of theory-mak-
ing and philosophical moods that lie at the
core of critical geographies, with very few
exceptions, as pointed out. My contention
is that engaging with some of the epistemic
issues that I just mentioned through this com-
mentary is a typical task that philosophically
minded geographers can undertake — even
at the cost of becoming the Jiminy Cricket
that spoils the party to cultural geographers!
For many reasons, YEUNG's call to ‘re-cen-
tring geographic theory’ should be under-
stood as an integral part of what is to be
done in the sub-field HPG and may eventu-
ally result in a more meaningful sub-field of
Theory of Geography. All in all, a more sub-
stantive and purposeful philosophical reflec-
tion is required — a philosophy of geography
that goes beyond the programmatic and pre-
scriptive uses of theory and the hectic styles
of mutually contested camps and entrenched

theoretical silos which the endless turns and
twists (essentially ahistorical) in the field
have brought about.

Even when I am rather sceptical (as much
as YEUNG) about the way geographers have
lately engaged with theory under the for-
mula of commentary after commentary on
such-and-such philosopher, I do not concur
with explanatory forms of geography as hav-
ing any privileged relationship with geogra-
phy’s object, spirit and goals. As things stand
right now in the field, more explanatory mid-
range theorisation will certainly be useful
and refreshing, yet I still consider that theory
can meaningfully express itself in geography
in the form of philosophic thematisation of
geographic objects and concepts. Off the top
of my mind, I would argue that MaLpas,
J. (1999, 2012, 2022) has provided an out-
standing example of this. And yet he is one
of the few ones around deeply aware that
fruitful geographic theorising cannot take
place within the iron cage of constructivism,
where the overemphasis on the contingency
of particular instantiations of geographical
objects (places, in this case) completely oblit-
erates the very possibility of grasping why
and how ‘place’ is a necessary structure to
human experience.

Finally, going back to CompacNoN and Le
demon de la théorie, whatever relation geography
may hold to theory, I would argue that when
it comes to thinking, it is best to err on the side
of caution. Sooner or later, theory’s vis polemica
turns into theory’s vis comica, not to mention the
tragic face it gives so repeatedly, in view of the
frequently crooked, twisted, unexpected, corro-
sive, incomplete or downright deviant ways in
which the best or worst ideas have come true
and got realised in the world.

Taking seriously the fundamental irony
that lies at the core of theory-making entails
forms of self-reflectivity that lead to hesitant
rather than militant forms of critique and
thinking. The drive towards philosophical
reflection leads more often to contradiction
than to adhesion.

After all, the laughter of the Thracian maid
always haunts theory’s very soul (BLUMENBERG,
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H. 1987). And, thus, theory’s vanitas becomes
most apparent when least expected. As much
as ‘“The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters’,
as in the world-famous Plate 43 from Goya's
series The Caprices, contemporary academic
infatuation with critical theory (in the forms
already decried) seems to have produced
mirages worth looking at head-on. Going back
to initial spoofs, perhaps it is worth recalling
that already in 1996, witnessing the tide of
the theory rise, SmitH funnily asserted: “The
appropriate political slogan for the remainder
of the 1990s ought to be: “By our nightmares
ye shall know us”” (Smrth, N. 1997, p. 135).

In this light, much of what is taken as the-
ory-making might appear more like banal
formulas fit for academic promotion and cur-
sory commentary in cultural festivals than
thought up to its own ironies and paradoxes.

Of course, self-irony comes across as a
rather meagre consolation (if not outright
heresy) in the face of the stubbornly enduring
hopes that critical scholars have bestowed
upon theory. Yet it does not matter anyway —
itis not a secret that the laughability of think-
ing itself is a rather annoying, trifling and
tricky vagary with which spoilsport sceptics
entertain themselves, diverting energies from
real-life urgent issues.
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Theory, explanation and references in geography: Comparing two
seminal books by David Harvey and Henry Yeung

Ferenc GYURIS!

Abstract

This article aims to present how the comparative bibliometric analysis of seminal books” reference lists reflects,
and enables scrutinising, some fundamental structural characteristics of the functioning of Geography as a
scientific discipline in different periods. It employs David HarvEey’s Explanation in Geography, a magnum opus
of Geography’s quantitative revolution from 1969, and Henry W. YEuNG's Theory and Explanation in Geography
from 2024, a comprehensive conceptual work whose title consciously evokes HarVEY's volume, as case studies.
After discussing the possibilities and limits of investigating books as imprints of changing academic practices
and addressing methodological questions, the paper reveals a significant increase in the number of references
and referenced publications between the two books. It reaffirms the rising share of journal articles (instead
of books) and multi-author publications (instead of single-author ones) as structural outcomes of ‘academic
neoliberalisation’, while revealing that books, book chapters and single-author publications still make a dif-
ference and have a considerable impact on academic discourses. It presents that ‘Geography’ as a term has
become rather a synonym of ‘Human Geography’ in certain contexts, instead of containing both Human and
Physical Geography. The results prove a significant growth in the impact of publications by female authors
and the visibility of scholars outside the UK and the USA, including the Global South. At the same time, they
still indicate a firm male dominance and the hegemony of Anglo-American authors and English language
publications in the discipline.

Keywords: decolonial, geographies of science, geopolitics of knowledge, Global North/Global South, scien-
tometrics, David Harvey, worlding, Henry W. YEung
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Introduction Theatre of the Society’s London headquar-

ters on 1 September 2023 certainly being
among the most important of them (https://
vimeo.com/860120139/b7a924c36b). In the

In 2023, few new books attracted such in-
terest in international geography as Henry

Wai-chung YEuNG's Theory and Explanation
in Geography, published with Wiley in the
book series of the Royal Geographical Soci-
ety with the Institute of British Geographers
(YEUNG, H.W. 2024). Although the book was
released with a 2024 copyright, academic
events to discuss the volume began well be-
fore the end of 2023, with the Author Meets
Critics session at the Annual International
Conference of the RGS-IBG in the Ondaatje

succeeding one and a half years, a series of
book launch events took place around the
world, including a tour at seven Geography
departments in UK universities in February
2024 (https://www.linkedin.com/in/henry-
yeung-20176266/recent-activity/all/), a book
trip around the north-eastern quarter of the
USA and the UK in September and October
2024 (https://www.linkedin.com/feed/up-
date/urn:li:activity:7239559854292377601/),
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and a series of visits at universities through-
out continental Europe in November and
December 2024 (https://www.linkedin.
com/posts/henry-yeung-20176266_the-first-
of-my-book-talk-in-the-last-book-activity-
7262821435436392448-BS08).

While the book aimed to be “useful in
making a clear(er) case for explanatory mid-
range theory in Geography” (YEung, H.W.
2024, p. xiii), it was doing so by referring
in the very first sentence in Chapter One
to David Harvey’s (1969) magnum opus
with a similar, though not identical, title,
Explanation in Geography, one of the best-
known and most-cited pieces of Geography’s
‘quantitative revolution” in the 1950s and
1960s (cf. JounsToN, R. 2008; Gyursis, F. et al.
2022). The similarity in the titles of the two
books is unmistakable, just as their special
relationship, with HarvEY’s work serving as
a milestone and reference point in the his-
tory of Geography, relative to which YEuncg
introduced and presented his significantly
newer and fundamentally different own ar-
gumentation (cf. YEunG, H.W. et al. 2025).
YEUNG's overview of theory and explanation
in contemporary geographical thought also
starts where HArRVEY's 1969 volume ended,
“tak[ing] a quick tour of the key conceptual
priorities and their styles of theory and/or
explanation in the various critical approaches
since David HArRVEY's (1969) rendition of the
positivist approach for Geography” (YEUNG,
H.W. 2024, p. 36).

Both books are large-scale scientific under-
takings that seek to find an adequate theoreti-
cal underpinning of Geography. In addition
to that, their authors intended them to be gap-
filling works, a significant educational func-
tion of which was to facilitate the work of pro-
fessional readers who are (yet) less familiar
with the complex and diverse topics presented
in the book but who wish to review and un-
derstand these topics in a structured way. (Cf.
Harvey, D.’s [1969] words about “I sought to
publish it [the book] because I feel sure there
are many geographers, both young and old,
who are in a similar state of ignorance to that
which I was in before I commenced to write”

[p. v] and YEUNnG, H.W. [2024] stressing that
“there is no recent authored academic book
in Geography that goes into this kind of epis-
temological debates on theory and method”
[p. xii] and “[j]ust like one very kind review-
er of my full manuscript has alluded, I too
wished I had seen and perhaps read such a
book during my Manchester PhD in the early
1990s” [p. xiii].) As a result of all of this, the
two books provide a detailed overview of the
newest (relative to their time) conceptual and
theoretical discussions in Geography, along
with the most influential authors and publica-
tions in these discussions. By doing so, they
record the structure of contemporary theory
debates in Geography and influence their read-
ers’ imaginations of who counts as the most
important authors and what the most relevant
theoretical works are in and for the discipline.
Therefore, this study aims to analyse the refer-
ence lists of the two books and compare them
to reveal some major structural characteristics
of academic publishing in Geography, as well
as the evolution of these characteristics be-
tween the 1960s and the 2020s. Particularly,
it will focus on (1) the number of references,
(2) the share of single- and co-authored refer-
ences, (3) the most referenced scholars, (4) the
gender ratio and (5) the geographical back-
ground of referenced scholars.

The relevance of analysing books from a
geographies of science perspective

Over the last quarter-century, several schol-
ars have investigated how the neoliberal
shift in global economics and politics since
the 1980s has led to a significant transforma-
tion in the functioning of academia, includ-
ing the practices of scientific writing and
publishing (Paasi, A. 2005, 2015, 2025; Han-
NaH, M.G. 2018). Although, as Hannan, M.G.
(2018, p. 18) pointed out, the consequences
or “perils” of what he called “academic neo-
liberalization” have played out in variegated
ways in different countries, they have some
remarkable structural features that foster
similar mechanisms of transformation in
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academic strategies and practices virtually
everywhere. In many cases, public funding
provided to universities and research institu-
tions either decreases or becomes conditional
on what is called the academic productivity
of these institutions, increasingly measured
by the number of publications the scholars
affiliated with the institution publish. That
happens directly as well as indirectly, for
instance, in the form of fetishising the rank
a specific institution receives in some of the
globally most powerful rankings produced
by international analytics firms (such as QS
World University Rankings by Quacquarelli
Symonds and THE World University Rank-
ings by the U.S. News & World Report in the
United States, or ARWU Academic Ranking
of World Universities by the Shanghai Rank-
ing Consultancy in China). In these rankings,
the number of publications and their cita-
tions play a decisive role (cf. Paasi, A. 2025).
As another pervasive phenomenon, funding
from research grants accounts for an increas-
ing share of the revenues of scientific institu-
tions (Hannan, M.G. 2018; CurrLes, J. 2020).
Consequently, these institutions find them-
selves in perpetual competition for these re-
sources, where the number of publications
and the citations they receive significantly
impacts the likelihood of a grant application
becoming successful (Paasi, A. 2025).
Neoliberal practices of audit and assess-
ment are strongly quantitative. They pay
distinguished attention to features that can
be expressed in numbers, which allow techni-
cally precise calculations and measurements,
including creating sophisticated rankings of
which scholars or institutions are ‘better” and
‘how much’. (Even if these precise calcula-
tion techniques are not necessarily accurate
in grasping the actual quality, novelty or gen-
eral social utility of the scientific knowledge
that is being produced). As researchers and
their institutions are increasingly pressured
to publish more, they become more inter-
ested in ‘fast publishing’ (SHEPPARD, E. 2012),
including prioritising writing journal articles
(Jounston, R. 2005; CuprLks, J. 2020), which
are much shorter and can be produced in

significantly higher quantities within a given
timeframe, rather than books. Hence, under
these circumstances of ‘academic capitalism’
(SLAUGHTER, S. and LEsLig, L. 1997), “[i]nstead
of monographs, institutional recognition is
increasingly attributed to journal articles”
(Paast, A. 2025. p. 57), which, in some instanc-
es, may happen in quite harsh forms, such as
“chairs suggesting [their staff to] desist from
publishing books” (SuerpPaRD, E. 2012, p. 1).

These structural features also push re-
searchers towards ‘getting more for less’ by
producing ‘least publishable units’ (Broap,
W.J. 1981), i.e. manuscripts with the mini-
mum amount of research required for being
regarded as publishable at a basic level, in-
stead of writing comprehensive papers, and
submitting papers to journals that just reach
the minimum standard of avoiding desk re-
jection and only if they are allowed to un-
dergo major revision, the authors will devote
a significant portion of the work that should
have been done before the first submission.

Moreover, publishing ten articles instead
of a monograph may result in ten times more
references to certain publications and their
authors, and ten articles may attract ten times
more citations than a single monograph. That
also makes scholars collectively interested
in producing more articles and fewer books,
as they are expected to attract an increasing
number of citations. The same underlying
reasons also contribute to ‘the collaborative
turn’ (OLECHNICKA, A. et al. 2019) and the
skyrocketing share of co- and multi-authored
publications, rather than single-authored
ones, where the publication and its citations
are fully included in the statistics of each
co-author, thereby boosting their numbers
(Gyuris, F. 2018). Since monographic books
are usually the enterprise of a single au-
thor or two authors who have been work-
ing closely together on the same topic for a
long time, the ‘collaborative turn’ also works
against writing monographs.

Despite these structural forces, books,
particularly monographs, continue to play
a crucial role in many disciplines, includ-
ing Geography. Although several academic
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journals tended towards downsizing or even
suspending their book review sections, the
American Association of Geographers (AAG)
launched The AAG Review of Books as a sepa-
rate journal dedicated solely to book reviews
in 2013. Whereas the Annals of the AAG pub-
lished only 19 book reviews in its five issues
during 2012, the last year before The AAG
Review of Books launched, the latter released
3.3 times more book reviews (63) in 2013,
which was not just a one-time outlier, as the
journal also released 51 book reviews in 2024.

As another sign of the importance of books,
checking the individual profiles of Google
Scholar for scientists having Geography
among their disciplinary labels (who can be
identified by searching for ‘label: geography’
in the database) will lead one to find David
Harvey standing on the top of the list with
384,697 citations (as of 17 June 2025). Although
Google Scholar, like many other academic
databases, have their significant limitations
and biases (many of which are presented by
OLECHNICKA, A. et al. 2019), out of HARVEY'S
15 most-cited publications, which received
237,440 citations in sum (or 61.7% of HARVEY's
total), there is only one journal article (HarVEY,
D. 1989) with 10,102 citations and 14 books
and book chapters (including reprints and
editions in foreign languages) with 227,338
citations. As Gyuris, F. et al. (2025) reveal
for another research tradition, that of global
production networks, the six most-cited pub-
lications in the field include a seminal book,
Global Production Networks: Theorizing Economic
Development in an Interconnected World from
Cog, N.M. and Yeung, H.W. (2015), and if one
counts only the citations from 2020 to 2024, the
same monograph will lead the list.

There is also considerable evidence from
various social sciences that monographs writ-
ten in the form of comprehensive and easily
understandable essays are especially likely
to become fundamental textbooks, whose
significance is not only reflected in the num-
ber of scientific citations they attract but also
in the massive catalysing role they play in
paradigm shifts. (See, for example, BARNES,
T.J. and BErgmann, L.R. [2022] on BuNGg,

W.'s [1962, 1966] Theoretical Geography or
HusBarp, P. et al.’s [2008] Key Texts in Human
Geography, all 26 chapters of which are about
books instead of articles.) In many cases,
such books also have the potential to attract
the interest of millions of readers outside the
narrow confines of science, make them aware
of certain phenomena and the connections
between them, and achieve a remarkable
social impact — including making the entire
discipline much more visible, relevant and
important to the eyes of the broader public
(cf. Gyuris, F. 2014 on Wirkinson, R.G. and
Pickert, K.’s [2009] The Spirit Level, SHEPPARD,
E. [2015] on PikerTY, T.s [2014] Capital in the
Twenty-First Century, or Kornai, J. [2006]
on the reception and afterlife of his influ-
ential book The Socialist System: The Political
Economy of Communism [Kornar, J. 1992]).
In addition to their significant contribu-
tion to the scientific enterprise, books can
also serve as essential research objects from a
geography of science perspective. Especially
monographs, which aim to synthesise a large
body of literature and give a comprehen-
sive overview of the state of the academic
discourse and the most relevant ideas and
publications, are significant milestones in
the historical process of scientific knowledge
production. They are not just one of the many
publications of a particular scholar but also
bear the imprint of the structural features
of knowledge production of their time (and
place). Comparing seminal books from differ-
ent ages with each other may reveal not just
the personal writing, editing, or referencing
styles and habits of their authors. It also pro-
vides insight into the general writing, editing
and referencing conventions and norms of
the broader academic context in which these
books were written — as well as ruptures and
continuities in these conventions and norms.

Methodology and results
In this study, the reference analysis was

based on the reference lists in HARVEY'S
and YEUNG's books. As HarvEy, D.’s (1969)
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seminal work was published well before
the emergence of online citation databases,
I scrutinised the items in its reference list
manually, one by one. YEung, H.W.’s (2024)
volume is indexed in the Scopus database,
which includes the entire list of references
and allows a relatively fast and comprehen-
sive analysis of the references. However, the
database also contains some data errors and
inconsistencies, necessitating manual review
before the study. The resulting dataset in-
cluded the title, authorship, year of publica-
tion, and the publishing platform (e.g. book
or journal) for each referenced item.

The author data required for the analysis
could be collected using several sources. In
most cases, the Scopus database contains the
full names of the cited authors, and the gen-
der of the cited authors can usually be iden-
tified based on the first name. However, in
some cases, only the first name’s initial letter
was included in the database, and the refer-
ence list in HARVEY’s volume only included
the initial letter of the first name of all cited
authors. Of course, the full name and gen-
der of specific famous authors are also well-
known and do not require special research.
In other cases, for contemporary authors,
the official open-access university/research
institute profile of the cited author provided
information about the author’s gender. In the
case of authors who are no longer alive, the
necessary information could best be found
in the former publications of these authors
available in the open domain, in obituaries or
memoirs written about them, and, occasion-
ally, in library databases (e.g. the US Library
of Congress catalogue).

Information on the geographical back-
ground of the authors cited by YEunc was
primarily based on the Scopus database,
which, in most cases, allowed the determi-
nation of the then-current institutional affili-
ation of the referenced author as recorded in
the referenced publication. In other cases,
official information in the open domain (pri-
marily the personal profile on the institu-
tional website) provided adequate informa-
tion about the referenced authors. The geo-

graphical background of the authors cited by
Harvey in 1969 could mostly be identified by
scrutinising books and articles on the history
of science, as well as obituaries and memoirs
written about the particular authors.

Number of referenced publications and authors

David Harvey's 542-page book includes 514
references from 423 authors (including co-
authors). Although Henry YEUNG's volume is
significantly shorter and adds up to 336 pages,
it contains 839 references from 679 authors
(Figure 1). In other words, while the average
number of referenced publications per page
is 0.95 for HarvEY’'s monograph, it is 2.50 for
YeunG. Likewise, the number of referenced au-
thors relative to the number of pages increases
from 0.78 for HarvEY to 2.02 for YEUNG. In both
cases, this is more than a two-and-a-half times
increase between the two books.

The two volumes also show remarkable dif-
ferences in the structure of referenced publica-
tions by document types. For Harvey, D. (1969),
47.2 percent of the referenced publications are
books (monographs and edited books), and
11.5 percent are book chapters, which add up to
a total of 58.7 percent. The share of journal arti-
cles is significantly lower, 35.1 percent, and oth-
er document types (professional reports, dis-
cussion papers, dissertations and unpublished
manuscripts) contribute 6.2 percent. In YEUNG,
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Fig. 1. The number of pages, referenced publications
and referenced authors in Harvey, D. (1969) and
Yeung, HW. (2024). Source: Author’s analysis.
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H.W.’s book (2024), however, 64.1 percent of
the referenced publications are journal articles,
and only 25.2 percent of them are books (17.1%)
and book chapters (8.1%), with other document
types representing 10.7 percent.

The two books can also be compared regard-
ing how far back their references go in time.
In this respect, it is not fundamentally impor-
tant how old the earliest publication they cite
is (Tissot, M.A. 1881 in HARVEY's case and
Locxkeg, J. 1975[1690] in YEUNG's book), but how
old or new the bulk of the cited works are. To
determine this and make the references of the
two books comparable, I compared the pub-
lication date of the cited publications to the
publication date of the corresponding book
(t), where the value of t is 1969 in the case of
Harvey’s book and 2024 in the case of YEUNG's
book. During the analysis, I examined each
year the share of the publications published
up to that year (i.e. in that year or earlier) rela-
tive to the cumulative total of all references
in the given book. For example, in the case of
Harvey’s book, t-50 includes all cited publi-
cations published up to 1919 (i.e. in 1919 and
before), and in the case of YEunG's book, it
consists of all cited publications published up
to 1974 (i.e. in 1974 and before).

As the results indicate (Figure 2), in the case
of HAarRVEY's book, half of the cited publications
were no more than seven years old when the
book was published, while in YEUNG's title,
publications of the same age provided only
28.0 percent of all citations. In HarvEY's vol-
ume, only one-third (33.3%) of the cited works
were more than ten years old, and only 8.6 per-
cent were more than twenty years old, while
in YEUNG's book, the exact proportions were
60.8 percent and 31.5 percent. For HarvEy,
publications older than thirty years accounted
for only 4.9 percent of the references, while
for YEUNG, they accounted for 12.2 percent. In
HARVEY’s book, the proportion of references
older than eleven years was roughly the same
(31.3%) as the share of references older than
twenty years (31.5%) was in YEUNG's book.
Furthermore, the proportion of references
older than 18 years in HARVEY's volume was
roughly the same (12.3%) as those older than 30

years in YEUNG's book (12.2%). It can therefore
be seen that the time horizon of the references
in YEUNG's book goes back significantly (about
10-12 years) further compared to the publica-
tion date of the volume than in HarRVEY's.

I also took a closer look at the number of
referenced authors. In David Harvey’s 1969
magnum opus, each referenced publication has
an average of 1.16 authors. In Henry YEUNG's
2024 volume, the corresponding value is 1.47
(Figure 3). That indicates an increase in the
share of multi-authored publications, which
is a general trend in contemporary academ-
ia. However, the value of 1.47 still reflects a
significant share of single-authored works
among the referenced publications.
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Fig. 2. The cumulative share of referenced publications
released before a specific year in Harvey, D. (1969)
and Yeung, H.W. (2024). Source: Author’s analysis.
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publications in Harvey, D. (1969) and Yeung, H.-W.
(2024). Source: Author’s analysis.
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Most-referenced authors

In both books, the referenced authors sig-
nificantly differ in the number of times their
works were cited. Among the 423 authors
cited by David Harvey, 386 scholars (91.3%)
were cited with only one or two publications,
and only 37 authors (8.7%) had at least three
publications cited. However, the publications
of these 37 authors received 33.5% of all refer-
ences. For Henry YEUNG's book, 679 authors
were cited in total, 564 of them (83.1%) with
just one or two publications and 115 authors
(16.9%) with at least three publications, and
the 115 authors received two-thirds (66.9%)
of all citations (Figure 4). That means a rela-
tively few, especially influential scholars lead
the list of referenced authors for both books,
and their dominance is significantly stronger
for YEUNG's book than for HARVEY's.

Even among the most-cited authors, some
stand out with remarkably high numbers.
HAaRrvEy referred to 17 publications of the
UK-born human geographer Brian Berry,
who made his academic career in the United
States and became one of the most influential
representatives of Geography’s ‘quantitative
revolution” (cf. BarnEs, T.J. 2001; JounsToN, R.
and Stpaway, J.D. 2016; Gyuris, F. et al. 2022).
Berry was closely followed in second place
by the US quantitative geographer Michael
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Fig. 4. The share of referenced authors with at least

three referenced publications and the share of ref-

erences of these authors in Harvey, D. (1969) and
Yeung, H.W. (2024). Source: Author’s analysis.

Dacey, with 15 publications cited. The UK-
based Richard CrorLEY, another leading fig-
ure of Geography’s quantitative turn in the
1960s, is already significantly behind Berry
and Dacey with 8 publications cited. Most of
the list is made up by leading representatives
of Geography’s ‘quantitative revolution’, in-
cluding a young Harvey himself (Table 1).

In YEUNG's book, 30 references go to publica-
tions in which Yeunc himself was involved as
either a single or co-author. This is not surpris-
ing in a volume whose author aims to give a
comprehensive overview of the current state
of research in a field he has intensively con-
tributed to for several decades as one of the
most prominent international scholars. The
other most-cited authors are the University
of British Columbia-based geographer Jamie
PEeck (21), the British sociologist Andrew SAYEr
(16), the UK-born geographers David Harvey
and Nigel Turirr (12-12), the Irish-American
political scientist and historian Benedict
AnDERsoN and the British geographers Doreen
Massey and Peter Dicken (11-11) (Table 2).

As a significant difference, Harvey, D.
(1969)’s top references include many human
as well as physical geographers and several
philosophers. In YEung, HW.’s (2024) vol-
ume, the most-referenced geographers are
all human geographers and some social sci-
entists are also at the top of the list.

Gender ratio: Decreasing but still significant
male dominance

I investigated the gender ratio for the most-
cited authors, with three or more references
each, which included 37 authors in HARVEY's
book and 115 in YEUNG's volume. For David
HARrVEY's monograph from 1969, all of these
authors were male. In Henry YEUNG's book,
published 55 years later, the share of female
scholars among the most-cited authors in-
creased to 24.3 percent, and 20.8 percent of
all references went to publications from fe-
male authors and co-authors. These numbers
reflect a significant change over the decades
(Figure 5). Nonetheless, the gender ratio still
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Table 1. The most cited scholars in HARVEY, D. (1969)

. o Countr Number of first-
Rankings Name (Discipline) (place of bfrth) authored publications

1 BeRRy, Brian J. L. (Geography) UK 17

2 Dacey, Michael F. (Geography) USA 15

3 CHoRreLEY, Richard J. (Geography) UK 8

4 Curry, Leslie (Geography) UK 7
5-7 GarrisoN, William L. (Geography) | USA 6
5-7 HacgetT, Peter (Geography) UK 6
5-7 Harvey, David (Geography) UK 6
8-11 Carnap, Rudolf (Philosophy) Germany 5
8-11 KenpaLr, Maurice G. (Statistics) UK 5
8-11 MarsLE, Duane (Geography) USA 5
8-11 TosLER, Waldo (Geography) USA 5
12-20 Geris, Artur (Geography) USA 4
12-20 HZAGERsTRAND, Torsten (Geography) | Sweden 4
12-20 HartsHORNE, Richard (Geography) | USA 4
12-20 HewmreL, Carl G. (Philosophy, logic) | Germany 4
12-20 NageL, Ernest (Philosophy) Austria-Hungary 4
12-20 Ovsson, Gunnar (Geography) Sweden 4
12-20 PorrEr, Karl (Philosophy) Austria-Hungary 4
12-20 Rosinson, Arthur H. (Geography) | Canada 4
12-20 Stoppart, David R. (Geography) UK 4

Source: Author’s analysis.

Table 2. The most cited scholars in YEunG, H.-W. (2024)

Number of
Rankings Name (Discipline) Country* first-authored
publications

1 Yeung, Henry W. (Geography) Singapore 30

2 PEck, Jamie (Geography) Canada 21

3 SaYER, Andrew (Sociology, philosophy, urban and regional studies) | UK 16
4-5 Harvey, David (Geography) USA 12
4-5 Turirt, Nigel (Geography) UK 12
6-8 ANDERSON, Benedict (Political science, history) USA 11
6-8 DickeN, Peter (Geography) UK 11
6-8 Massky, Doreen (Geography) UK 11
9 LaTougr, Bruno (Philosophy, anthropology, sociology) France 10
10-13 ALLEN, John (Geography) UK 8
10-13 Cok, Neil M. (Geography) Australia 8
10-13 SHEPPARD, Eric (Geography) USA 8
10-13 StorpER, Michael (Geography) USA/UK 8
14 Buaskar, Roy (Philosophy of science) UK 7
15-24 Asn, James N. (Geography) UK 6
15-24 Beacwh, Derek (Political science) Denmark 6
15-24 Boscuma, Ron (Economics) Netherlands 6
15-24 BurtLER, Judith E. (Education) Ireland 6
15-24 Cox, Kevin R. (Geography) USA 6
15-24 ELDER-VAss, Dave (Sociology) UK 6
15-24 Foucauvt, Michel (Philosophy, history) France 6
15-24 Harman, Graham (Philosophy) USA 6
15-24 Hess, Martin (Geography) UK 6
15-24 Tsang, Eric W.K. (Business studies) USA 6

*Institutional affiliation as recorded in Scopus for 2024 or the latest available date before 2024. Source:
Author’s analysis.
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Fig. 5. The share of female scholars among the

most-referenced authors and the references of female

scholars among all references in Harvey, D. (1969)
and Yeung, H.W. (2024). Source: Author’s analysis.

moves within the range of 3:1 and 4:1, in-
dicating a high degree of gender disparities
in contemporary academia. Notably, among
the 115 most cited authors in YEUNG's book,
one researcher identifies as non-binary in
the publicly available personal profile at the
university website, which would have been
hardly imaginable in the 1960s. Despite the
small case number, this phenomenon also
indicates the more general social changes
between the publication of the two volumes
and the transforming social context of the
operation of science.

Geographical background of the referenced
works” authors: European and North American
dominance, with a slowly increasing presence of
the Global South

Determining the geographical background
of the authors cited by HarvEy is a highly
complex task for two reasons. On the one
hand, no source is available that would reli-
ably contain all authors’ biographical data.
Instead, the related information can only be
found by searching for individual authors in
many different sources, which is sometimes
extremely time-consuming and may not even
lead to a clear result. Moreover, sometimes
there are uncertainties in the available sourc-

es, so it is necessary to explore and critically
compare several sources for a specific author,
and only if these sources match will it be pos-
sible to produce the required geographical
information. On the other hand, it is often
particularly difficult or practically impossi-
ble to determine a given author’s affiliation
when a given publication was made, which
was not consistently indicated in most pub-
lications for a long time. This is especially
true for turbulent periods in history, when,
for example, due to world wars and the ter-
ror raging in totalitarian dictatorships, many
researchers were forced to flee their previ-
ous places of residence and work, sometimes
even several times within a short period.

Therefore, rather than determining the
geographical background of cited authors
based on institutional affiliation, a more
precise possibility has opened to scrutinise
the authors’ place of birth. Of the 37 authors
from whom HaRvVEY cited at least three pub-
lications each, nearly two-thirds were born
in a location currently belonging to either the
United Kingdom (35.1%) or the United States
(29.7%). Most of the rest came from continen-
tal Europe (Germany: 8.1%; Sweden: 5.4%;
Austria, Czechia, Hungary, Moldova and
Norway: 2.7% each according to the national
boundaries of 2025), one from Canada (2.7%),
one from New Zealand and one from today’s
Turkey. Africa, Central and South America
and the rest of Asia were not represented.
Considering that HarvEY did not refer to the
same number of works by each author and
focusing instead on the 172 publications from
these 37 authors, the results will reveal that
72.7% of the references went to publications
with authors born in either the UK (41.3%) or
the US (31.4%), which indicates an extreme
Anglo-American focus (Figure 6).

For Yeung, H.W.’s (2024) book, the Scopus
database contains information about the in-
stitutional affiliation of the authors of the
referenced publications. This dataset was
used to analyse the geographical back-
ground of the referenced publications. As
the results indicate, a strong dominance of
British (37.0%) and US (23.6%) authors ap-
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Fig. 6. Referenced publications from the most-cited scholars (with three or more cited publications per person)
by the author’s place of birth according to the national boundaries of 2025 in Harvey, D. (1969). (The area of
pie charts is directly proportional to the quantity represented.) Source: Author’s analysis.

plies. Their combined share, 60.7 percent,
is lower than in HarvEY's book (72.7%), but
still reveals a firm geographical inequality,
as the rest of the world adds up less than
40 percent. The list of countries owing a share
of at least 1.5 percent only includes locations
in North America (Canada: 7.0%), some other
developed economies of the Commonwealth
of Nations (Singapore: 5.7%; Australia: 2.8%),
continental European countries belonging to
the Western Bloc during the Cold War pe-
riod (Germany: 2.8%; Netherlands: 2.5%;
Sweden: 2.3%; Finland: 2.0%; Denmark: 1.6%;
France: 1.5%) and China (1.7%) as the only
representative of medium- and low-income
countries. The absence of post-communist
countries is also noteworthy. Still, on the
other hand, unlike David Harvey’s 1969
volume, Henry YEuNG's 2024 work refers to
publications by some authors from 13 coun-
tries in South America (Brazil and Chile),
Africa (Egypt and South Africa), South Asia
(India, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka), Southeast
Asia (Singapore, Malaysia, Philippines)
and East Asia (China, Japan, South Korea)
(Figure 7). That is a significant step towards

internationalising and decolonising in-
ternational Geography (FerretT, F. 2020;
ScHELHAAS, B. et al. 2020; RapcLIFrg, S.A.
2022) by incorporating alternative views
from outside the core of global academic
knowledge production, even if the core’s
hegemonic position did not diminish, just
decreased to a relatively minor extent.

It is remarkable, though, that the spaces
of academic publishing remain much more
geographically concentrated than the spac-
es of writing. The top ten publishing plat-
forms with the most publications cited by
Yeung, H.W. (2024) are all located in the UK
(8 journals) and the USA (2 journals), with
the Britain-based journal Progress in Human
Geography leading with a large margin (86
publications) over Transactions of the Institute
of British Geographers, another UK-based
journal in second place (29 publications)
(Table 3). Similarly, the massive and increas-
ing dominance of English as the lingua franca
of international academia (cf. Paasi, A. 2015;
MULLER, M. 2021) is clearly indicated by the
fact that 76.7 percent of the referenced works
in HARVEY's volume and all referenced publi-
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Fig. 7. Referenced publications by the author’s institutional affiliation as recorded in the Scopus database
in YEUNG, H.W. (2024). (The area of pie charts is directly proportional to the quantity represented.) Source:
Author’s analysis.

Table 3. The number of publications cited by YEunc, HW. (2024) in journals with at
least ten referenced publications

Journal Country Number of

publications
Progress in Human Geography UK 86
Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers UK 29
Dialogues in Human Geography UK 27
Environment and Planning D: Society and Place UK 21
Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space UK 20
Regional Studies UK 18
Economic Geography USA 16
Journal of Economic Geography UK 14
Antipode UK 12
Philosophy of the Social Sciences USA 11

Source: Author’s analysis of Scopus data.

cations in YEUNG's book are in English, even
if a marginal share of references are English
editions of academic works originally pub-
lished in other languages (e.g. in the case
of the English edition of Michel FoucauLrt’s
publications in French).

Conclusions and discussion

As I explained in the introduction to the arti-
cle, I did not examine the two selected books

in isolation, but rather as a reflection of the
scholarly practices and structural character-
istics of their time. Consequently, I do not see
the differences between the two volumes as
a reflection of individual differences in the
positions and work of the two authors, but
rather as a reflection of the changing schol-
arly context in which the two authors and
everyone else work. My findings, therefore,
are not aimed at saying something about ei-
ther David HarvEY or Henry YEUNG or other
scholars in particular. Instead, they want to
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illuminate what, how, and why changed in
global mainstream Geography between the
1960s and the 2020s. Similarly, given that
Geography (along with other disciplines)
has continuously operated embedded into a
broader academic, social, political, economic
and cultural framework, I do not interpret
the similarities between the two books pri-
marily as a ‘similarity’ between two particu-
lar authors’ scholarly work, but as a sign that
certain things have remained structurally rel-
atively unchanged in academic Geography,
having had similar effects and consequences
over half a century ago and today. My results
and the many interesting patterns emerging
from them also confirm that this type of ref-
erence-centric analysis of selected influential
books can contribute relevant findings to in-
terpreting and understanding Geography’s
past, present, and possible future.

(1) The first important lesson to emerge
from the results is that the number of works
and authors cited has increased significantly
in proportion to the length of the book from
Harvey, D. (1969) to YEung, H.W. (2024). One
can assume a combination of several complex
factors behind that, of which contemporary
geographers have a lot of personal experi-
ence, and which are often discussed in spe-
cialised works.

(i) The first possible suggestion would be
that institutionalised Geography can reflect
on a much longer history today than in the
1960s, meaning that scholars can refer to
much more literature. In fact, the timeframe
of YEung, H.W.'s (2024) references goes back
longer relative to the publication date of the
book than in Harvey, D.’s case (1969), but
both books predominantly refer to publica-
tions not older than 15-20 years.

(ii) The results may indicate the emergence
of a new way of seeing in the international
geographical community that authors should
place their findings much better in the scien-
tific discourse than was typical in previous
decades, which necessarily requires broader
and more abundant references to the litera-
ture. In other words, a new practice of sci-
entific publishing has gained ground, which

is rather “discourse-centric’ instead of its old
‘personal interest-centric’ counterpart. Many
decades ago, authors conventionally began
their study by presenting the significance
they perceived of the chosen topic, justifying
the topic’s relevance by their personal inter-
est, and intending to answer questions arising
from their interest with their results. That is
what one may call a ‘personal interest-centric’
approach. In contrast, the main characteristic
of today’s scientific operation is that the au-
thors derive their research topic from the on-
going literary discourse, branch off from that
discourse, justify the relevance of the subject
by referring to the discourse, and primarily
intend to contribute new additions to the dis-
course with their results — what one may call
a ‘discourse-centric’ approach.

(iii) The results also seem to reflect that
authors see a relatively greater value and
significance of theoretical explanations and
findings today compared to empirical find-
ings than half a century ago. This explana-
tion aligns with YEung, H.W.’s (2024) remark
about what he calls ‘philosophy envy’ in
Geography and Nigel Tarirr’s (2021) com-
ment about the risk of writing “phiction” (also
cf. PuenTE Lozano, P. 2025).

(iv) “Academic neoliberalisation” can also
be traced behind the significant increase
in the number of citations. Especially in a
world where scientometric indicators play
a prominent role in the development of a
researcher’s career and opportunities for
advancement (e.g. obtaining funding and
getting promoted), authors become accus-
tomed to publication practices where, dur-
ing the writing of the publication, the need
to comply with the editors and reviewers of
the publication platforms increases, and the
intention to adapt the publications to these
(perceived or real) editorial expectations
increases. A typical manifestation of this is
when, based on our individual experiences
and knowledge learned from others (e.g. our
doctoral supervisor and more experienced
colleagues), we feel that we need to include
more references in a publication of a given
length — either taking additional relevant ide-
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as from those references or just using them
as ‘citationary alibies’ (Roy, A. 2020) to make
our work seem better grounded and justified
—, because otherwise the journal, the editors
or the reviewers will find these references
too few and they will not accept our manu-
script, saying that we either do not know
the discourse well enough or that we do not
position ourselves appropriately in it. This
risk may be particularly acute for authors
who are in some way ‘outsiders’, that is,
they work outside the leading global centres
of power in a given scientific field, and for
their work to be accepted by researchers in
the core area, they must particularly “keep in
mind the people [they] write about and refer
to in [their] work” (Yeung, H.W. et al. 2025,
p- 250). The increase in the number of refer-
ences may therefore not (only) stem from the
author’s motivation and conviction but may
also result from the structural characteristics
(distortions) of the scientometric-centric aca-
demic world and the publishing process in
the broader sense, i.e. shifting concepts of aca-
demic validation. (Contemporary geographers
probably have many experiences with such
structural pressures and their influences.)

(v) The intensifying pressure of ‘fast pub-
lishing” (SeeEPPARD, E. 2012) under academic
neoliberalisation also creates the pressures
of ‘fast reading’ and ‘fast referencing’. To
improve their career opportunities, schol-
ars need to publish more and more, which
requires reading more and more and cit-
ing more and more works — which, given
the finite physical capacities of humans, is
only possible if scholars ‘read into” or ‘run
through” more and more texts, which they
do not have time to read in full, and they
cite more and more publications based on
the information found in these publications
during such ‘running through’ acts, even if
they may not have the capacity to read the
entire work thoroughly.

All the above factors probably play a role
in the significant increase in the quantity of
references experienced over the past decades.
However, it would be challenging to disen-
tangle how strong the effect of each factor is

compared to the others. In my opinion, this
leads to an important research methodologi-
cal issue, which has a general relevance for
the renewed interest in writing and reading
practices of human geography (Hones, S.
2025). By more intensively integrating cul-
tural anthropology methods into the geogra-
phy of science, the geography of knowledge,
and the history of geography, the everyday
practices of writing publications (along with
their temporal and spatial disparities) should
be studied more deeply, drawing on the ap-
proach and methodology of the geography
of the everyday (EytLEs, J. 1989; SuLLivan, R.
2017). If it is technically possible, a meticu-
lous study of the authors” correspondence
with editors and publishers could also be
part of the analysis, paying special attention
to the either soft or more straightforward
ways the editors and publishers as ‘gate-
keepers’ are shaping, either along consid-
erations of academic or economic interest,
the author’s referencing practice during the
process of manuscript revision. Such investi-
gations should include how, when, and why
an author decides at some point during the
writing process to add more references or re-
move some of them, as well as how structural
pressures and the broader academic context
shape such decisions, even if subtly.

(2) The theoretical part of this article dis-
cussed the proliferation of multi-authored
works and journal articles instead of books.
Although the average number of authors of the
publications cited in the two examined books
reflects this general trend, the average value
of 1.47 authors/publication for YEung, H.W.
(2024) still indicates the large number and
importance of single-author publications in
international Geography. Likewise, although
the two volumes convincingly illustrate the
strongly decreasing role of books in favour of
journal articles (with the share of the latter in-
creasing from 35.1 percent in Harvey, D. [1969]
to 64.1 percent in YEung, H.W. [2024]), books
and book chapters still make a difference as
their one-quarter share of YEUNG's references
indicates. That is not just the proof of our dis-
cipline’s peculiarity relative to some other dis-
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ciplines, especially in natural sciences, includ-
ing geosciences (cf. CuppLEs, J. 2020). It is also
powerful feedback that, despite the changing
disciplinary expectations in global academia,
writing single-authored publications and
books remains valuable to shaping agendas.
(3) Of course, there has always been in-
equality, as some authors have more publi-
cations referenced in a book or article, while
others have fewer. There have always been,
and still are, particularly influential authors.
However, a significant difference between
Harvey's and YEUNG's books is that the pro-
portion of authors cited with at least three
publications has grown significantly, and the
share of their publications among all refer-
enced publications has increased particularly.
There are more and more references and more
referenced authors, but a few highly influen-
tial top authors, whom one could call ‘rock-
star geographers’, give an increasing propor-
tion of the references. This aligns again with
the structural pressures resulting from the
quantitative approach of ‘academic neoliber-
alisation’. Due to the extreme proliferation of
publications, more and more works by more
and more authors become available, but it is
impossible to understand and systematically
follow all of them thoroughly. Scholars cannot
do so. Therefore, academic people tend (or
are structurally forced) to follow the publica-
tions of a few prominent authors published
in the leading publication platforms with the
greatest attention so that they can still keep
themselves updated about the main directions
of the rapidly expanding literature, which is a
practical and understandable ‘survival strat-
egy’ in the vast abundance of information.
(4) HarvEY’s book contains many refer-
ences to works in both Human and Physical
Geography, with an outlook especially on the
results of philosophy and natural sciences. In
YEUNG's volume, the references mainly point
to Human Geography and other social sci-
ences publications. That reflects a remarkable
structural shift, where ‘Geography’, a magic
word featured prominently in the titles of
both books, increasingly means ‘Human
Geography’ instead of ‘Geography’ (with-

out adjective), and many authors tend to
bring closer Human Geography to social
sciences instead of Physical Geography, as
YEUNG explicitly emphasises that while com-
paring his seminal book to that of HARVEY:
“For HarvEy, Physical Geography was cen-
tral because he was trying to bring Human
Geography closer to Physical Geography.
In my case, it’s the opposite.” (YEung, H.W.
et al. 2025, p. 250). These dynamics are in
line with JounsToN, R.’s (2009, p. 46) general
remark that “[b]efore the 1970s few human
geographers identified their discipline as a
social science, but many now do”.

(5) The proportion of women among the
authors of cited works has increased signifi-
cantly, from zero to about one-quarter. That
is a considerable change, but it also indicates
that male dominance is still strong in interna-
tional Geography. The results draw attention
to the fact that despite decades of dedicated
work aimed at reducing gender inequalities
in Geography and making the discipline
more inclusive, the transformation of gen-
der power relations is an extremely slow pro-
cess and can only lead to sufficient results
through prolonged and continued efforts.
Also, further extensive studies are needed
that more thoroughly explore the role of
institutional settings, author affinity circles
and production contexts in the persistence of
gender inequalities, as well as the academic
domains where there has been particularly
limited progress in reducing gender injustice.

(6) Regarding the geographical back-
ground of references, the hegemony of the
UK and the USA was very strong half a cen-
tury ago and is still very strong today, both
in terms of cited authors, but even more so
in terms of the publication platforms that
publish the referenced works. That illumi-
nates the critical role leading publishers as
significant beneficiaries of highly uneven
power relations in neoliberal academia play
in shaping practices of referencing (and writ-
ing and reading) in Geography and influenc-
ing which geographical ideas will circulate,
where, in what form, and how long. From
a Central and Eastern Europe perspective,
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the absence of post-communist countries is
also remarkable, indicating the lasting im-
pact of separating scientific communities in
these countries from ‘Western” academia and
a firm focus on empirical, instead of theo-
retical, questions in geographical research
during the Cold War. At the same time, it is
also apparent that this hegemony of author-
ship has somewhat declined. References to
South American, African and Asian authors
have also begun to appear, albeit in smaller
numbers, indicating a significant qualitative
change, the tangible impact of efforts to inter-
nationalise and decolonise Geography, even
if there is still much to be done in this field.
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Context as ontology and epistemic infrastructure:
Rethinking explanation in economic geography

Jozser BENEDEK!? and ANpreEa TOIU!

Abstract

This paper clarifies how mechanism-based explanation can work in economic geography when digital spatial
methods are routine. We outline a critical realist orientation that treats socio-spatial context in two linked ways:
as an ontological condition that enables or constrains causal powers, and as an epistemic infrastructure that
organises the categories through which mechanisms become visible. On this basis, explanation involves speci-
fying mechanisms, scope conditions, and likely empirical traces, while attending to how data systems shape
what can be observed. We illustrate the approach with two short cases from Romania. First, spatial models of
COVID-19 vaccine uptake identify clustering and diffusion, but explanation arises only when these patterns
are situated within a layered health regime shaped by socialist legacies, market reforms, and transnational
guidance. Second, typologies of peri-urban change derived from demographic and satellite data are read as
traces of spatial figurations generated by property restitution, fragmented planning, and capital flows. In both
cases, the same variables can sustain divergent ontological commitments: mechanisms treated as regularities,
or mechanisms identified as generative structures with stated conditions of activation. The paper’s contribu-
tion is practical. It offers a clear statement of the framework, two heuristic illustrations that connect patterns to
mechanisms, and a set of design suggestions: state mechanisms and scope before methods; use digital tools to
locate and evaluate traces rather than to stand in for mechanisms; combine quantitative outputs with institu-
tional and historical evidence; and document the fit of travelling categories to regional ontologies. We do not
claim to settle the debate. Our aim is to show how explanation can proceed in a way that is transparent about
assumptions and proportional in its claims. Viewed this way, the paper provides a tractable starting point for
cumulative, comparative, theory-building research in and beyond Central and Eastern Europe.

Keywords: mechanism-based explanation, critical realism, geography of knowledge, digital spatial technologies,
Central and Eastern Europe
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patterns of clustering, diffusion, or associa-

tion (KrrcHin, R. 2014; Suerton, T. et al. 2015;
ARrriBas-Ber, D. and Reapes, J. 2018). These

Introduction

Explanation has long been a central concern in

economic geography. Since the critiques of the
quantitative revolution, scholars have ques-
tioned whether correlations between variables
can provide sufficient grounds for causal un-
derstanding (HarvEy, D. 1969; SAYER, A. 1984).
The debate has re-emerged in recent years as
big data, spatial econometrics, and machine
learning have been mobilised to identify

tools provide new descriptive and predictive
capacities, but they also risk reducing expla-
nation to statistically robust regularities. It is
now widely recognised across the social sci-
ences that statistical correlation does not by
itself provide causal explanation. The chal-
lenge, as emphasised by HepstrOM, P. and
SWEDBERG, R. (1998) and ELSTER, J. (2015), lies
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in identifying the mechanisms that generate
the observed associations.

Critical realism has been one of the most
sustained philosophical resources for
rethinking explanation in geography, empha-
sising that mechanisms are real causal pow-
ers which operate contingently under ena-
bling and constraining conditions (BHASKAR,
R. 1979; Sayeg, R.A. 1992). From BHASKAR'S
foundational claims about a stratified ontol-
ogy (1975, 1979) to Sayer’s influential work
in geography (1992, 2010), critical realism has
emphasised that mechanisms are real causal
powers which operate contingently, depend-
ing on enabling and constraining conditions.
Early interventions introduced this orienta-
tion into economic geography (Jounston, R.
1992; Pratt, A.C. 1995; YEUNG, HW. 1997),
insisting that explanatory depth could not
be achieved by correlation alone. More
recent contributions, such as Yeung, H.W.
(2019, 2023), have reformulated this agenda
as an explanatory realism, where mid-range
theorising specifies mechanisms, scope con-
ditions, and empirical traces while accom-
modating epistemic pluralism.

A central implication of this approach is
that ontological commitments shape epis-
temological categories and methodological
practices. Structures at the level of the real
generate practical ontologies, which in turn
condition how actors and scientists perceive
problems and mobilise categories of investi-
gation (Buaskagr, R. 1979; YEung, H.W. 2023).
The geography of knowledge tradition has
long emphasised that categories of analysis
travel across regions, often obscuring local
generative structures (LiviNngsToNg, D.N.
2013; MEUSBURGER, P. et al. 2018). For exam-
ple, Anglo-American concepts of govern-
ance, neoliberalisation, or urban resilience
have often been imported into Central and
Eastern Europe (CEE), where they flatten a
stratified regional ontology into empirical
anomalies or derivative cases (STENNING, A.
2005; MULLER, M. 2019; Naacy, E. 2025). This
recursive relation between ontology, epis-
temology, and methodology is essential for
producing adequate explanations.

At the same time, debates about digital spa-
tial technologies have further complicated the
relationship between theory, ontology, and
method. Kirchin, R. (2014, 2022) challenged
claims about the “end of theory” in big data,
showing that data are always theory-laden
and embedded in socio-technical infrastruc-
tures. THATCHER, J. et al. (2016) conceptualised
“data colonialism,” highlighting how digital
infrastructures extract, commodify, and cen-
tralise data in ways that reproduce long-stand-
ing inequalities. More recent work has shown
how artificial intelligence, machine learning,
and remote sensing embed epistemic assump-
tions that shape what is visible, measurable,
and explainable in space (Darton, C.M. and
THATCHER, J. 2015; Lynch, M. 2022). These cri-
tiques converge with critical realist concerns:
data infrastructures are not neutral but condi-
tion explanatory claims by embedding power
relations and epistemic categories.

This article contributes to the latest aca-
demic discourse on the role of theory in
geographical explanation launched by the
recently published contribution of Henry
YEUNG. More exactly the paper addresses a
key issue of YEUNG's conception on theory
building, namely the role of context. Our
arguments are novel and original in the
sense that we address the question of context
from a twofold perspective: one is offered
by the latest technological advancements in
data processing (geospatial technologies)
and the second is represented by the spe-
cific central-eastern European perspective.
The paper argues that socio-spatial context
should be conceptualised in economic geog-
raphy not only as an ontological condition
for mechanism activation but also as an epis-
temic infrastructure. Ontologically, mecha-
nisms operate only in stratified contexts
shaped by institutional legacies, multi-sca-
lar governance, and material infrastructures.
Epistemically, the categories used to identify
mechanisms are themselves conditioned by
regional ontologies and by the circulation of
epistemologies across academic communi-
ties. Without attending to both dimensions,
mechanism-based explanation risks falling
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into two extremes: abstract universalism,
which assumes mechanisms travel every-
where without modification, or local excep-
tionalism, which isolates cases without theo-
rising their generative mechanisms.

The argument develops in dialogue with
Yeung, HW. (2023) call for explanatory real-
ism but extends it in two ways. First, we
emphasise that practical ontologies emerg-
ing from social structures can transform the
epistemic categories of actors, including scien-
tists. This recursive relation between ontology
and epistemology changes both categories of
perception and categories of investigation.
Second, we draw on the geography of knowl-
edge tradition to argue that the circulation of
concepts across regions can obscure or reveal
local generative structures, thereby producing
emergent epistemic effects (LivingsToNE, D.N.
and Wituers, C.W.]J. 2011, MEUSBURGER, P.
et al. 2018; Paasi, A. 2025). In this sense,
context is both ontological and epistemic: it
shapes the activation of mechanisms and the
categories through which mechanisms are
rendered intelligible.

The implications of this perspective can be
demonstrated through Central and Eastern
Europe, a region that has repeatedly been cast
as derivative or exceptional in economic geog-
raphy. Post-socialist transformations have
produced structured variation in institutional
capacity, governance models, and socio-spa-
tial outcomes. Countries across the region lib-
eralised markets, decentralised governance,
and integrated into European and global
economies, yet outcomes diverged markedly
in areas such as foreign investment, innova-
tion, and urban development (PickLEs, J. 2010;
SmitH, A. and TiMAR, J. 2010). More recent
work has argued that these divergences reflect
not anomalies but the operation of hybrid and
layered mechanisms that combine socialist
legacies, neoliberal reforms, and global insti-
tutional pressures (Pucuerova, D. and Garrik,
R. 2015; MULLER, M. 2019; McELroy, E. and
CHELCEA, L. 2025). Treating CEE as an onto-
logically stratified region therefore reveals
how socio-spatial context generates mecha-
nisms of wider theoretical significance.

This perspective also carries implications
for how digital spatial technologies are incor-
porated into research design. While GIS
(Geographic information system), remote
sensing, and spatial econometrics can enrich
explanation by identifying clusters, spill-
overs, or diffusion effects, their contribution
depends on whether they are embedded in
theory-led approaches. Without theoretical
framing, they risk collapsing into correla-
tionism, treating observed regularities as
mechanisms in themselves. With theoretical
framing, they can provide empirical traces
that help identify generative structures. As
Wiy, E. (2011) and Dobgson, M. et al. (2014)
argue, quantitative methods can be repur-
posed for realist ends if they are aligned with
ontological commitments and used to specify
scope conditions.

To substantiate this argument, the paper
presents two empirical illustrations. The
first concerns vaccine uptake in Romania,
where the same dataset has been mobilised
in two different ways: once through spatial
econometric modelling of clustering and dif-
fusion Magrg, C. ef al. (2024) and once through
theorisation of hybrid health regimes com-
bining socialist legacies, neoliberal reforms,
and global governance PETrOVICI, N. et al.
(2023). The second concerns peri-urbanisa-
tion, where demographic and satellite data
have been used to typologise post-socialist
cities as cases of growth and decline (Sanpu,
A.2024), but also to theorise “spatial figura-
tions” as stratified outcomes of institutional
layering and capital flows (PeTroVICI, N. and
Poenaru, F. 2025). In both cases, the same
variables yield flat, correlationist explana-
tions under a positivist ontology, or strati-
fied, mechanism-based explanations under
a critical realist ontology.

The contribution of the paper is threefold.
Conceptually, we clarify and operationalise
a mechanism-based approach that treats
socio-spatial context as both an ontological
condition and an epistemic infrastructure.
Methodologically, we set out research-de-
sign principles for integrating digital spatial
methods into mechanism-oriented inquiry
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by specifying mechanisms and scope con-
ditions in advance, using digital outputs as
empirical traces, and documenting the fit
of travelling categories to regional ontolo-
gies. Empirically, we show that Central and
Eastern Europe is not a residue of anoma-
lous data but a region where hybrid insti-
tutions and epistemic effects make visible
the recursive relation between ontology and
knowledge production. More broadly, the
paper contributes to debates on the role of
theory in economic geography (BarnEs, T.J.
and CuristorHERS, B. 2018; RopRIGUEZ-POSE,
A.2021), the continuing relevance of post-so-
cialist studies (MULLER, M. 2019; McELroY, E.
and CHELCEA, L. 2025), and the integration
of digital spatial technologies into explana-
tory research (ArriBas-BEeL, D. and REaDEs,
J. 2018; AsH, J. et al. 2018; KrtcHin, R. 2022).

The paper proceeds as follows. Section 2
traces the genealogies of mechanism-based
explanation in geography, from early cri-
tiques of positivism to recent calls for
explanatory realism. Section 3 develops the
dual framing of socio-spatial context as both
ontological condition and epistemic infra-
structure. Section 4 considers how digital
spatial technologies can be integrated into
theory-led mechanism design. Section 5 pres-
ents empirical illustrations from CEE. Section
6 concludes with implications for advancing
context-sensitive, mechanism-based explana-
tion in economic geography.

Genealogies of mechanism-based
explanation in geography

The search for causal explanation in geogra-
phy has unfolded through successive phases
of critique, reformulation, and methodological
experimentation. The first decisive break came
with the critique of the quantitative revolution.
David HarveY’s Explanation in Geography (1969)
reflected the ambition to construct nomothetic
science through statistical laws, but it also re-
vealed the fragility of reducing explanation to
correlations. By the late 1970s, critical interven-
tions (HARVEY, D. 1969; WisNER, B. 1978; Soja,

E.W. 1980) highlighted how spatial-economic
patterns could not be understood without ref-
erence to political economy, class relations, and
power. These early critiques already antici-
pated the call for mechanism-based reasoning,
since they questioned whether universal laws
were feasible in open social systems.

Realist philosophy provided a systematic
alternative. BHAskAR, R. (1975) introduced
the notion of a stratified ontology, distin-
guishing the real (generative structures), the
actual (events), and the empirical (observa-
tions). SAYER, R.A. (1984, 1992) adapted these
insights into geography, insisting that expla-
nation required uncovering mechanisms
operating under contingent conditions, not
just observable regularities. JounsToN, R.
(1992) pressed this critique further by empha-
sising that the closure assumed in positivist
models was incompatible with the openness
of social systems. Pratt, A.C. (1995) and
YeuNng, HW. (1997) made these philosophical
principles operational for economic geogra-
phy: mechanisms should be traced through
comparative strategies, mixed methods, and
multi-scalar analysis.

During the 2000s, empirical work demon-
strated the potential of this approach.
GrasMmeler, A.K. and Farrican, T.L. (2007)
showed how urban segregation and eco-
nomic isolation emerge from the contin-
gent interplay of labour markets, housing
institutions, and racialised practices, rather
than from single-variable correlations.
Evolutionary economic geography (Boscuma,
R.A. and Frenken, K. 2006; Boscuma, R.A.
and MarTin, R. 2010; Crark, G.L. ef al. 2018)
proposed a mechanism-oriented account of
regional development, where related variety,
branching, and path dependence were not
abstract models but causal processes embed-
ded in institutional contexts. These contri-
butions also aligned with broader meth-
odological debates in social science, where
HepstrOM, P. and SWEDBERG, R. (1998) and
ELSTER, J. (2015) promoted mechanism-based
explanation and mid-range theorising.

A recurrent ambiguity has concerned the
relation between mechanisms and processes.
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While often used interchangeably, critical
realist accounts distinguish between them.
Processes denote sequences of events observ-
able at the empirical and actual levels, while
mechanisms refer to the generative structures
that make such processes possible (SAYER,
A. 2002; YEung, H.W. (1997). For example,
“urban sprawl” may appear as a general pro-
cess across contexts, but the mechanisms pro-
ducing it differ in the United States through
suburban property regimes, in post-social-
ist Europe through restitution policies and
fragmented planning systems (STENNING,
A. 2005; Hirrt, S.A, 2012). Mechanism-based
explanation, thus, requires moving beyond
descriptive process-tracing to the identifica-
tion of causal powers activated under specific
socio-spatial conditions.

The 2010s brought confrontation with the
digital turn. Wyry, E. (2011) asked whether
quantitative tools could be repurposed for
radical ends when re-embedded in realist
ontology. Kircuin, R. (2014) dismantled the
rhetoric of the “end of theory” showing how
data are always theory-laden and embedded
in socio-technical infrastructures. THATCHER,
J. et al. (2016) conceptualised “data colonial-
ism” as a mode of dispossession, linking
the epistemic power of digital infrastruc-
tures to broader geographies of inequality.
Critical GIS scholarship reinforced these
insights: PickLes, J. (1995), ScHuurRMAN, N.
(2000), GoopcuiLp, M.F. (2007), and AsH, J.
et al. (2018) demonstrated that spatial data
infrastructures are not neutral but privilege
certain ways of knowing, thereby shaping
which mechanisms can be rendered visible.

More recent debates have returned explic-
itly to the methodological core. MacLeavy, J.
(2019) argued that in open systems the dis-
tinction between mechanisms, processes, and
contexts cannot be neatly separated. Crespi, F.
and QuAaTrARo, F. (2015) insisted that mecha-
nisms are never universal but conditional on
institutional and spatial settings. Dopcson,
M. et al. (2014) applied this reasoning to
innovation ecosystems, where non-linear
and multi-scalar interactions require mech-
anism-based explanations attentive to com-

plexity. YEung, HW. (2019, 2023), reformu-
lated this orientation as “explanatory realism”
a pragmatic stance where mid-range theories
identify mechanisms and scope conditions,
while recognising epistemic pluralism.

Since 2020, further contributions have
underscored both the opportunities and the
risks of mechanism-based explanation. Ass,
J. et al. (2018) called for moving beyond cri-
tique to reconstruct explanatory practices,
while Lynch, M. (2022) examined how data
infrastructures codify particular epistemolo-
gies of space. Paasi, A. (2025) extended these
debates into regional theory, showing that
spatial categories themselves are ontologi-
cal constructions shaping how mechanisms
are identified. At the same time, the geog-
raphy of knowledge tradition (LIVINGSTONE,
D.N. 2013; MEUSBURGER, P. et al. 2018) high-
lights the recursive relation between ontol-
ogy, epistemology, and methodology: real
structures generate practical ontologies that
condition how actors and scientists perceive
problems and mobilise categories of investi-
gation (Buaskag, R. 1979; YEung, H.W. 2023).

This issue is particularly salient in post-so-
cialist studies. Imported epistemologies
often flatten stratified regional ontologies
into derivative anomalies, reducing CEE
to a site of empirical irregularities rather
than a source of theory (Pucuerova, D. and
Garrixk, R. 2015; MULLER, M. 2019; Naagy, E.
2025; McELroy, E. and CHELCE4, L. 2025). By
contrast, mechanism-based reasoning allows
treating the region as a generative site of the-
ory production, where institutional hybrid-
ity and layered sovereignties create mecha-
nisms of wider relevance (STENNING, A. 2005;
PeTrovICt, N. 2012).

Taken together, this genealogy charts a
trajectory from the critique of positivism,
through the adoption of realist philosophy,
to methodological embedding and contem-
porary debates about digital epistemologies.
The unifying thread is a persistent concern
with context: mechanisms operate contin-
gently in open systems, and explanatory ade-
quacy requires both ontological specification
and epistemic reflexivity
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Socio-spatial context as ontological condition
and epistemic infrastructure

In order to advance mechanism-based ex-
planation, socio-spatial context must be
analysed in two complementary ways: as
an ontological condition that enables or con-
strains the operation of mechanisms, and as
an epistemic infrastructure that frames the
categories through which mechanisms are
identified. Both perspectives are necessary if
causal explanation in economic geography is
to move beyond the limits of either abstract
universalism or local exceptionalism.
Ontological conditions refer to the institu-
tional, political, and material structures that
shape the environments in which mecha-
nisms are activated. Critical realism empha-
sises that mechanisms are real causal powers,
but their effects depend on the stratified con-
texts in which they are embedded (BHASKAR,
R. 1975; Sayer, R.A. 1992). Comparative
research has shown how similar processes
yield divergent outcomes under different
institutional arrangements. For example,
foreign direct investment generates dis-
tinct developmental trajectories depending
on whether states exercise strategic coor-
dination or rely on liberal market regimes
(Prckres, J. 2010; SmitH, A. and TiMAR, ]J.
2010). Evolutionary economic geography
has further demonstrated that path depen-
dence, related variety, and branching operate
through concrete industrial structures and
governance systems rather than as univer-
sal processes (Boscuma, R.A. and MARTIN,
R. 2010; BarranD, P.-A. et al. 2019). These
studies illustrate that the explanatory power
of mechanisms derives not only from their
existence but also from their embedding in
particular socio-spatial conditions.
Epistemic infrastructures concern the
frameworks of knowledge through which
mechanisms are rendered visible. Categories
of investigation are not neutral descriptors
but emerge within scholarly traditions,
data practices, and institutional routines
(LrvingsToNE, D.N. 2013; MEUSBURGER, P.
et al. 2018). What counts as a valid mechanism

is shaped by epistemological assumptions
embedded in these infrastructures. For exam-
ple, the circulation of Anglo-American con-
cepts of governance or neoliberalisation into
post-socialist contexts has often obscured the
specific institutional legacies of the region,
reclassifying them as anomalies instead of
potential sources of explanation (STENNING,
A. 2005; MULLER, M. 2019; Nagy, E. 2025).
Recent debates highlight that epistemic
infrastructures are themselves productive:
they generate categories that shape empirical
research and theory formation (BArNEs, T.J.
and CHrisTOPHERS, B. 2018; Paasi, A 2025).
Recognising this role is crucial for assessing
how knowledge practices enable or constrain
mechanism identification.

The interaction between ontological and
epistemic dimensions is recursive. Real struc-
tures generate practical ontologies that influ-
ence how social actors and scientists perceive
and categorise problems (Buaskar, R. 1979).
These categories, once institutionalised in
research practices, shape subsequent inves-
tigations, determining how mechanisms
are conceptualised and tested. YEung, H.W.
(2023) reformulates this relationship within
his framework of explanatory realism, arguing
that mid-range theorising must remain reflex-
ive about the epistemic assumptions that guide
mechanism identification. Contributions from
the geography of knowledge have reinforced
this argument by showing that categories
travelling across regions generate emergent
epistemic effects when applied in new con-
texts (LivingsTonE, D.N. and WitHers, C.W.J.
2011; Jessop, B. and Sum, N.-L. 2022). Adequate
explanation therefore requires attention both
to the structural conditions that activate mech-
anisms and to the epistemic infrastructures
that make them intelligible.

This dual framing is particularly signifi-
cant for post-socialist studies. The region
has often been interpreted through concepts
that position it as derivative of Western
trajectories or as an empirical exception.
Imported categories such as “transition” or
“convergence” have sometimes flattened the
stratified institutional landscape of Central
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and Eastern Europe into anomalies, thereby
obscuring the generative mechanisms at
work (Pucuerovd, D. and Garrik, R. 2015;
MULLER, M. 2019; Nacy, E. 2025). Treating
CEE instead as an ontologically stratified
formation highlights how socialist legacies,
neoliberal reforms, and global integration
interact to create hybrid mechanisms that
cannot be reduced to exceptions. At the
same time, recognising the epistemic infra-
structures through which categories travel
sheds light on how external concepts shape
the types of explanations that are legitimised.
Recent interventions argue that post-social-
ism continues to serve as a site of theory
production when analysed as an interaction
between institutional layering and epistemic
circulation rather than as a residual descrip-
tive label (McELroy, E. and CHeLCEA, L. 2025;
KiNossian, N. 2022). This perspective aligns
with the broader call to treat regional ontol-
ogies as sources of explanatory innovation
rather than as deviations from supposedly
universal models.

Attention to both ontological and epis-
temic dimensions is also essential in relation
to digital spatial technologies. Tools such as
GIS, remote sensing, and spatial economet-
rics can provide valuable empirical traces of
clustering, diffusion, or association. Yet these
traces contribute to causal explanation only
when interpreted within theory-led designs
that identify the causal mechanisms involved
(Wyry, E. 2011; DopgsoN, M. et al. 2014;
Krrcren, R. 2022). Without such embedding,
digital methods risk reproducing correlation-
ism, treating observed regularities as mecha-
nisms in themselves. With theoretical framing,
however, they can support mechanism-based
explanation by situating empirical observa-
tions within stratified socio-spatial contexts.
Recent work on artificial intelligence and
machine learning demonstrates this tension:
while these methods can uncover patterns
at multiple scales, their explanatory value
depends on whether results are incorporated
into mechanism-oriented accounts of spatial
processes (AsH, J. et al. 2018; SueLTON, T. 2024).
Digital infrastructures therefore exemplify

how ontological and epistemic dimensions
intersect: the data they produce are condi-
tioned by socio-technical structures, while the
categories through which they are mobilised
shape explanatory outcomes.

Taken together, these points indicate that
socio-spatial context must be treated along
two linked dimensions. As an ontological con-
dition, it sets the enabling and constraining
environment in which mechanisms operate.
As an epistemic infrastructure, it organises
the categories and practices through which
mechanisms are made legible. Attending to
both avoids the twin errors of universalism
and exceptionalism. For Central and Eastern
Europe, this means tracing how institutional
legacies meet circulating epistemologies and
how this encounter shapes the identification
of mechanisms whose scope and limits can
be specified beyond the region.

Digital spatial technologies and
mechanism-based explanation

The expansion of digital spatial technologies
has altered both the empirical possibilities
and the epistemological challenges of expla-
nation in economic geography. GIS, spatial
econometrics, remote sensing, and, more
recently, artificial intelligence and machine
learning, have been promoted as offering
unprecedented capacity to capture spatial
regularities, identify clusters, and model
diffusion processes (GooocuirLp, M.E. 2007;
Kircuen, R. 2014, 2022; ArriBas-Ber, D. and
ReaDEs, J. 2018). These tools provide de-
scriptive power at large scales and across
multiple dimensions of socio-spatial life.
Yet their contribution to causal explanation
depends on whether they are embedded
within theory-led research designs. Without
theoretical framing, they risk reproducing
correlationism in a new guise, substituting
pattern detection for identification of genera-
tive mechanisms (Wyvy, E. 2011).

Critical realist perspectives highlight that
data do not speak for themselves but must
be situated within an ontology that distin-



292 Benedek, |. and Toiu, A. Hungarian Geographical Bulletin 74 (2025) (3) 285-299.

guishes between events, mechanisms, and
structures (BHaskARr, R. 1975; SAYERr, R.A.
1992). From this standpoint, digital traces
can serve as empirical evidence of causal pro-
cesses, but they cannot define those processes
without theory. Data infrastructures also
embed assumptions about what counts as a
valid observation. Lyncu, M. (2022) further
argues that the digitalisation of geography
embeds new power relations into explana-
tory practices by privileging what is visible
and measurable over what is institutionally
or socially latent. Mechanism-based reason-
ing requires treating these outputs as poten-
tial empirical traces of deeper structures
rather than as explanations in themselves.
The tension is especially evident in appli-
cations of spatial econometrics and machine
learning. Models of autocorrelation, cluster-
ing, or diffusion identify patterns across ter-
ritorial units, but they do not by themselves
reveal why certain outcomes occur. For exam-
ple, clustering of foreign direct investment
in specific regions may reflect the operation
of multiple mechanisms, including state
industrial policy, labour market institutions,
and global production networks. Only com-
parative and historically grounded analysis
can disentangle which mechanisms are acti-
vated under particular conditions (Boscama,
R.A. and MarTiN, R. 2010; Pickigs, J. 2010).
Machine learning techniques that classify
urban growth trajectories or predict house-
hold mobility likewise risk producing corre-
lationist explanations unless their results are
situated within mechanism-oriented accounts
of urban governance, land regimes, or infra-
structure development (SueLToN, T. 2024).
Digital technologies also shape epistemic
infrastructures by defining categories of
analysis. Remote sensing data, for instance,
classify land cover and land use according
to global taxonomies, often obscuring local
institutional meanings. Similarly, the use of
“standard” econometric indicators of regional
competitiveness imports categories devel-
oped in Western economies into post-social-
ist settings, potentially reinterpreting insti-
tutional hybridity as deviation or anomaly

(StEnNING, A. 2005; MULLER, M. 2019; Nagy,
E. 2025). In this sense, digital infrastructures
exemplify how epistemological categories
travel and are institutionalised, influencing
which mechanisms can be identified. Paasi,
A. (2025) has argued that spatial categories
are themselves ontological constructions
that condition explanatory reasoning; when
embedded in digital platforms, these catego-
ries carry strong epistemic effects.

Central and Eastern Europe illustrates
both the opportunities and the risks of digi-
tal methods for mechanism-based expla-
nation. In the field of public health, spatial
econometric models of vaccine uptake in
Romania identified clustering and diffu-
sion patterns across counties (Marg, C. et al.
2024). While such models capture empirical
regularities, they do not specify why uptake
diverged across similar institutional environ-
ments. A mechanism-based account situates
these patterns within the layered health
regime shaped by socialist legacies, neolib-
eral reforms, and transnational governance
(PeTrROVICI, N. et al. 2023). In this case, digital
tools provide valuable traces, but explanation
requires theorising the institutional mecha-
nisms that generate the observed clusters.

A similar contrast is visible in urban stud-
ies. Satellite data and demographic statistics
have been used to typologise post-socialist
cities into trajectories of growth and decline
(Sanpu, A. 2024). While typologies describe
variation, they risk reifying processes such as
peri-urbanisation as homogeneous outcomes.
By contrast, mechanism-based analysis treats
peri-urbanisation as the contingent product
of property restitution, fragmented plan-
ning, and capital inflows (PeTrovici, N. and
Poenary, F. 2025). Here again, digital technol-
ogies supply essential empirical material, but
explanatory adequacy depends on situating
them within stratified socio-spatial contexts.

This recursive relation between digital
methods and mechanism-based reason-
ing has broader implications for economic
geography. First, it calls for methodological
pluralism: quantitative models, qualitative
evidence, and historical comparison must
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be combined to identify the causal powers at
work. Second, it highlights the importance
of reflexivity about epistemic infrastructures:
categories embedded in data collection and
processing influence what becomes visible
as a mechanism. Third, it shows the value
of digital technologies is conditional: their
explanatory power is realised only when
used within theory-led research designs that
account for institutional and spatial variation.

Recent work supports this perspective.
Dobgson, M. et al. (2014) show that innova-
tion ecosystems require mechanism-based
accounts that integrate digital data with insti-
tutional analysis. Jessop, B. and Sum, N.-L.
(2022) stress that epistemic reflexivity is cen-
tral to avoiding the reification of categories
produced by digital infrastructures. SHELTON,
T. (2024) demonstrates that machine learning
models in urban geography generate useful
empirical insights only when interpreted
through theories of governance and inequal-
ity. Together, these contributions underscore
that digital technologies are neither neutral
instruments nor autonomous explanatory
devices; they are epistemic infrastructures
whose value depends on their integration
into mechanism-oriented research designs.

For post-socialist studies, this dual fram-
ing is especially important. Imported digi-
tal categories, such as “transition economies”
or “emerging markets” can flatten regional
ontologies and obscure hybrid institutional
mechanisms (McErroy, E. and CHELCEA, L.
2025). Yet when contextualised within local
histories and comparative frameworks, digi-
tal data can illuminate how socialist legacies
interact with global pressures to produce
novel causal configurations. In this way,
Central and Eastern Europe is not merely a
site of empirical testing but a region where
digital infrastructures and mechanism-based
reasoning together reveal processes of wider
theoretical significance.

Read in this way, digital spatial technolo-
gies extend the empirical reach of geography
but do not by themselves provide explana-
tion. Their outputs should be read as traces of
causal mechanisms situated in socio-technical

infrastructures and filtered through specific
analytic categories. Coupled with a critical
realist ontology and a reflexive epistemol-
ogy, these tools can help connect patterns to
structures and events to generative powers.
Without such embedding, they risk reinstall-
ing a thin positivism through computation.
For economic geography, and for Central and
Eastern Europe in particular, the task is to use
digital infrastructures as components of the-
ory-led, mechanism-oriented designs rather
than as self-standing explanatory devices.

Empirical illustrations from Central and
Eastern Europe

The argument can be grounded in two short
illustrations from Romania that work with
the same families of variables but produce
different kinds of explanation. The first con-
cerns vaccine uptake and shows how spatial
models identify robust patterns that require
institutional specification to count as ex-
planation. The second concerns peri-urban
change and shows how typologies drawn
from demographic and satellite data can be
reinterpreted as traces of generative mecha-
nisms that vary across metropolitan settings.
In both cases the move from pattern to expla-
nation depends on the dual view of context
developed above and on the mid-range ori-
entation in explanatory realism (YEung, H.-W.
2019, 2023; Paasi, A. 2025).

Vaccine uptake in Romania

Magg, C. et al. (2024) analyse county and lo-
cal data on COVID-19 vaccination together
with socio-economic covariates. Spatial
econometric specifications identify positive
spatial autocorrelation and diffusion effects.
These results show that vaccine uptake clus-
ters and that neighbouring units co-vary in
a systematic way. Poverty, settlement struc-
ture and religious composition are correlated
with the outcome and some effects propa-
gate across administrative boundaries. Read
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at the level of the actual and the empirical,
these findings support a model in which
mechanisms are treated as regularities that
may travel to similar settings subject to fur-
ther testing. The account is predictive and
precise, but the causal powers that produce
the observed clusters remain unspecified.

Perrovici, N. et al. (2023) re-embed the
same empirical patterns in a stratified ontol-
ogy of hybrid health regimes. The analysis
reconstructs how socialist legacies of primary
care and access, post-1990s market reforms,
and transnational governance produced dis-
tinct organisational arrangements for vacci-
nation logistics, information and trust. In this
reading the mechanisms are generative struc-
tures. They include institutional layering in
family medicine and public health, the organ-
isation of professional authority and distrust,
and the circulation of clinical and managerial
guidelines across national and international
bodies. Spatial clusters are treated as empiri-
cal traces of these mechanisms rather than
as explanations in themselves. The models
remain useful because they indicate where
the mechanisms are likely to be active and
how their effects are distributed. Explanation
requires stating the scope conditions under
which particular combinations of mecha-
nisms operate, for example the joint presence
of fragmented primary care, targeted private
provision and strong vertical guidance.

This illustration clarifies the role of digital
and statistical tools within mechanism-ori-
ented research. Spatial econometrics shows
where and how outcomes co-vary. It does
not identify causal powers independently of
theory and institutional evidence. The realist
account provides that identification by linking
traces to structures and by specifying condi-
tions of activation. The result is consistent with
a pragmatic explanatory realism that evaluates
explanation by its capacity to uncover context-
dependent mechanisms with stated scope
rather than by predictive fit alone (YEuNG,
H.W. 2019, 2023). It also aligns with recent
work on data infrastructures and epistemic
effects, which cautions that model outputs
codify assumptions about observables and

therefore require reflexive interpretation (Ash,
J. et al. 2018; KrrcHin, R. 2022; Lynch, M. 2022).

Peri-urban change in Romania

Sanpu, A. (2024) combines demographic in-
dicators with satellite-derived measures of
built-up area to classify post-socialist cities
into trajectories of growth and decline. The
typology is clear and comparable across many
cases. If taken as sufficient for explanation,
however, the mechanism behind peri-urban
expansion during demographic decline is the
correlation itself. The city appears as a bound-
ed unit that moves across states defined by
the data. The causal powers remain implicit.

Petrovicy, N. and Poenary, F. (2025) work
with the same kinds of variables but interpret
them within a framework that treats peri-
urban morphologies as spatial figurations.
The analysis reconstructs how property resti-
tution, fragmented planning, state and private
capital in land and infrastructure markets, and
the labour-housing nexus interact across met-
ropolitan regions. In this reading the mecha-
nisms are again generative and multi-scalar.
Built-up change and demographic decline
are empirical traces of these mechanisms. The
concept of spatial figuration specifies how par-
ticular configurations of institutional and eco-
nomic relations generate distinct peri-urban
outcomes and it states when these mecha-
nisms are likely to combine. The focus shifts
from the typology of outcomes to the identifi-
cation of causal powers and to the conditions
under which they operate.

As in the health case, digital sources are
indispensable for identifying patterns at
scale, but they require theoretical embedding
to yield explanation. Remote sensing classifi-
cations and demographic indicators supply
the patterns. Mechanism-based analysis sup-
plies the link to structures and to scope condi-
tions. This approach avoids treating Central
and Eastern Europe as a set of anomalies and
instead treats it as a region in which hybrid
mechanisms are analytically visible and travel
under specified conditions (GRUBBAUER, M.



Benedek, |. and Toiu, A. Hungarian Geographical Bulletin 74 (2025) (3) 285-299. 295

and Kusiak, J. 2012; Paasi, A. 2025). It also
responds to concerns about imported cat-
egories in post-socialist research by showing
how regional ontologies shape what counts
as a mechanism and how categories must
be inspected for fit before they are used for
explanation (MULLER, M. 2019; McELroy, E.
and CHELCEA, L. 2025; Nacy, E. 2025).

Synthesis

The two illustrations support three claims
that follow directly from the theoretical ar-
gument. First, the same data can sustain dif-
ferent ontological commitments. If mecha-
nisms are defined as regularities, explana-
tion remains at the level of the actual and
the empirical. If mechanisms are defined as
generative structures, explanation requires
institutional and historical specification and
a statement of scope. Second, digital spatial
technologies are best treated as epistemic in-
frastructures that produce empirical traces
to be linked to mechanisms. Their value for
explanation rises when model outputs are
read through theory-led designs and when
categories embedded in data collection and
processing are made explicit (Asw, J. et al.
2018; Kircuin, R. 2022; Lyncu, M. 2022).
Third, treating Central and Eastern Europe
as an ontologically stratified region changes
the research questions we ask and the cat-
egories we use. Explanation depends on how
socialist legacies, post-socialist reforms and
transnational pressures interact to produce
outcomes. This perspective avoids universal-
ism and exceptionalism and supports com-
parative work in which mechanisms travel
only under clearly stated conditions (YEUNG,
H.W. 2019, 2023; Paasi, A. 2025).

These illustrations therefore meet the
empirical expectations that follow from the
rest of the paper. They move from patterns to
mechanisms with explicit scope conditions.
They integrate digital methods without con-
flating pattern with explanation. They show
how a regional ontology shapes epistemic
categories and, in turn, explanatory claims.

Implications for mechanism-based
research design

The analysis above has two practical implica-
tions for how we design studies in economic
geography. First, explanation should proceed
by specifying mechanisms and scope condi-
tions before the choice of methods. Second,
digital spatial technologies should be treated
as epistemic infrastructures that yield empirical
traces to be interpreted within a stratified ontol-
ogy. In what follows we set out design princi-
ples that follow from these claims and indicate
how they relate to recent work in the field.

A mechanism-oriented design begins with
a clear statement of the causal powers that
are hypothesised to operate, the socio-spatial
conditions under which they are activated,
and the empirical traces they are expected
to leave. This framing translates the realist
distinction between structures, events and
observations into research practice (Buaskar,
R, 1975; Saver, R.A. 1992). It is also consist-
ent with explanatory realism, which evalu-
ates theories by their ability to recover
context-dependent mechanisms rather than
by predictive fit alone (YEung, H.W. 2019,
2023). In empirical terms this means formu-
lating propositions that link a set of insti-
tutional arrangements to a pattern that can
be observed and then stating the conditions
under which the link should hold. For exam-
ple, a claim about related variety and branch-
ing in regional development must identify
the industrial and governance configurations
through which that mechanism operates and
the range of contexts in which it is expected
to travel (Boscuma, R.A. and Martin, R.
2010; Barranp, P.-A. et al. 2019).

Comparative strategy follows from this
orientation. Cases should be selected to vary
the conditions that are thought to enable or
constrain a mechanism so that we can test its
operation across settings. This can be done
within a country, across countries within a
region, or across regions where institutional
architectures are comparable. The point is to
avoid both abstract universalism and local
exceptionalism by stating where the mecha-
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nism is likely to work and where it is not.
In Central and Eastern Europe, for instance,
the interaction between socialist legacies and
market reforms can be treated as a structured
source of variation rather than as a residual
context, which allows mechanism-based
claims to be examined across different insti-
tutional mixes (Kivossian, N. 2022; McELroy,
E. and CreLcea, L. 2025; Paast, A. 2025).

The use of digital spatial technologies
should be aligned with these aims. Spatial
econometrics, remote sensing and machine
learning can identify clusters, discontinuities
and co-variations at scale, but these outputs
do not by themselves specify causal powers.
Their role in a mechanism-oriented design is
to locate and describe empirical traces and
to help adjudicate between rival mechanism
claims. This requires transparent reporting of
model choices, variable construction and clas-
sification schemes, alongside a discussion of
the epistemic assumptions embedded in data
infrastructures (AsH, J. et al. 2018; Kircuin, R.
2022; Lynch, M. 2022). It also requires com-
bining quantitative outputs with historical
and institutional evidence that bears directly
on the proposed mechanisms. The goal is not
method triangulation for its own sake but the
use of diverse materials to identify and test
the action of causal powers in stratified con-
texts (Wyry, E. 2011). A further implication
concerns categories. Because categories travel
with data infrastructures and scholarly tra-
ditions, researchers should document how
key constructs are defined and whether they
fit the regional ontology under study. This is
particularly important when standard indi-
cators and taxonomies originate in settings
with different institutional architectures.
Reflexive treatment of categories is part of the
research design rather than an afterthought,
since misfit can generate spurious regulari-
ties or hide relevant mechanisms (BARNES,
T.J. and CuristorHEgRs, B. 2018; Jessor, B. and
Sum, N.-L. 2022; Paasy, A. 2025). In practical
terms, this entails justifying the transfer of
constructs, adjusting them where needed,
and indicating how these decisions affect the
identification of mechanisms.

Evaluation criteria also follow from the
foregoing. We propose four that can be
applied to mechanism-based studies in
economic geography. First, ontological
clarity: are the mechanisms, structures and
scope conditions explicitly stated and dis-
tinguished from the empirical patterns they
are meant to explain. Second, evidential fit:
do the empirical traces produced by digital
and non-digital methods correspond to the
expected signs of the proposed mechanisms.
Third, contextual specificity: are the institu-
tional and spatial conditions under which
the mechanism operates described in suffi-
cient detail to allow comparison and limited
generalisation. Fourth, epistemic reflexivity:
are the categories and data infrastructures
that structure observation made explicit
and assessed for fit with the regional ontol-
ogy (Asg, J. et al. 2018; Yeung, HW. 2019;
KrrcHin, R. 2022; Paasi, A. 2025).

These principles have consequences for
field-building. They encourage cumulative
work in which mechanisms are carried across
studies together with their scope conditions,
rather than being replaced whenever new
data become available. They favour designs
that combine digital traces with institutional
analysis and comparative evidence so that
results can be interpreted as more than sur-
face regularities. They also support the sta-
tus of Central and Eastern Europe as a site
for concept formation, since hybrid institu-
tional arrangements in the region make
certain mechanisms analytically visible and
therefore useful for theory beyond the region
when scope is stated clearly (Kinossian, N.
2022; McErroy, E. and CHELCEA, L. 2025).

Finally, the approach outlined here has lim-
its that should be recognised. Mechanisms
in open systems rarely operate in isolation,
which makes identification and adjudication
demanding. Digital infrastructures change
rapidly and carry evolving epistemic effects
that must be tracked. Not all mechanisms will
leave traces that can be captured by current
data. These constraints do not weaken the
case for mechanism-based explanation. They
indicate the need for careful design, transpar-
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ent reporting and cumulative comparison so
that claims about causal powers remain tied
to the contexts in which they operate and the
categories through which they are known.

Conclusions

This paper has argued that explanation in
economic geography requires treating so-
cio-spatial context as both an ontological
condition and an epistemic infrastructure.
Mechanisms operate in stratified settings
shaped by institutions, politics and mate-
rial arrangements (BHASKAR, R. 1975; SAYER,
R.A. 1992). At the same time, the categories
through which we recognise mechanisms are
produced within data systems and scholarly
traditions that travel unevenly across regions
(LivingsToNE, D.N. 2013; MEUSBURGER, P.
et al. 2018; LyncH, M. 2022). When these two
dimensions are addressed together, we can
avoid the twin errors of abstract universalism
and local exceptionalism. The paper devel-
oped this claim in dialogue with explanatory
realism. We adopted Yeung's call to judge
theories by their capacity to recover context-
dependent mechanisms and to state scope
conditions, and extended it by foreground-
ing how practical ontologies shape the epis-
temic categories of both social actors and
researchers (BHAskAR, R. 1979; YEung, HW.
2019, 2023). We showed that digital spatial
technologies are valuable when used to lo-
cate empirical traces for theory-led inquiry
but do not by themselves supply causal pow-
ers (Wyvy, E. 2011; AsH, J. et al. 2018; KitcHIN,
R. 2022). The two illustrations from Central
and Eastern Europe made this point concrete.
The same datasets can yield correlationist
accounts or mechanism-based explanations
depending on how they are embedded in in-
stitutional histories and regional ontologies.

The contribution is threefold. First, the
paper clarifies how mechanism-based expla-
nation in geography depends on both onto-
logical specification and epistemic reflex-
ivity. Second, it offers design principles
for mechanism-oriented research that link

causal claims, scope conditions and empirical
traces, and that align digital methods with
comparative and historical evidence. Third,
it reframes Central and Eastern Europe as a
productive site for concept formation rather
than a repository of anomalies, consistent
with recent reconsiderations of post-social-
ist studies (GruBBAUER, M. and Kusiak, J.
2012; Kinossian, N. 2022; McELroy, E. and
CHELCEA, L. 2025; Paast, A. 2025).

The analysis points to a short research
agenda. Future studies should code insti-
tutional and governance features alongside
standard quantitative indicators so that pro-
posed mechanisms can be tested across clearly
stated conditions (Boscuma, R.A. and MarTiN,
R.2010; BaLLanD, P.-A. et al. 2019). Reporting
should document category choices and data
lineage to make the epistemic effects of digital
infrastructures visible and assessable by read-
ers (Barngs, T.J. and CurisToPHERS, B. 2018;
Kircuin, R. 2022). Comparative designs in
CEE and beyond should vary enabling and
constraining conditions deliberately so that
results speak to limited generalisation rather
than to universal laws.

Mechanisms in open systems rarely act
alone and traces are often noisy. These limits
are real, but they are also the reason to adopt
designs that bring together theory, history and
digital observation. If explanation is to remain
central to economic geography, it must con-
nect patterns to structures and events to causal
powers under specified conditions. Treating
context as both ontological and epistemic pro-
vides one practical route to that end.
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Abstract

This paper analyses the academic literature on global production networks (GPN) from 2000 to 2024 based
on data from the Scopus database. It focuses on the uneven international landscape of authors, publications,
funding sources, publishers and citations in the GPN literature compared with the firm Anglo-American he-
gemony prevailing in international geography in general. The article begins with an overview of the existing
literature on asymmetrical power geometries in geography as a discipline, as well as the scholarly project of
internationalising, worlding and decolonising geography. After that, it presents the research methodology
of the current study. The results section highlights the temporal dynamics of the rise of the GPN research
tradition. It reveals the multidisciplinary nature of this field of research and its solid interest in the industrial
sector and the geographical dimension of the economy. It identifies the existence of a “primary European core’
and a ‘secondary Asian core’ rather than Anglo-American hegemony in the GPN literature, as reflected in the
authors, funding sources and case study areas. It also confirms the dominance of Manchester and Singapore
as leading global centres of calculation, as well as the still massive British hegemony over major publishing
platforms, which is particularly strong in terms of citation-attracting ability. Meanwhile, the results reaffirm
the marginalised position of most of the Global South. Finally, our study examines the uneven geography of
GPN literature from authors in East Central Europe as a global semi-periphery and draws some general les-
sons for the geographies of science and the future possibilities of promoting the process of internationalisation,
decolonisation and worlding of geographical research.
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Introduction

This paper examines academic literature on
global production networks, which have
emerged as one of the most vibrant fields of
research in Economic Geography over the
last quarter-century. After earlier attempts to
scrutinise the spatially fragmented produc-
tion systems in the global economy along the
concepts of global commodity chains (GCC)
and global value chains (GVC) especially in

the discipline of Economic Sociology from
the mid-1990s onward, the sweeping and, at
that time, seemingly unstoppable wave of
globalisation after the (first) Cold War period
also resulted in a new conceptual approach
in the early 2000s, mainly invented by eco-
nomic geographers (along with some repre-
sentatives of International Political Economy)
and commonly called GPN (Cog, N.M. 2021).
Although the GPN concept soon became part
of the international mainstream in economic
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geographical research, also firmly influenc-
ing neighbouring disciplines and co-evolving
with the GCC and GVC approaches through
constructively critical dialogues (Cor, N.M.
and Yeung, H.W. 2015; Cog, N.M. 2021), it
has a remarkable feature from the perspec-
tive of geographies of science inasmuch it
has decisively been informed from the very
beginning by empirical studies about East
Asia and massively shaped by academic col-
lectives in Southeast Asia — instead of North
American or Western European scholars
taking the lead without competitors (YEUNG,
H.W. 2024, 2025; YEunG, H.-W. et al. 2025).
Considering the peculiar geography of the
origins of the GPN approach, it is an intrigu-
ing question to consider how asymmetrical
power geometries, a significant characteris-
tic of contemporary global science, including
the discipline of geography, have played out
in the production of GPN knowledge. That is
the topic of the current article, which, based
on an in-depth study of scientometric data
from the Scopus database, aims to scrutinise
the fundamental structural patterns of the
GPN literature. After a conceptual over-
view of the relevance, potentials and limits
of such an analysis from the perspective of
geographies of science and geopolitics of
knowledge and discussing the major meth-
odological features of the study, the paper
will offer an overview of the temporal dy-
namics of the quantity of GPN publications
and the citations they have attracted mainly
between 2000 and 2024. This part of the study
will include analysing the structure of GPN
literature in terms of particular research top-
ics, academic disciplines and document types
(e.g. journal articles, books, book chapters).
In the following steps, we will examine the
most published authors and the most cited
publications in the field, as well as the lead-
ing funding sources and publishing plat-
forms, all from a geographical perspective.
Motivated by the geographical focus of the
Hungarian Geographical Bulletin and our
positionality, we will also pay attention to
the peculiar position of East Central Europe
in those broader international power geom-

etries. Finally, we will conclude our study
by highlighting the relevance of our findings
and their conceptual contribution to the in-
ternational scholarly discourses on global
production networks, the geographies of
knowledge production, and the decolonis-
ing and worlding of geographical research.

Spatially uneven power relations in
geographical knowledge production

Knowledge production has never been even-
ly distributed geographically but has always
been characterised by spatial inequalities re-
sulting from asymmetrical power relations in
human societies. Although innovative ideas
can emerge virtually anywhere, academic
knowledge production is strongly reliant on
specific knowledge environments, which in-
clude capable human beings (from scholars
to students to administrative staff) and the
interactions between them, adequate finan-
cial and material resources (from funding to
research equipment and libraries), efficient
organisational structures, clear, transparent
and reasonable institutional rules and log-
ics, open-minded scientific cultures, and a
supportive social context where science and
scientists enjoy social reputation and meet
a general social interest in their findings
(MEUSBURGER, P. 2018).

Such resources are not equally available eve-
rywhere, but they have their unique spatiali-
ties (Maynew, R.J. and WrtaErs, C.W.]. 2020)
and a significant share of them is concentrated
in relatively few places, such as distinguished
universities (MEUSBURGER, P. and Scuucs, T.
2012; HerrERNAN, M. et al. 2018) and research
institutes. Some of these venues prove excep-
tionally efficient in accumulating, combining,
stabilising and circulating knowledge — in
other words, becoming centres of calculation
(LaTOUR, B. 1987), which play a distinctive role
in the construction and dissemination of scien-
tific and other forms of knowledge (Jons, H.
2011). Given that the production of knowledge
is inseparable from power relations (Foucautr,
M. 1980; MEUSBURGER, P. 2015), the leading cen-
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tres of calculation tend to be closely tied from
a historical perspective to the most prestigious
geopolitical and economic core regions of the
world (TayLor, P.J. et al. 2008).

That is further reinforced by the promi-
nent role of trust in the social validation of
knowledge (WrtHERs, C.W.]. 2018), i.e. what
scholars, as well as society in a broader sense,
accept and regard as ‘relevant’ new scientific
findings and knowledge, and which people
and institutions they consider ‘trustwor-
thy’ sources of knowledge. Universities re-
nowned for the excellent science they have
produced in the past enjoy a special kind
of trust capital, suggesting that they will
continue to produce excellent science in the
present and the future. Places with a distin-
guished geopolitical and economic position
worldwide are commonly believed to have
achieved their special status, inter alia, by
producing ‘better’ knowledge than others
(MEUSBURGER, P. 2015). Hence, for many, they
become ‘truth spots’ (GieryN, T.F. 2006, 2018)
or venues where more relevant knowledge
is believed to be produced than elsewhere.
Consequently, if one has limited capacity to
monitor new scientific findings (as everyone
has), one will pay more attention to new aca-
demic contributions coming from these few
‘truth spots” and centres of calculation while
relatively or even totally neglecting knowl-
edge produced in other places. Moreover,
as these centres of calculation tend to con-
centrate the most acknowledged publishing
platforms and most of their editors and edi-
torial board members, they are actively shap-
ing what sort of studies with what kind of
epistemologies are allowed to be published
in these platforms and become available for
a broad international readership. In other
words, the centres of calculation create un-
even writing spaces (Paasi, A. 2015), where
scholars are compelled by the structural
mechanisms of global knowledge produc-
tion to continuously read, cite, comment on
and apply knowledge originating from those
centres of calculation.

The existence of such asymmetrical power
geometries in knowledge production has been

a long-investigated and widely discussed
phenomenon in the discipline of geography.
GuTtiErrez, J. and LoépEz-N1Eva, P. (2001)
found in their analysis that authors with US
affiliations wrote approximately 38 percent of
all published papers in 19 geographical jour-
nals with the highest impact factor (i.e. the
highest rating from the Institute of Scientific
Rating, ISI) between 1991 and 1997, whereas
the share of authors with affiliations in the
United Kingdom was 35 percent, the total
share of US and UK authors 73 percent, and
only 27 percent remained for the rest of the
world. Baxski, J. and FErenc, M. (2013) inves-
tigated six geography journals with the high-
est ISI impact factor and found that authors
with UK affiliations wrote 39.9 percent of all
papers, and 34.5 percent had US affiliations.
Thus, the two countries contributed a total
of 74.4 percent.

In one of the most impactful studies,
MULLER, M. (2021) revealed in his analysis of
22 top geography journals and a total of 27,359
articles that the share of articles with author
affiliation from the UK declined from 36.9 per-
cent between 1991 and 1999 to 28.3 percent
between 2009 and 2017, and from 35.8 percent
to 25.4 percent with US affiliations, however,
the two countries still adding up 53.7 percent,
with non-Anglophone countries contributing
by less than one-third and only one country
outside the Global North (China) exceeding
the 1 percent-threshold (2.8%). Paasy, A. (2015)
revealed that US authors published 45.9 per-
cent and British authors wrote 34.1 percent of
the articles in the journal Political Geography be-
tween 1992 and 2002, with the corresponding
values changing to 38.2 percent and 38.4 per-
cent between 2003 and 2013 and, according to
Paast, A. (2025), 25.3 percent and 37.9 percent
between 2014 and 2022. That means a total of
80.0 percent, 76.6 percent and 63.2 percent for
US and UK authors for the same three periods.
The analyses of journal editorial board mem-
bers revealed no less remarkable imbalances
(Imror, N. and MtLLER, M. 2020; MULLER,
M. 2021). In a recent study, Governa, F. and
Iacovong, C. (2025) found that 43.8 percent of
the articles in 6 leading international journals
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in urban research between 2018 and 2023 were
published by British and US scholars (UK:
22.7%; USA: 21.1%), and, for theoretical arti-
cles especially strongly shaping what sort of
‘urban theories’ international scholars apply,
the corresponding value was 50.8 percent (UK:
29.4%; USA: 21.4%). Economic Geography as
a subfield of geography is no exception, either,
as FosTER, J. et al. (2007, p. 295) reaffirmed “[t]
he overwhelmingly Anglocentric character of
‘international” economic geography” in their
citation patterns analysis for 1982-2006, just
like Hassink, R. ef al. (2019) did in their study
of Anglo-American and non-Anglo-American
economic geographies.

These findings highlight massive power
asymmetries in international geography,
favouring the Global North over the Global
South and even some parts of the Global
North over others. Hence, they align with an-
other significant body of literature suggest-
ing that dichotomous understandings of the
world as the Global North versus the Global
South may be an oversimplifying binary
(Sorarz, M.W. 2014; CLERC, P. 2020) given
that Europe is not “a homogenous power-
house exerting dominance elsewhere in the
world” (Rapcrirrg, S.A. 2022, p. 22.). Instead,
scholars in post-communist countries in the
eastern half of Europe observe complex
forms of ‘Western” dominance (TiMAR, J.
2004; Gyuris, F. 2018; 2022; Bajerski, A.
2020), and researchers in the semi-peripheral
countries be they located in Eastern (Gyuris,
F. et al. 2024), Southern or South-western
Europe (Parva, D. and RoQuE DE OLIVEIRA,
EF.2021), have been struggling with unequal
power hierarchies since the very institution-
alisation of Geography as a discipline in
their countries relative to what NeuBerT, D.
(2019) calls North Atlantic academia. Several
authors emphasise Anglo-American domi-
nance in international geography, even over
French, German and Italian geographies (e.g.
Bajerski, A. 2011; Jons, H. and Freyrag, T.
2016; Minca, C. 2018).

These power asymmetries are not only
creating unjust situations for many schol-
ars, especially those outside the UK and

the US. They also have a detrimental im-
pact on international geography as a whole,
which becomes dominated by a relatively
narrow range of Anglo-American episte-
mologies that easily sideline or overlook
alternative epistemologies and create what
Nprovu-GartsHeNng, S.J. (2021) calls a ‘cogni-
tive empire’. This kind of epistemic injustice
(Fricker, M. 2007), frequently embodied as
what Jazeer, T. (2016, 2019) calls “authoritar-
ian theorisation’, can significantly decrease
mainstream international geography’s ca-
pacity to recognise, understand, explain and
address pressing planetary social issues of
our day, especially those occurring outside
the global core and being driven by differ-
ent mechanisms than what are prevailing in
core areas. Hence, also in line with MigNnoLo,
W.D. (2009) arguing for ‘epistemic disobedi-
ence’ against the homogenising impetus of
Anglo-American theories, there is a rapidly
increasing body of geographical literature
urging for internationalising (ScHELHAAS,
B. et al. 2020), worlding (MULLER, M. 2021)
and decolonising geography (Esson, J. et al.
2017; RapcLirrg, S.A. 2017, 2022; FERreTTI, F.
2020), that is, providing space for theories
other than those prevailing in core areas,
utilising local knowledge originating from
different parts of the world, and braking
with colonial-modern views implying that
theories developed in specific locations are
less ‘relevant’ or ‘valuable’ than others. By
doing so, the goal is to create a “pluriverse’,
“a world where many worlds fit” (KoTHaRri,
A. etal. 2019, p. xxviii), i.e. a cognitive space
where different epistemologies and method-
ologies are equally welcome to appear and
interact with each other.

Such goals are not easy to achieve, how-
ever. In addition to having the abilities of
“effective multilingualism” (ScueLHAAS, B.
et al. 2020, p. ix) and “multi-epistemic lit-
eracy” (Rapcrirrg, S.A. 2022, p. 216), the
scholars aiming to create a “pluriverse’ also
require theories and conceptual frameworks
based on empirical findings derived from the
diverse realities of different locations, includ-
ing those outside the global core. Studying
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other places may be the most powerful
engine for creating other epistemologies.
Opening up the horizon of scientific research
in Economic Geography, for instance, neces-
sitates the development of theories and vo-
cabularies based not on the actual function-
ing of the economy in the United States or
the United Kingdom — which, due to their sit-
uatedness (cf. HArRaway, D.J. 1988) are prone
to failing to grasp the complex realities and
their different logics elsewhere adequately —,
but a meticulous empirical investigation of
various sites and the development of new
theories based on that, i.e. theorising back.

That is why the GPN literature, which in-
corporated from the very beginning “bring-
ing East Asia as an equally valid empirical
site and an intellectual partner inside this
theory development work” (Yeung, H.W.
2025, p. 13) and has been based to a signifi-
cant extent on empirical findings about the
functioning of Southeast Asia’s production
networks, can serve as a highly relevant re-
search object in terms of how much it is char-
acterised by traditional UK- and US-centrism
or a more diverse global geography more in
line with the initiative of ‘worlding’ geo-
graphy as a discipline. Our concrete research
questions address the unequal international
spaces of writing, publishing, funding and
referencing, examining the entire body of
Scopus-indexed GPN literature and the top
authors, the most-cited publications, and
their citations.

1. Unequal spaces of writing: Do UK and US-
affiliated authors dominate the GPN litera-
ture just as they do international geography
in general? Which other geographical regions
(if any) have contributed significantly to the
GPN literature?

2. Unequal spaces of research funding: Which
countries provide funding for the most stud-
ies on GPN?

3. Unequal spaces of publishing: Which coun-
tries host the leading publishing platforms of
GPN literature?

4. Unequal spaces of referencing: From which
countries do GPN publications attract the
most citations?

Methodology

Our study is based on data derived from the
Scopus database of the Elsevier group, which
we selected for several reasons already dis-
cussed by several scholars (cf. BAjErski, A.
2020; Kusgs, J. and KovAcs, Z. 2020; AssYLKH-
ANova, A. et al. 2024). First, the Scopus data-
base is the most comprehensive global biblio-
graphic database. It has the widest coverage
of international academic journals over a long
period, while also incorporating an extensive
data collection of other document types. We
regard that as critical, given that the most well-
known seminal works of the GPN literature
include diverse document types, from journal
articles to books, which were necessary to in-
clude in our detailed analysis. Second, the in-
dexing scheme of the Scopus database enables
a systematic and comprehensive investigation
of publications by their titles, abstracts, key-
words, document types and funding sources.

Third, the Scopus database provides data
on author affiliations by countries and insti-
tutions. We agree with Bajerski, A. (2020)
that using affiliation data for identifying a
scholar’s geographical attachment may be
burdened with some inaccuracy in case the
country of affiliation differs from the coun-
try of one’s birthplace, place of studies,
previous workplaces or citizenship — which
makes it harder to decide whether some au-
thors should rather be regarded as UK/US
or non-UK/non-US scholars. Nevertheless,
we also share Bajerski, A. (2020)’s point that
the probability of such a mismatch is rather
marginal for countries that do not attract for-
eign scholars in huge numbers, which is the
case for most of the universities in the Global
South and the global semi-periphery. In other
words, if our study reveals a relatively high
share of non-UK and non-US authors in the
GPN literature, it will be justified to claim that
this share is not overestimated; it may even be
higher, not lower, if the study focused on dif-
ferent dimensions of geographical belonging.

In the first step of our analysis, we retrieved
data from the Scopus database on all publica-
tions that included the term ‘global produc-
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tion networks’ — or its singularised or capi-
talised version —in their title, abstract or key-
words (at least one of them). A leading figure
in the GPN approach, Henry YEUNG reports
that much of the GPN ‘thinking’ originated
with DickeN, P. et al. (2001), a study based on
the collaborative work of the four authors at
the National University of Singapore in 1997
(Yeung, H.W. 2025). Another distinguished
representative of the approach, Neil M. Cok,
also claims that it emerged in the early 2000s
(Cogk, N.M. 2021). Therefore, we selected 2000
as the starting date of our analysis. The clos-
ing date was 2024, the last full year before
we conducted our examination in April and
May 2025. A total of 1,593 publications met
these criteria, and we built our database from
their data. While the analysis of this database
formed the backbone of our study, we also
scrutinised the top authors (with 10 or more
publications per person), the top 15 most-
cited publications and the top publishing
platforms separately.

Results

A general overview of publishing patterns: The rise
of a research tradition

The term “global production networks’ first
appeared in the title, abstract or keywords
of a publication indexed in the Scopus da-
tabase in 1993, in a conference paper titled
Technological advancement and the U.S. labour
force: the case of the electronics industry by Jerry
R. SueeHAN at the Office of Technology As-
sessment in Washington, D.C. (SHEeHAN, J.R.
1993). The second publication, and the first
journal article, was published four years later
in the journal Production and Operations Man-

agement by Kasra FERpows at the Georgetown
University School of Business Administra-
tion, also in Washington, D.C. (FErpows, K.
1997). Yet, the Scopus database contains only
7 relevant publications from the 1990s and
another from 2000.

In line with Cog, N.M.’s (2021) and YEUNG,
H.W.’s (2025) recollections about the emer-
gence of the GPN approach, a specialised sci-
entific conceptual framework within the broad-
er domain of academic studies interested in
some way in global production networks as
a research object, the trend began to shift after
2000, as the number of relevant publications
increased to 5in 2001 and 7 in 2002. The pace
of growth significantly accelerated after 2003,
exceeding the threshold of 10 publications
per year in 2004 for the first time, followed by
a shift to more than 20 publications per year
in 2006. Although the numbers fluctuated be-
tween 2006 and 2012, the latter date marked
the beginning of an enduring growth, reach-
ing its peak in 2022 (136). Although the val-
ues slightly declined in 2023 and 2024 (124 in
both years), this does not yet stand out from
the more minor annual fluctuations typical
of the previous period (Figure 1). Moreover,
the amounts calculated for five-year periods
continue to increase, from 512 publications
between 2015 and 2019 to 622 between 2020
and 2024 (Table 1).

With a slight delay, the annual number of
citations to these publications shows a clear
trend of accelerating growth, crossing the
ten-unit threshold in 2002, the one-hundred-
unit threshold in 2005, the one-thousand-unit
threshold in 2013, and the five-thousand-unit
threshold in 2025. The doubling time from
1,000 to 2,000 was 5 years, while it was only
4 years from 2,000 to 4,000. A comparison of
the five consecutive five-year periods between

Table 1. The number of publications about global production networks and the number of citations of these
publications for the five-year periods between 2000 and 2024

Indicator 2000-2004 | 2005-2009 | 2010-2014 | 2015-2019 | 2020-2024 | 2000-2024
Number of publications 31 155 273 512 622 1,593
Number of citations 112 1,595 5,035 12,529 22,943 42,214

Source: Authors” analysis of Scopus data.
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Fig. 1. The number of publications about global production networks (N =1,600) and the number of citations of these
publications (N =42,214) between 1993 and 2024, in chronological order. Source: Authors” analysis of Scopus data.

2000 and 2024 reveals remarkable growth of
above 14, 3.2, 2.5 and 1.8 times in chronologi-
cal order. That means 54 percent of all cita-
tions of the GPN publications (22,943 out of
42,214) happened between 2020 and 2024.
As for document types, journal articles
(1,128) clearly dominate the list of publications.
They are followed by book chapters, with a
significant lag, but still in significant quan-
tity (220). In third place are conference papers
(140), followed by book reviews (61) and books
(34). Scopus also includes other document
types, such as notes (13), conference reviews
(8), editorials (8), errata (4), short surveys (2),
and a retracted publication (1), but their total
number is marginal. Although the relative
share of each document type has changed to
some extent throughout the five-year inter-
vals, these changes were mainly fluctuations
within a relatively narrow range rather than
either massive or trend-like shifts. The values
ranged from 59.4 percent to 72.5 percent for

journal articles, from 12.9 percent to 16.8 per-
cent for book chapters and from 1.5 percent
to 3.2 percent for books. One can observe a
trend-like decline in conference papers (from
14.2% in 2005-2009 to values between 7% and
8% after 2015) and book reviews (from 6.5%
in 2000-2004 to values below 4% after 2015)
(Table 2).

Research fields, keywords, topics

The publications can also be analysed accord-
ing to the academic field of research. The Sco-
pus database categorises 27 subject areas, and
each publication is assigned to at least one
of these categories. The 1,593 articles exam-
ined in our study have a total of 2,994 assign-
ments. One-third of them (33.7%) belong to
the social sciences; almost one-third of them
(32.0%) to economics and business-related
disciplines, namely Economics, Economet-
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Table 2. The number of publications about global production networks by document type between 2000 and 2024

Publicati 2000-2004 2005-2009 2010-2014 2015-2019 2020-2024 2000-2024
woneatons - Ny T | N | % | N % | N| % | N| % | N | %

Article 21 | 67.7 92 | 594 | 190 | 69.6 | 349 | 682 | 451 | 725 |1,103 | 69.2
Book chapter 4 | 129 26 | 16.8 36 | 13.2 72 | 14.1 82 | 132 | 220 | 13.8
Conference paper 3 9.7 22 | 142 28 | 10.3 41 8.0 45 7.2 139 8.7
Review 2 6.5 7 4.5 12 44 20 3.9 20 3.2 61 3.8
Book 1 3.2 3 1.9 4 1.5 15 2.9 11 1.8 34 2.1
Other 0 0.0 5 32 3 1.1 15 2.9 13 2.1 36 2.3
Subtotal 31 |100.0 155 |100.0 | 273 |100.0 | 512 |{100.0 | 622 |100.0 |1,593 |100.0

Source: Authors’ analysis of Scopus data.

rics and Finance (17.3%) as well as Business,
Management and Accounting (14.7%); one-
eighth of them (14.7%) to earth, planetary
and environmental sciences, 7.1 percent to
Engineering and 12.5 percent to more than
a dozen of other areas, each adding up less
than 3 percent of the total amount (Figure 2).

The keywords of publications enabled a
more precise thematic analysis and a graphic
representation, a word cloud, which we pro-
duced with Microsoft Power Bi. In the first
step, we cleaned the database by combining
keywords that differed only in (i) the use of
singular or plural, (ii) the use of British or US
spelling, (iii) the use of lowercase and up-
percase letters, or (iv) typos. As the quantita-
tive investigation of this adjusted database
revealed, ‘global production networks’ is by
far the most frequently occurring keyword
in the 1,593 publications examined, as it
appears in 60.6 percent of the publications
(966) (Figure 3). This high occurrence is not
surprising, given that we selected publica-
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tions for our analysis where ‘global produc-
tion networks” appeared either among the
publication’s keywords, in its title, or in its
abstract. However, this result also highlights
a significant methodological detail: we were
able to identify nearly 40% of the publica-
tions included in our study by extending
the search for the term ‘global production
networks’ to the titles and abstracts of the
publications, in addition to their keywords.

Moving beyond ‘global production net-
works’, the list of the 50 most frequent key-
words ranges from globalisation (183) to in-
dustrial policy (27). It includes several terms
closely related to, or even quasi-synonymous
with, global production networks, e.g. global
value chains (153), production networks (117),
production systems (83), supply chains (34),
and global commodity chains (29). It is a re-
markable sign of the central role the analysis
of stakeholders and their networks play in the
functioning of the global production networks
that governance approach (70), strategic cou-
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Fig. 2. The share of publications about global production networks by academic subject area (N = 2,993) between
2000 and 2024. Source: Authors’ analysis of Scopus data.
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pling (62), strategic approach (49), multina-
tional enterprise (46), governance (45), deci-
sion-making (35) and network analysis (30)
are frequently used keywords, and concepts
related to the labour market also are: labour
(41), employment (36), labour market (34).
Regarding the sectoral and geographi-
cal focus of publications, it is notable that
industrial production (107), manufactur-
ing (75), automotive industry (75), indus-
trial development (44), clothing industry
(31) and garment industry (27) are among
the top 50 keywords, whereas the service
sector is not. China (166) is by far the most
frequently mentioned geographical region
among the keywords, followed by India (60),
Asia (48), Eurasia (47), the developing world
(40), Europe (36) and Germany (29) — which
implies a more substantial research interest
in Asia and Europe than in the rest of the
world, including the Americas and Africa.
Meanwhile, the frequent occurrence of geo-
graphical regions and outright ‘spatial’ terms
among the keywords (e.g. regional develop-
ment: 79, economic geography: 59, foreign
direct investment: 51, regional economy: 33)
indicates the importance of spatial/geograph-
ical approaches in the GPN literature. In ad-
dition to all this, the simultaneous occurrence

of concepts related to the (e.g. corporate) mi-
croscale and the (global, international) mac-
roscale among the most common keywords
clearly reflects the fundamental conceptual
feature of the GPN approach, the intention
to connect and provide a complex explana-
tion of processes taking place at the micro-,
meso- and macroscales.

Geographies of authorship: European, instead of
Anglo-American, dominance

The geographical distribution of publica-
tions, based on author affiliations, reveals re-
markable proportions. The United Kingdom
leads the list, but its share is less than one-
sixth (15.4%), and the United States contrib-
utes 10.4 percent. Thus, authors with British
and US affiliations make up only one-quarter
(25.8%) of the total amount. The USA even
fails to take second position on the list, as it
is surpassed by Germany (14.2%). The com-
bined share of Mainland China (8.1%) and
Hong Kong (1.5%) amounts to 9.6 percent.
More than half of the top 20 countries (11)
are located in Europe. Australia (4.6%) and
Singapore (3.7%) are placed in 5th and 6th
positions. Japan is also represented (1.3%),
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and three countries commonly classified as
part of the Global South are among the top
20 (India: 2.2%, Indonesia: 1.4%, Brazil: 1.3%)
(Figure 4, Table 3).

Taking a broader look will reveal a firm
European dominance, or Eurocentrism in
classical terms, as more than half (53.0%) of
the publications have authors affiliated with
European countries. With a significant lag,
Asia holds the second position, account-
ing for roughly one-quarter (23.7%) of the
publications. The share of North America is
only 13.5 percent, whereas that of Australia
and Oceania reaches 5.3 percent. Central and
South America (2.6%) and Africa (2.0%) are
significantly underrepresented, particularly
in relation to their share of the global popu-
lation. In summary, 73 sovereign countries
officially recognised by the United Nations
have at least one GPN publication in Scopus,
which means that 120 countries (62.2%), al-
most two-thirds of the world’s countries,
do not have any (Table 4), and most of the
countries of Africa belong to this latter group
(see Figure 4). Fifteen countries have only one
article, and ten countries have only two. Only
42 countries have five or more articles, and
only 33 have at least 10 publications.

Geographies of funding: Eurocentrism and a strong
China

Another geographically relevant aspect is the
spatiality of funding sources. For the 1,593
publications of the GPN literature, the Sco-
pus database includes data about the fund-
ing source in 766 cases. Since one publica-
tion may rely on funding from more than one
source, whereas many publications include
no information about funding, we can only
draw limited conclusions from these data,
exercising great caution. Nevertheless, the
numbers reveal remarkable patterns, which
strongly correlate with the authors’ geo-
graphical distribution (Figure 5).
Altogether, more than half of the fund-
ing sources (56.0%) are located in Europe,
where Germany (16.6%), the United
Kingdom (15.3%) and the institutions and
programmes of the European Union (13.1%)
have the highest contribution, leaving only
11.1 percent for the rest of the continent. Asia
has less representation. Although China has
the single highest share among all countries
in the world (25.3%), other Asian countries
have much lower shares (Singapore: 3.4%,
Japan: 1.4%, each other Asian country below

o
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Fig. 4. The number of GPN publications by country according to author affiliations between 2000 and 2024.
Source: Authors” analysis of Scopus data.
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Table 3. The top 20 countries by number of GPN publications based on author
affiliations between 2000 and 2024

Country N % Country N %
United Kingdom 331 154 | Austria 43 2.0
Germany 305 14.2 | Italy 39 1.8
United States 224 10.4 Norway 35 1.6
China* 206 9.6 | Switzerland 34 1.6
Australia 98 4.6 | Czechia 33 1.5
Singapore 79 3.7 | Indonesia 30 14
Netherlands 50 2.3 | Brazil 28 1.3
India 47 2.2 | Japan 28 1.3
Canada 45 2.1 France 26 1.2
Denmark 44 2.1 Sweden 26 1.2

*Including Hong Kong. Source: Authors’ analysis of Scopus data.

Table 4. The number and share of GPN
publications by geographical macroregions based
on author affiliations between 2000 and 2024

Macroregion N %
Europe 1,107 53.0
UK 331 15.4
Non-UK 776 | 37.2
Asia 494 23.7
North America 281 13.5
USA 224 10.4
Australia and Oceania 110 5.3
South America 54 2.6
Africa 41 2.0
Countries of the world
represented 73 37.8
not represented 120 62.2

Source: Authors’ analysis of Scopus data.

0.6%). The United States (3.5%) and North
America in general (5.1%) have a low propor-
tion. Interestingly, the share of Central and
South American countries is comparable to
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n7
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that of North America (Brazil: 2.5%, Chile:
1.4%, Argentina: 0.1%). Only a few Asian and
no African countries of the Global South ap-
pear in the list (Indonesia: 0.5%, India: 0.1%),
which also includes some international insti-
tutions not assigned to a single country with
marginal values (Asian Development Bank:
0.4%, World Bank Group: 0.3%, Consortium
of International Agricultural Research
Centers: 0.1%).

Funding sources have a diverse structure,
ranging from private foundations to univer-
sities and national public institutions, but
national and international (EU) government
bodies are by far the most prominent. In ad-
dition to the EU, the four most important
funding institutions are the National Natural
Science Foundation of China (10.4%), the
German Research Foundation (Deutsche
Forschungsgemeinschaft, DFG, 8.4%), the
Ministry of Science and Technology of the
People’s Republic of China (6.0%) and the

194
(25.3%)

24

27
(EARD) (3.5%)

60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Other Europe M China

I Other

Fig. 5. The share of GPN publications by the geographical affiliation of the funding source (N =766) between
2000 and 2024. Source: Authors’ analysis of Scopus data.
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Economic and Social Research Council in the
UK (5.1%).

Top authors: European and Asian dominance

Data from the Scopus database enables the
analysis of the most prolific authors. The ten
scholars with the most first-authored publi-
cations about global production networks are
presented in Table 5. The list is heterogeneous
in both geographical and disciplinary terms;
however, 7 out of the 10 scholars primarily
identify themselves as geographers, accord-
ing to their official personal profiles on the
websites of their universities or research
institutes. They mainly apply the GPN ap-
proach in the style of the Manchester and
Singapore schools. The other three authors
represent the disciplines of Development

Studies, Economics, and, in one case, Engi-
neering/Management, which is, however, the
author who leads the list — with most of his
works not applying Economic Geography’s
GPN approach but investigating global pro-
duction networks from the perspective of
product technology and management.

According to their affiliation data in Scopus,
7 out of 10 authors published at least some of
their relevant works while working in Europe,
particularly in Germany (3), the UK (2), and,
remarkably, Czechia (2). Three scholars pub-
lished on GPN while affiliated with either
Singapore or Hong Kong-based universities.
In contrast, the US and Australia appear in
just one case, and a single university in Chile
represents the rest of the world. Gender rela-
tions are severely unbalanced, with eight male
scholars and only two female scholars in the
fourth and shared eighth places.

Table 5. The top 10 GPN authors according to first-authored publications between 2000 and 2024

Name Number of
T Affiliation(s)* first-authored
(Discipline) -
publications

Scuun, Gunther Fraunhofer Institute for Production Technology o4
(Engineering, Management) (IPT) (Aachen, Germany)

Cok, Neil M. University of Manchester (UK) 29
(Geography) National University of Singapore (Singapore)

Yl(igle\rsg,rl;;ehr;y W.C. National University of Singapore (Singapore) 21

University of Hong Kong (China)
Y‘(‘g o Ch‘;“ ) The Chinese University of Hong Kong (China) 14
cograpy Hong Kong Baptist University (China)

ATHUKORALA, Prema-chandra Australian National University 10
(Economics) (Canberra, Australia)

Brazek, Jifi Charles University 10
(Geography) (Prague, Czechia)

ScrHOLVIN, SOren University of Hannover (Germany) 10
(Geography) Universidad Catélica del Norte (Antofagasta, Chile)

PAvVLINEK, Petr University of Nebraska (Omaha, USA) 9
(Geography) Charles University (Prague, Czechia)

BARRIENTOS, Stephanie University of Sussex (Brighton, UK) 9
(Development Studies) University of Manchester (UK)

Franz, Martin University of Marburg (Germany) 8
(Geography) University of Osnabriick (Germany)

*As given in Scopus-indexed GPN publications between 2000 and 2024, in chronological order. Source:

Authors’ analysis of Scopus data.
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Most-cited publications: Manchester and
Singapore as ultimate centres of calculation

In addition to the top authors, the most ref-
erenced publications can also be analysed
using Scopus data. A closer examination of
these publications is justified by the highly
unequal distribution of citations for GPN
publications. In fact, 284 GPN publications
(17.8%) did not attract any Scopus-indexed
citations until the end of 2024; 145 publica-
tions (9.1%) received only one citation, and
222 (13.9%) received only two citations.
Meanwhile, less than half of the publications,
683 (42.9%), were cited at least ten times,
while 198 (12.4%) were cited at least fifty
times. Even among the 50 most-cited pub-
lications, with a minimum of 141 citations,
a select group of highly influential works
stands out (Figure 6). The top 15 publications,
which account for only 1 percent of the entire
body of literature, garnered 41 percent of all
citations (17,461).
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As Table 6 indicates, the most cited publica-
tion was an early ground-breaking seminal
work on the GPN approach, Global production
networks and the analysis of economic develop-
ment in the journal Review of International
Political Economy in 2002 (1,673 citations until
2024), written by Jeffrey HENDERsON, Peter
Dicken, Martin Hess, Neil Coe and Henry
YEUNG as pioneers of the new approach
(HenDERsON, ]. et al. 2002). In addition, the
following two studies reached the imagi-
nary podium, almost in a tie: ‘Globalizing’
regional development: A global production net-
works perspective, an article the same authors
published in the Transactions of the Institute
of British Geographers just two years later, in
2004 (1,170 citations) (Cog, N.M. et al. 2004);
and Global production networks: Realizing the
potential in the 2008 volume of the Journal
of Economic Geography by Neil Cok, Peter
Dicken and Martin Hess (1,114 citations)
(Cog, N.M. et al. 2008). Not surprisingly,
most of the top-cited publications were writ-
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Top 50 most-cited publications

Fig. 6. The number of citations for the top 50 most-cited publications about global production networks between
2000 and 2024. Source: Authors’ analysis of Scopus data.
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Table 6. The top 15 GPN publications by number of citations between 2000 and 2024

2000- | 2005- | 2010- | 2015- | 2020- | 2000-
2004 | 2009 2014 2019 2024 2024

Rank Publication

Global production networks and the analysis
1 of economic development (HENDERSON, ]. 25 245 377 549 477 1,673
et al. 2002)

‘Globalizing’ regional development: A global
2 | production networks perspective (Cor, N.M. 0 180 302 365 323 | 1,170
et al. 2004)

Global production networks: Realizing the
potential (Cor, N.M. et al. 2008)

‘Spatial’ relationships? Towards a reconcep-
tualization of embeddedness (Hess, M. 2004)

Global production networks, knowledge dif-
5 fusion, and local capability formation (ErnsrT, 10 107 235 226 179 757
D. and Kiym, L. 2002)

Global Production Networks: Theorizing
6 | Economic Development in an Interconnected 0 0 0 249 488 737
World (Cog, N.M. and Yeung, H.W. 2015)

Economic and social upgrading in global
7 | production networks: A new paradigm for 0 0 41 255 362 658
a changing world (BarrieNToOs, S. et al. 2011)

0 26 318 451 319 | 1,114

4 117 197 238 231 787

The transport geography of logistics and

8 freight distribution (Hesse, M. and RoDRIGUE, 2 76 137 211 175 601
J.-P. 2004)
9 Toward a dynamic theory of global production 0 1 0 217 289 507

networks (Yeung, HW. and Cog, N.M. 2015)

Global production networks and the ex-
10 | tractive sector: Governing resource-based 0 9 90 156 194 449
development (Bripce, G. 2008)

Political contestation in global production
networks (Levy, D.L. 2008)

Regional development and the competitive
12 | dynamics of global production networks: An 0 3 107 158 115 383
East Asian perspective (YEung, HW. 2009)
Constrained agency? Re-evaluating the geogra-

11 0 20 107 171 124 422

13 phies of labour (Cor, N.M. and Jorbpnus-LIER, 0 0 49 141 192 382
D.C. 2011)
14 Global value chains: A review of the multi- 0 0 0 0 380 380

disciplinary literature (Kano, L. et al. 2020)

Beyond strategic coupling: Reassessing the

15 | firm-region nexus in global production net- 0 0 32 153 166 351
works (MacKinnon, D. 2012)
Total of top 15 publications 41 784 1,992 3,540 4,014 10,371

Relative to all citations for GPN literature, % 36.6 49.2 39.6 28.3 17.5 24.6

Source: Authors’ analysis of Scopus data.

ten or co-authored by leading representatives  earlier had more time to attract citations in
of the GPN approach. the time frame we examined. Nonetheless, if

The temporal dimension has an evidentin- ~ we scrutinise how many citations each publi-
fluence on the results, as studies published  cation received within any five-year period,
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there will be no change in the leader’s po-
sition, and all three publications presented
before will remain among the top 5. In ad-
dition to them, the newly emerging works
will be Global Production Networks: Theorizing
Economic Development in an Interconnected
World, the 2015 seminal book by Neil Cor
and Henry Yeunc with Oxford University
Press (Cok, N.M. and Yeung, H.W. 2015), go-
ing up to the second position, and a review
article from 2020, Global value chains: A review
of the multi-disciplinary literature, published
by Liena Kano, Eric Tsanc and Henry YEuNG
in the Journal of International Business Studies
(Kano, L. et al. 2020). The latter publication
set the record for receiving the most citations
in a single year, with 144 in 2024.

In the next step of our study, we examined
the geographical affiliation of the authorship
of the 15 most-cited publications. Since the
number of co-authors per publication var-
ies over a broad range, we considered each
publication as one unit, which we divided
equally among the co-authors. Hence, if the
publication was written by five co-authors,
each co-author’s country of affiliation was
counted as 0.2 units. For a single-authored
article, the author’s affiliation was counted
as one unit. Finally, the subtotal for the
15 publications was 15 units.

The results reveal remarkable geographi-
cal disparities, which can be interpreted from
different perspectives. On the one hand,
roughly half (49.8%) of the affiliations are in
Europe, followed by Asia with a significant
lag (30.2%), and North America only takes the
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third position (20.0%). That suggests a mas-
sive European dominance. On the other hand,
the combined share of the United Kingdom
(34.2%) and the United States (17.8%) accounts
for 52.0 percent, which is more than half of
the entire sample, and Singapore contributes
an additional 26.9 percent. Consequently,
these three countries significantly dominate
the authorship of the top 15 publications,
accounting for a share of 78.1 percent. Only
15.6 percent remains for the rest of Europe
(Germany: 10.0%, Norway: 3.3%, Switzerland:
2.2%), and 3.3 percent for Asian countries,
excluding Singapore (South Korea: 3.3%).
Africa, Central and South America, as well as
Australia and Oceania, are absolutely missing
from the list (Figure 7). In fact, two institu-
tions, the University of Manchester (27.6%)
and the National University of Singapore
(26.9%), as two powerful international centres
of the GPN approach, account for more than
half of the top 15 affiliations (54.4%).
However, the authorship of the publica-
tions citing these top 15 publications has a
significantly different geographical distri-
bution from that of the top 15 publications
themselves. The first authors of the 10,371
citing publications have a total of 10,788 geo-
graphical affiliations (in terms of country).
There, the share of the United Kingdom de-
creases to 20.2 percent and that of the United
States to 11.0 percent. Meanwhile, the rest
of Europe has a share of 35.0 percent, with
Germany reaching 9.1 percent and each other
country falling short of 3.5 percent. The con-
tribution of Asia increases to 20.7 percent,

33 33 2222

% % % %

17.8%

60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

M South Korea M (anada W Switzerland

Fig. 7. The geographical affiliation of the authors of the 15 most-cited GPN publications between 2000 and 2024
(the authorship of co-authored publications is equally divided between the co-authors).
Source: Authors’ analysis of Scopus data.
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with only 3.7 percent coming from Singapore,
and Australia and Oceania add up to another
5.0 percent. Yet, Central and South America
(3.4%) and Africa (1.6%) remain massively
marginalised (Figure 8).

Leading publishing platforms: British hegemony
reloaded

To scrutinise the publishing spaces of the
GPN literature, we first examined journals
that had published at least two articles on
the topic. This list included 138 journals from
18 countries, which hosted 914 publications,
i.e. 57.4 percent of the entire GPN literature
indexed in Scopus. The United Kingdom
(45.7%) leads the list far ahead of everyone
else and, together with the USA (13.5%), ac-
counts for 59.2 percent of the total volume.
The closest competitors are the Netherlands
(8.9%), Switzerland (8.6%), Germany (8.5%)
and China (including Hong Kong) (5.5%). All
other countries have a rate below 2.5 percent,
and the Global South has a combined share
of only 2.7 percent (India: 2.3%, Brazil: 0.2%,
South Africa: 0.2%) (Figure 9).

Switching the focus to the journals that
published at least ten GPN articles between
2000 and 2024 reveals an even higher degree
of geographical concentration. These 22 jour-
nals still account for 28.1 percent of the total
number of publications, which translates to
447 publications. More than half, 59.3 per-
cent, of the 447 publications were published

20.2% 9.1% ; 22.6%
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in journals based in the UK. US journals ac-
counted for 15.0 percent, the rest of Europe
for 20.8 percent, and China for 4.9 percent
(Figure 10, Table 7).

Results about East Central Europe: A global
semi-periphery makes itself visible through
knowledge brokers in the global core?

In addition to revealing the major patterns
of the international GPN literature, we were
also interested in the related bibliometric
landscapes in East Central Europe (ECE).
ECE has been defined in manifold ways dur-
ing the history of geography (JossrrT, S. and
Gy6Rri, R. 2020), and the imaginations of the
entire central and eastern parts of Europe are
dynamically changing in time and may have
different meanings from the perspective of
people in different places (NOVACEK, A. et al.
2025). In this study, we defined the region as
Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Czechia,
Slovakia, Hungary and Romania. The Sco-
pus database includes 68 publications with
at least one co-author from this region, out of
which 57 publications have a first author from
ECE. These numbers equal 4.3 percent and
3.6 percent of the entire international GPN
literature in Scopus. That means a moderate
share relative to the United Kingdom, Ger-
many and some other globally leading coun-
tries in this strand of research. The position
of ECE is even weaker in terms of funding,
as its share of the global funding sources, as

60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

I Netherlands Other Europe
Other Asia LN

Africa

Fig. 8. The share of publications citing the 15 most-cited GPN publications by the geographical affiliation of
their first authors (N = 10,788) between 2000 and 2024. Source: Authors’ analysis of Scopus data.
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Fig. 9. Unequal publishing spaces: The number of publications in journals with at least two GPN publications
by country (N = 914) between 2000 and 2024. Source: Authors’ analysis of Scopus data.
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Fig. 10. The share of publications in journals with at least ten GPN publications by country (N =447) between
2000 and 2024. Source: Authors’ analysis of Scopus data.

indicated in the Scopus database for GPN
publications, is only 2.5 percent. This is re-
flected in the fact that 15 publications were
funded by grant agencies in Czechia and
three in Hungary. However, given that ECE
accounts for only 1.1 percent of the world’s
population, the region is overrepresented
relative to most other parts of the globe.

To gain a more sophisticated understand-
ing of the GPN literature in ECE, we focused
on the 57 first-authored publications, as the
other 10 articles (adding up only less than
15 percent of the broader sample) mainly in-
cluded only one ECE scholar out of several
co-authors, who, in most cases, was neither

a first, last, nor corresponding author. Also,
where the first author of a GPN publica-
tion was from ECE, most of the co-authors
(in most cases, all of them) were also from
ECE. As institutions in the region run sev-
eral Scopus-indexed journals that publish
articles in one of the local languages, the 57-
unit sample includes some publications writ-
ten in Czech (3; 5.3%), Hungarian (2; 3.5%)
and Slovakian (1; 1.8%). Still, Scopus-indexed
GPN publications from ECE were predomi-
nantly published in the English language
(51; 89.5%), meaning they are accessible to
an international readership with English pro-
ficiency, at least in terms of language.
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Table 7. The number of GPN publications in journals with at least ten GPN publications

between 2000 and 2024
Journal Country pﬁlgﬁlck;etio(:s
Geoforum UK 45
Journal of Economic Geography UK 43
Procedia CIRP Netherlands 36
Global Networks UK 33
Economic Geography USA 30
Environment and Planning A UK 30
Regional Studies UK 29
ZWEF Zeitschrift fiir Wirtschaftlichen Fabrikbetrieb Germany 22
Review of International Political Economy UK 18
Cambridge Journal of Regions, Economy and Society UK 15
European Planning Studies UK 15
Competition and Change USA 14
Extractive Industries and Society UK 13
Progress in Human Geography UK 13
Sustainability Switzerland 13
Dili Xuebao — Acta Geographica Sinica China 12
Economic Geography (MDPI) Switzerland 12
Growth and Change USA 12
European Urban and Regional Studies UK 11
Geography Compass USA 11
Geografiska Annaler, Series B: Human Geography Sweden 10
Progress in Geography China 10

Source: Authors’ analysis of Scopus data.

While the first publication, Tendencies in
the development of logistics services providers
from Gheorghe Caraiant in Bucharest, dates
back to 2008 (Caraiant, G. 2008), only zero to
three relevant publications appeared per year
between 2009 and 2015. The take-off was the
second half of the 2010s. Since 2016, the num-
ber of new publications per year has ranged
between four and seven, except in 2020,
when only two publications were released.

Within ECE, the geographical distribu-
tion of GPN publications is highly unequal.
According to the first author’s affiliation,
more than half of them (52.6%) were pub-
lished in Czechia, with Hungary and Poland
tied for second place (15.8%) with a signifi-
cant gap. Lithuania (7.0%), Romania and
Slovakia (each at 3.5%), and Estonia (1.8%)
are also represented in the list, while the oth-
er ECE countries are not (Table 8). In fact, this
high degree of geographical concentration
becomes even more remarkable consider-
ing that almost half of the relevant literature

originates within ECE from academic institu-
tions in Prague (49.1%), predominantly the
Geography Section in Charles University,
with all other towns lying below 10 per-
cent, and only Debrecen (on second place
with 8.8%), Cracow, Vilnius, Budapest and
Warsaw exceeding 5 percent.

Even more than on the global scale, a small
number of scholars made a decisive contri-
bution to GPN literature in ECE. Among the
32 scholars who were the first authors of at
least one GPN publication in Scopus, only 6
scholars were first authors of more than one
publication, and 5 of those 6 scholars have
an affiliation in Czechia: four in Prague (Jif{
BLAZEK, Petr PAvLINEK, Jan JAROLIMEK and
Jana VLEKOVA), one in Ostrava (Jan ZENKA).
The exceptional case is Erné MoLNAR from
the University of Debrecen, Hungary, who
stands in third place with 5 publications.
Jit1 BLAZEk and Petr PavLiNek, who also be-
long to the top 10 most prolific GPN authors
globally (see Table 5), were the first authors
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Table 8. The number of GPN publications from first authors in East Central Europe by
country and the citations they received between 2008 and 2024

Country of first author NumbeF of % Cltat'lons %
publications received

Czechia 30 52.6 823 76.8
Prague 28 49.1 759 70.8
PavLinek, P. and BLAZEK, ]. 19 33.3 729 68.0
Poland 9 15.8 145 13.5
Hungary 9 15.8 65 6.1
Lithuania 4 7.0 19 1.8
Estonia 1 1.8 12 1.1
Slovakia 2 3.5 5 0.5
Romania 2 3.5 3 0.3
Total 57 100.0 1,072 100.0

Source: Authors’ analysis of Scopus data.

of one-third (33.3%) of all GPN publications
from ECE, and each of them had at least as
many publications of that kind as the en-
tire national scholarly collective in any ECE
country but Czechia. In this sense, personal
networks with global centres of academic
knowledge production seem crucial, as Petr
PavLinexk is also affiliated with the University
of Nebraska in Omaha, US, and most of the
other Czech scholars on the list are working
in the same department with him in Prague.

The high degree of thematic concentration
is also remarkable. Among the 15 most-cited
publications, eight explicitly addressed the
automotive industry, the backbone of the
region’s economy (PAvLiNEK, P. and ZENKa,
J. 2011; Pavrinek, P. 2016, 2017, 2018, 2022,
2023; Pavrinek, P. and ZIiALovA, P. 2016;
MOLNAR, E. et al. 2020), five regional com-
petitiveness and innovation more generally
(Brazek, J. 2012; ZENKA, J. et al. 2014; BLAZEK,
J. and Csank, P. 2016; Dzwicor, H. et al. 2016;
Gropzicki, M.J. and Geopgcki, T. 2016), and
only two publications focused on either the-
oretical-conceptual issues of GPN typology
(Brazek, J. 2016) or urban economic geo-
graphy from a GPN perspective (MOLNAR,
E. et al. 2018). (The latter appears to have
emerged as a research tradition especially in
Hungary, cf. Nacy, E. et al. 2021.)

If the GPN publication space in ECE is un-
even, the landscape of citations is even more.
The 57 Scopus-indexed GPN publications
with an ECE first author attracted 1,072 ci-
tations in Scopus. 76.8 percent of them were
received by publications with a first author
from Czechia, 70.8 percent in Prague, and
68.0 percent by the first-authored publications
of Petr PAVLINEK (48.6%) and Jifi BLAZEK (19.4%).
Relative to these numbers, even the shares of
Poland (13.5%) and Hungary (6.1%) seem mar-
ginal, with any other ECE country failing to
achieve a share of 2 percent (see Table 8).

The publishing spaces for ECE authors in
GPN are especially asymmetrical and they
reflect a firm Anglophone dominance. The 57
publications were published in 42 academic
journals and three books with international
publishing houses. Only 41.4 percent of those
publishing platforms are located in ECE.
Instead, the United Kingdom (25.9%) and
the United States (15.5%) take the lead before
Czechia (12.1%), Hungary (10.3%) and Poland
(8.6%). Non-Anglophone “Western’ countries
(Germany, Switzerland, the Netherlands and
Norway) are also represented, with a com-
bined share of 15.5 percent, and one study
was published in India. The two leading pub-
lishing platforms, European Planning Studies
and Journal of Economic Geography, with four
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publications each, are affiliated with the UK.
Among the eight platforms where at least
two publications were published, three are
located in the UK (European Planning Studies,
Journal of Economic Geography, European
Urban and Regional Studies), 1-1 in Czechia
(Geografie-Sbornik CGS), the US (Economic
Geography), Germany (ZFW — Advances in
Economic Geography), Estonia (Halduskultuur)
and Hungary (Teriileti Statisztika); thus, only
three of them are in the ECE region (Table 9).
Finally, an astonishing 50.8 percent of all ci-
tations that GPN publications with a first au-
thor in ECE received were attracted by publi-
cations on British platforms, and 23.8 percent
on US platforms — with another 11.0 percent
of the rest also going to ‘Western’ platforms.

Conclusions and discussion

The last quarter-century has witnessed the
rise of a new research tradition, which fo-
cuses on global production networks. It is
unclear whether the number of publications
is still increasing or has roughly reached its
peak; however, the number of citations con-
tinues to grow dynamically and at an accel-
erating rate. This research field has evolved

into a truly multidisciplinary domain, where
social and economic sciences predominate,
and earth and environmental sciences are
also represented, with Geography playing a
particularly critical role. Some of the litera-
ture focusing on global production networks
is not directly related to the GPN approach of
the Manchester and Singapore schools in the
narrow sense; however, most of the literature
relies on this approach. The major focus in
the literature lies in the international opera-
tions and strategies of companies, along with
their implications for global and regional
economic development and employment.
There is a marked interest in the industrial
sector (especially in the automotive industry)
and the spatial dimension.

The GPN literature has a peculiar geo-
graphy. Whether we examine the authors of
publications (either all of them or the most
prolific ones), the authors of citations to top
publications, the geographical background
of the funding sources of publications, or
the geographical case studies appearing in
the keywords of publications, no British or
US hegemony can be confirmed. Instead,
there is European dominance - including
the UK, which does not hold an outstanding
share, as Germany also has a large weight

Table 9. The number of GPN publications from first authors in East Central Europe by country of
the publishing platform and the citations they received between 2008 and 2024

Country of Number of % Citations %
publishing platform publications received

UK 15 26.3 545 50.8
USA 9 15.8 255 23.8
Hungary 6 10.5 51 4.8
Czechia 6 10.5 47 44
Poland 5 8.8 32 3.0
Switzerland 3 5.3 60 5.6
Germany 3 53 11 1.0
Romania 3 5.3 3 0.3
Netherlands 2 3.5 43 4.0
Estonia 2 3.5 12 1.1
Lithuania 1 1.8 7 0.7
Norway 1 1.8 4 0.4
India 1 1.8 2 0.2
Total 57 100.0 1,072 100.0

Source: Authors’ analysis of Scopus data.
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and, in relation to their population, several
other continental European countries also do.
This “primary European core” of knowledge
production on GPN is complemented by a
‘secondary East and Southeast Asian core’
(where “primary’ and ‘secondary’ refer to
quantitative shares).

It is not necessarily easy to compare these
results directly with previous literature
findings that applied to the discipline of
Geography as a whole. Namely, the meth-
odologies of those studies differ somewhat
from one another (e.g. whether they work
from the same bibliometric database, exam-
ine all publications in the given database
or only highlighted ones, and, in the latter
case, how many publications they select and
along which principles). Nevertheless, it is
clear that all previous studies gave similar
results with all methods, and there was no
significant difference between them. They all
confirmed a strong combined British and US
hegemony in international geography. The
same does not apply to the GPN literature.
That is a significant difference.

The background of this difference is two-
fold. First and foremost, the GPN literature
prominently features East and Southeast
Asia. That is definitely a big step forward
towards ‘internationalising’, ‘worlding” and
‘decolonising’ Geography as a discipline,
making it less spatially ‘inclusive’ than it
currently is. Second, the ‘primary European
core’ in the academic landscape of GPN lit-
erature is not a euphemism for the UK, but
it includes large parts of continental Europe.
That is another, and not insignificant, step
towards decreasing Anglo-American hegem-
ony in Geography and, thus, ‘international-
ising’ the discipline; continental European
scholars certainly feel the positive difference
it makes. However, we should be very clear
that it does not automatically help the rest of
the world and the ‘worlding’ of scientific re-
search. The fact that America does not have a
particularly high share of GPN literature pri-
marily means that the weight of the USA (or
North America, including Canada) is smaller
in this research tradition than in the whole of

academic Geography. However, Central and
South America are roughly equally marginal-
ised in the GPN literature as in international
geographical publications in general, and
Africa is completely so.

Another significant finding is that citation
landscapes are extremely uneven in the GPN
literature, just as they are in other fields of
research. Here, British and US hegemony is
starting to return, with Singapore emerging
as a “third pole’. Authors (co-)affiliated with
Manchester and Singapore attracted more
than half of all citations. These are two dis-
tinguished centres of calculation (and truth
spots) for GPN.

Yet, the global landscape of publishing
platforms clearly outlines the same British
(and not much US) hegemony in the GPN
literature as in the field of Geography.
Moreover, the higher we go in the perceived
hierarchy of globally leading publishing plat-
forms, the stronger the British hegemony be-
comes. There is a particularly uneven global
publishing landscape that exhibits great iner-
tia, changes slowly, and is not easily altered
due to structural reasons. In other words,
even if a new and popular research tradi-
tion, such as GPN, emerges where a massive
British and US hegemony does not apply, its
leading publications will be released by the
leading publishing platforms, which are still
predominantly British (and North American).

The characteristics of the GPN literature in
East Central Europe, a small semi-peripheral
region from a global perspective, reflect simi-
lar processes. The share of the region is mod-
erate compared to the leading global, or even
continental European, centres, and research-
ers in ECE may obviously regard this as a
‘disadvantage’ or ‘injustice’. Yet, relative to its
population size, the representation of ECE is
better than the global average, indicating that
it remains somewhat privileged compared
to many other regions. (Even if some people
in ECE may not notice that partly because
everyone’s own difficulties hurt the most
and because others may be so marginalised
that their disadvantages remain invisible to
others.) ECE’s semi-peripheral situation is
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also reflected by the temporal lag that the
first Scopus-indexed GPN publication was
released in the region in 2008 (compared to
1993 in the global domain and the emergence
of the GPN approach in 2001-2002), and the
research tradition gained momentum here af-
ter 2015, almost a decade later than globally.
In thematic terms, the main focus of GPN
literature in ECE is similar to the global pat-
terns, with the automotive industry and the
link between GPN and regional development
taking the lead in the most-cited publications.

Within ECE, huge geographical inequali-
ties apply. Czechia accounts for more than
half of the GPN publications, Hungary and
Poland lag far behind, each other country is
below 7 percent, and many countries have no
GPN publications in Scopus. Moreover, at a
lower geographical scale, Prague accounts
for almost half of the publications (a few tra-
ditionally important Hungarian and Polish
university towns and scientific centres still
appear, all with a large lag), of which two
authors make up a third of all GPN publi-
cations — one of them is also affiliated with
the University of Nebraska in Omaha, US,
and most of his departmental colleagues in
Prague also significantly contribute to ECE
literature on GPN. This case highlights the
significant role of key international individu-
als and demonstrates that a scholar’s direct,
personal, and formalised connection to the
global centre from such a semi-peripheral
region can have a profound impact, even on
a broader scientific community. In line with
the global trends, the number of citations
received is even more concentrated in ECE
than the number of publications.

The strong dependence on the global aca-
demic core is also evident in the fact that, al-
though several Scopus-indexed journals exist
in ECE, roughly two-fifths of the publications
from ECE authors are published on British
and US platforms, which is the same as the
combined total for ECE-located platforms.
The UK leads the list, significantly ahead of
Czechia and Hungary. Finally, publications
from ECE authors released on British and US
publishing platforms receive around three-

quarters of all citations, whereas publications
in ECE platforms receive only one-ninth of
them. That means not only top authors, but
scholars in general from ECE can make them-
selves truly visible through publishing on a
few globally leading, predominantly British
and sometimes US platforms.

Our research results can also draw con-
clusions that go beyond the GPN literature.
Our analysis, a case study based on the ge-
ographies of science approach, sheds light on
three general phenomena.

1. The worlding of geography is a process.
Once it gets started in a specific domain, it
will most likely not make all other places and
their scholarly achievements equally visible at
the same time and at the same pace. Rather,
some will ‘get inside the circle’ sooner (such
as, in the concrete case, continental Europe,
especially its western part, and certain places
in East and Southeast Asia). In contrast, others
(e.g. Central and South America and Africa)
will still remain outside for an indefinite
time. Consequently, when we are examining
the worlding of geography as a process, we
must not only look at how much the former
hegemon’s share is decreasing but also who
else is ‘becoming visible’ and who is not (yet).

2. Even if authorship becomes more in-
ternationalised in an academic domain, the
uneven geometries of the international pub-
lishing space will not automatically dimin-
ish. The geography of powerful publishing
platforms may remain as unequal as before,
creating a bottleneck in global science where
previous hegemonies may remain largely un-
changed for a very long time. This results not
just from the path dependence and inertia of
the physical infrastructure of existing pub-
lishing platforms, where setting up numer-
ous new journals at high academic standards
is impossible within a short timeframe. It
also follows from the unequal geographies of
attention, trust, and power — because authors
outside the UK and the US also cite publi-
cations from these two countries’ platforms
more frequently. For example, many more
people cite an ECE author’s work if it was
published in a UK or US journal.
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3. More research would be needed to in-
vestigate the mechanisms of the evolution
of academic attention, trust, and power in
the GPN literature using case studies and
cultural anthropological methods. This re-
search should also scrutinise the individual
academic careers of specific researchers and
the functioning of their scholarly collectives
to identify the strategies that other research-
ers and scientific collectives could also apply
to make their results more visible.

What is the lesson from that? On the one
hand, from an analytical point of view, it is
worth being aware of the patterns our study
revealed, understanding how the relevant
mechanisms work, and recognising the un-
derlying processes. On the other hand, if we
are motivated to change the world, to make
it a better, fairer place, then we should strive
to ‘look out’ from the core of the global pub-
lication space. Let us read, use and reference
more materials published outside the global
core to engage more deeply with alternative
scholarly communities, their epistemolo-
gies and findings. And let us publish more
articles on those platforms — this is what this
study also aims to contribute to.
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In his book referred to above, presenting a plethora
of theoretical approaches and concrete examples,
Henry Wai-chung YeunG offers a clear and sound
argument for a mid-range explanatory theory, which,
in his opinion, geography needs badly. He argues
for a theory development that explicitly incorporates
normative concerns, is well grounded in socio-spatial
contexts and, in part, through supporting researchers
with their empirical studies, useful to the practice
of positive social change. It is no coincidence that
he places epistemology, which he urges that geog-
raphers should adopt for theory and explanation,
within the framework of critical human geography.

Agreeing with the author’s revealing reflexivity
and unambiguous positionality, I find it important
to make the perspective from which I deem certain
topics, questions, and arguments of the book worthy

RGS-IBG BOOK SERIES Do

Geographical

Henry Wai-chung Yeung

of highlighting or thought-provoking clear already at
the beginning of this review:

1. As I am also an advocate of critical geography
(T1MAR, J. 2003), I should stress that, in my opinion,
critical human geography still has a long way to go
before it can be referred to as mainstream in Central
and Eastern Europe, where a significant number of the
readers of the Hungarian Geographical Bulletin are
from. It is far from being in the hegemonic position
where, relying on Cox’s assessment a decade before,
YEUNG placed critical geography in general: “The he-
gemonic position in human geography is now occu-
pied by something that is called 'critical human geo-
graphy" (Cox, K.R. 2014 in YEung, H.W. 2024, p. 80).

2. In the social context where I, along with many
of my fellow researchers, strive to deal with critical
social sciences notwithstanding, those in power per-
ceive approaches like Marxism, feminism or postco-
lonialism as ideologies, and do not regard the disci-
plines applying them as science; in fact, they even
hinder their cultivation (TIMAR, J. 2019).

Nevertheless, I do not think that this book will be
unable to attract considerable interest in Hungary or
the neighbouring countries. For instance, an interna-
tional discussion on this book was organised at the
Babes-Bolyai University in Cluj in 2024, which was
also seminal to the publication of a number of papers
in this issue of the Hungarian Geographical Bulletin
(BENEDEK, ]. and Toru, A. 2025; Gyurss, F. 2025; Gyukris,
F. et al. 2025; PuenTE-LozAaNO, P. 2025; YEUNG, HW.
et al. 2025). Obviously, the author’s name itself already
attracts attention, since, as an outstanding scholar of
economic geography and a leading figure in the field
of Global Production Networks research, he was,
for example, invited in 2023 by several institutions
in Budapest to present his latest research findings.
I 'admit, I also hope that this theoretical book writ-
ten by an internationally renowned scholar of critical
geography rejecting value-neutrality, advocating a
normative and context-sensitive approach, striving
for progressive changes against social injustice, ex-
ploitation, oppression, uneven development, and the
like, may also serve as a source of confirmation for
representatives of critical social sciences in Central
and Eastern Europe. At the same time, Henry YEUNG,
who, after his graduation in Singapore, entered the
University of Manchester in order to familiarise him-
self with the Western theories of economic geography,
whose empirical knowledge is embedded primarily in
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the realities of East Asia, and who is now a professor
at the Chinese University of Hong Kong, is an author
who also takes a stand against the Anglo-American
hegemony of knowledge production, among other
things, with this book. Thus, hopefully, he will agree
that what I, too, keep in view primarily, while giving
voice to some of my doubts (criticism) in the course
of this brief review of the book, is the professional
concerns that stem from the socio-spatial context pre-
sented above. I do so with the sincere hope that this
book, together with the questions it provokes, will
stimulate discussions in postgraduate programmes
in the Central and Eastern European region, and that
it will find its way into the curricula of an increasing
number of geography courses.

In the first chapter, YEUNG makes it clear that in
his book he strives to develop a “causal mechanism-
based approach to theory and explanation in/for
Geography” and promises to examine “why an ex-
planatory theory might be useful in certain kind of
geographical enquiry” (p. 4). To this end, he pres-
ents his points of view enabling a transparent logical
framework helping the reader to follow this rather
major undertaking to take shape. In this endeavour
he relies on the three criteria referred to earlier (i.e.
normativity, context-specificity, and practical ade-
quacy), which he sets as requirements for the theory-
building he recommends. However, he views this
theory development as a “synthetic project”, which
he also implements in three interconnected steps, es-
pecially in chapters 3, 4, and 5.

In the first step (Chapter 3), he primarily explains
that a causal explanatory theory must necessarily be
epistemologically realistic and practically adequate,
and what constitutes the nature and usefulness of
mid-range theorising (which is neither about over-
deterministic generalisations nor about individual
cases). In the second step (Chapter 4), relying on the
epistemology of causal theory, he reconceptualises re-
lationality, providing a critique of relational thoughts,
which have become quite widespread in human geog-
raphy by now. Then, in step 3 (Chapter 5), he shows
that a tendency to conflate the concepts of mechanism
and process can be identified in geographical litera-
ture; therefore, he develops a theory of mechanism. By
so doing, he demonstrates what a mechanism-based
explanatory theory might look like.

YEUNG aims to create a basis for the rationale of his
own theory development in Chapter 2 of his book.
Perhaps it is permissible to discuss this chapter in
more detail now, reversing the order presented in the
book. This is justified partly by the richness of ideas
of this chapter that cannot be reproduced in a book
review, since the author highlights opinions, criti-
cism, and discourses relevant to his argument from
the vast literature of geography, political sciences,
analytical sociology, and the philosophy of social
sciences. Similar to what he does at the end of every

other chapter, though now setting out 58 items on a
total of 13 pages, he offers further details and sources
to his readers who want to delve deeper into a given
issue. Yet, he does not let them lose their bearings. In
addition to a number of other useful charts and tables
in the book, he rushes to their aid with a systematic
overview in Table 2.1. My other reason for putting
relatively greater emphasis on this part of the book
is that this is the very chapter that, for me, raises the
most issues likely to generate further discussions.

YEuNG identifies the presence of eight strands of
the geographical thought in the new era that began
in the 1970s, which followed both the publication of
“Explanation in Geography” (1969), the work of the
young David HarvEy that provided inspiration also
recognizable in the title of this volume, Comtean posi-
tivism characteristic of the 1960s in general, and the
quantitative revolution. Taking his pick from among
them, he analyses the theories that include the word
“theory” in their names. He, thus, touches on Marx’s
theory of capital, then goes on to examine in more
detail the actor-network theory (ANT), non-repre-
sentational theory (NRT), and assemblage theory
within poststructuralism, post-phenomenology, and
posthumanism. He then turns to the feminist theory
and finally to the postcolonial theory. The presenta-
tion of the nature of these theories is at the heart of
his epistemologically focused interest. And for such
presentation, the analytical framework is a systematic
examination of the three characteristics of the type
of theory that the author considers to be followed,
i.e., explanatory theory. While clearly stating that the
basic purpose of this 2nd chapter is “grounding this
book’s synthetic approach to theory and explanation”
(p- 36), he finally seems to have discarded all the theo-
ries listed there. At this point, I must admit that I find
it difficult to identify any solid “grounding” in this
chapter; rather, to me it suggests that if we follow
YEUNG's recommendation and try to “improve” geo-
graphy with explanatory mid-range theories, then
we can achieve this exclusively through the critical
realism he has chosen.

Sometimes it is the wording that may lead me to
that conclusion. For example, I interpret YEUNG's
frequent use of quotation marks around the word
“theory” in his analyses as meaning that he ques-
tions the self-classification used in the given system
of thought in general (not only because of the defi-
nition of the explanatory theory used by him). For
instance, regarding the actor-network theory, he fi-
nally arrives at the following conclusion: “it is indeed
not a theory, nor an explanation grounded in such a
(causal) theory. The word 'theory' in ANT is a mis-
nomer.” (p. 50) He concludes his assessment of the
non-representational theory with similar words. He
thinks of NRT as an “ethos and a style of thinking
about event, practice and affect”, in which, agree-
ing with McCormack (2003 in YEung, H.W. 2024,
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p- 54), he treats theory as a “modest yet enlivening
and pragmatic supplement”. The conclusion here is
also dismissive. “Like the actor-network theory, NRT
is not a theory per se and, thus, the term 'theory' in
its name is also quite a misnomer.” (p. 53) Taking
the geographical knowledge production practice that
I have experienced in my own region into account,
and being familiar with the institutional system that
is still strongly influenced by positivism, I fear that,
despite a seemingly shared critical geographical ap-
proach, these evaluations would only make the career
chances of those young people (e.g. BErki, M. and
Tornal, G.N. 2018; SAc1, M. 2022) who, for example,
in Hungary have only recently started to introduce or
are the first to apply ANT or emotional geographies
more difficult than easier.

I am glad to agree that feminist approaches to
human geography have been working successfully
for the past three decades to achieve normativity
and emancipatory goals. However, YEUNG seems
to side with those who believe that “the actually
existing presence and impact of these epistemolo-
gies in Geography can still be disappointing” (p. 68).
Ultimately, he finds that the explanatory theory’s
third characteristic defined by him, i.e. “the practi-
cal adequacy of analysing difference and advocating
change through explanatory theories ... has not been
completely accomplished.” (p. 68) I think criticising
the effectiveness of “explaining” or the extent of
“the impact on change”, and seeing the possibility of
progress only in the application of one type of theory,
namely the explanatory one, are two completely dif-
ferent things. I have my serious doubts about YEUNG's
advice according to which a critical review of “an
overemphasis on contingency and situatedness can
be unfavourable to theory development in feminist
geography” (p. 76) could be useful.

Chapter 6 is a case study that excellently illus-
trates how the author’s proposed mid-level explana-
tory theory development presented previously can
be operationalised. This chapter will certainly make
those who are not familiar with YEUNG's previous
economic geography studies on globalisation and
global production networks (GPNs) feel like reading
them, and they can also familiarise themselves with
their theoretical extension.

The author’s intention to include this chapter is
also to present why this kind of explanatory theory,
for which he argues throughout the volume, is use-
ful. Perhaps he will not be offended if I highlight a
specific aspect of this usefulness here. Namely, one
that I would link to the Central and Eastern European
socio-political context, which I described at the begin-
ning of this review, and which concerns the possible
effects of the politics of theorising. It occurred to me
that if we could make political decision-makers aware
of YEUNG's results regarding the explanations of the
important economic processes of our times published

in this chapter, they might be more likely to change
their science policy ideas to our advantage.

YEUNG clearly argues in this chapter as well that
“the geographical theories are not contextually neu-
tral nor devoid of value-ladenness. Rather, they al-
most always reflect the positionality of theorists and
the historical-geographical contexts in which these
theories are situated.” (p. 24) Geographical specificity
in his GPN theory development can be recognised in
its embeddedness in East Asian reality. Moreover, in
this case study too, he successfully supports the “re-
verse discourse”, which opposes hegemonic knowl-
edge production by “theorising back”, “speaking
back” to mainstream Anglo-American geography.
At the same time, this chapter also confirms my view
that we still need to fine-tune the extensive interna-
tional discourse on combating the uneven spatial de-
velopment of geographical knowledge production.
We must draw attention to the fact that when, for
example, criticism is voiced in East Asia, as is the case
with YeunG, while “speaking back” they treat Europe
as a unity, concealing, for example, the still existing
disadvantage of Central and Eastern Europe in the
academic institutional network (T1mMAR, J. 2004).

Following the train of thought of “speaking back”,
in Chapter 7, the author argues for the strategy of
“theorising back” at social science, saying that geo-
graphy should not be content with just providing
data to other disciplines. He does this by asking
“what type of geography for what kind of social sci-
ence?” (p. 252), that is, examining the possibilities
of a more fruitful relationship with social sciences.
He claims that the mid-range geographical theory
and mechanism-based explanation proposed by him
can also make a useful contribution to social sciences.
However, YEUNG also believes that this type of theory
and explanation can make significant contributions to
public engagement and policy agendas. It is another
question that, in my opinion, we could open a new
chapter here to discuss what kind of policy we should
support. YEUNG states that we cannot achieve social
justice through discursive criticism and narratives
alone; he also argues for the importance of activism
for the victims of injustice. Towards this end and the
theory-building he suggests, he encourages building
relationships with like-minded social scientists. This
reminds me of a friend of mine, who happens to be
an economist, who is an excellent practitioner of par-
ticipatory action research (PAR) in the fight against
socio-environmental injustice (MALovics, Gy. et al.
2019). And YEuNG too urges to follow this kind of
PAR. The researcher mentioned, having recently dis-
covered the commitment of the critical geographers
to activism inside and outside the academic world,
is rather willing to cooperate. However, judging by
his work so far, I do not assume that he is also ready
to develop mid-range explanatory theory. YEUNG has
convinced me through his book that his theory may
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have a positive impact on social sciences and progres-
sive social changes, and I can only hope that he can
also be convinced that other kinds of theories and
approaches can also lead us to this goal.
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Thompson, B.H. Jr.: Liquid Asset: How Business and Government can Partner to Solve the Freshwater
Crisis. Redwood City, California, Stanford University Press, 2023. 320 p.

This book from Barton H. THoMmPpsoN, a Professor of
Environmental Behavioral Sciences of Stanford Doerr
School of Sustainability, provides a comprehensive
analysis on environmental, social and economic val-
ues of water, and emphasizes the need for sustainable
and equitable water management through innovative
solutions and partnerships. The book examines the
following primary questions: Does the private sector
promise anything unique in solving the global water
crisis? What are the potential risks of growing private
involvement; and how do the risks vary among the
different roles that the private sector is playing? What
are the challenges that private organizations face
with working in a historically public sector? Finally,
how can private businesses and governments better
partner together to address the freshwater crisis?
The volume consists of eleven chapters organized
into four main parts. Part I gives a contextual view
of private sector’s role in water management. Part II
revisits commodification debates while offering in-
sights to think about water as asset. Part III takes a
look at the transformation of freshwater management,

LIQUID

How Business and Government Can
Partner to Solve the Freshwater Crisis

BARTON H. THOMPSON, JR.

discussing the role of technological and financial in-
novation as well as human agency. Finally, Part IV
discusses corporate water stewardship and explores
the possibilities of a sustainable water future.

Chapter 1 provides a useful introduction to some
of the global water challenges and the solutions the
private sector might provide to help address them.
TrompsoN employs the story of Cape Town in South
Africa and its brush with “Day Zero” (an impending
water crisis due to severe drought between 2015-
2018) as a case study to stress the importance of re-
silience and conservation. Population growth called
for action about the growing local demand as the
South African Department of Water and Sanitation
had reported Cape Town would run out of water by
2015 if demand continued to grow unabated and lo-
cal supplies were not supplemented (Lavancny, G.T.
et al. 2019). Tnompson gives detailed narration of
water management in Cape Town from the time
it enjoyed pleasant Mediterranean climates when
Portuguese explorer Bartolome Dias became the first
European to arrive at the Cape in 1488, and even had
it named the “Cape of Storms”, to the city winning
national and international prizes for its water man-
agement and water conservation during “Day Zero”,
in particular in 2018.

Tuowmpson later highlights some of the major water
challenges facing the United States and the world like
water scarcity, groundwater overdraft, degradation
of freshwater ecosystems, climate change, lack of ad-
equate access to safe drinking water, water pollution,
and the growing infrastructure gap.

In Chapter 2 THoMmPsoN discusses water scarcity
and other freshwater challenges that pose a growing
risk to business highly reliant on water, particularly
to sectors like agriculture, energy, mining, and bever-
ages. For instance, in northern Mexico many brewer-
ies attracted local protests particularly which led to
the Mexican president announcing that he would end
beer production (AGren, D. 2020). In the first year of
California’s 20142016 drought, hydroelectric power
fell by almost half from 18 percent of the state’s total
power production to only 10 percent, and in the sec-
ond year, it dropped again to 6 percent (Greick, P.H,
2016). THOMPSON says businesses must address and
manage all of their environmental, economic, and
social impacts. They have to reduce not only their
water footprint but also their carbon and ecological
footprints. He also describes water challenges as op-
portunities, not risks, and that these opportunities are
the driving force for the growing involvement of the
private sector in freshwater management.

Chapter 3 examines private water suppliers, the
oldest private involvement in water management as
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well as the largest, and this constitute about half of
global and US revenue from water businesses. The
case studies are context-specific in showing whether
private companies are able to improve the provision
of domestic water, or privatization being beneficial in
some settings, while backfiring in others.

Privatization has generated fierce opposition in
recent years, particularly from advocates of the hu-
man right to water and of environmental justice.
Tuomrson looks at the history of private water com-
Ppanies, stressing previous studies disagreeing on the
number of privatized water systems globally and in
the United States. Due to poor data for many parts of
the world, studies also use different definitions of pri-
vatization. History reveals that private involvement
in the supply of domestic drinking water has waxed
and waned over time. In the United States for in-
stance, private companies ran 50 of the 83 water sup-
ply systems in 1850, and in Europe, the Compagnie
Générale des Eaux (now Veolia) was formed in 1853
to furnish water to Lyon, France. Recently, there have
been arguments across the globe by proponents for,
and critics against, privatization to be considered over
municipalization i.e., putting water supply in the
hands of municipal governments. For privatization
to win these arguments, it must bring several benefits
to the table (WiLLiamsoN, O.E. 1999), outweighing the
advantages of full municipal control.

Chapter 8 explores the private sector’s help in in-
creasing the financing available for critically needed
water infrastructure. A case study of Washington D. C.
shows how a new “green” approach to stormwater was
financed (HEnDERsON, K. ef al. 2020). A growing set of
cities from Seattle to New York has therefore turned to
green infrastructure to help solve their stormwater chal-
lenges (Cuunnui, L. et al. 2019). Despite the successes
of the green infrastructure, financing still falls short of
the needs of critical infrastructure development in the
United States by billions of dollars as 99 percent of the
funding still comes from a combination of government
coffers and traditional municipal bonds, and there are
lots of bureaucracies in accessing these funds which
many times exacerbate water crises. The municipal bond
sector, while often viewed as overly cautious by inves-
tors, has engaged in significant innovation over the last
two decades.

TrompsoN further looks at financing infrastructure
through public-private partnerships (PPPs). PPPs can
provide funding for water suppliers who are unable to
use municipal bond due to bond limitations. The water
industry has high capital needs and many water agen-
cies operate close to their capital limits restricting how
much debt they can incur. Therefore, THomPsoN argues
that PPPs should be explored as water suppliers have
become increasingly international, with China devel-
oping into a major player. In 2021, Chinese companies
constituted three of the top five water companies in the
world and thirteen of the top twenty. No USA compa-

ny placed in the top twenty which also included com-
panies from Brazil, India, the Philippines, and Spain,
all of which have aggressively pursued privatization
(Turkic, N. and Burgess, M. 2016).

Chapter 3 focuses on public policy to ensure opti-
mum success in privatizing drinking water as policies
play essential roles. In Chapter 11, THomPsoN reflects
on four important policies that businesses and gov-
ernments can improve on due to the contributions
private sector is making to water management while
simultaneously protecting the critical public interests
in water. Firstly, the need for reforms in the public
sector as the structure and practices of the public
water sector both drive and impede private involve-
ment in water management should be addressed.
Secondly, regulatory policies are also essential to the
effective involvement of the private sector in solving
today’s water challenges, and are critical to ensuring
that private businesses do not negatively impact the
human right to water, the environment, and other
public interests. Thirdly, there is need for ethical
businesses as successful water businesses will not be
cowboys out for a fast buck. Instead, they should be
businesses that seek to improve water management
and recognize and reflect the ethical dimensions of
the water field. Lastly, the need for strong public-
private collaboration is crucial as the growing role
of private organizations in water management tends
to attract strong views about the comparative merits
of the private and public sectors. Critics often see the
private water sector as commodifying water to the
detriment of the inherent public interests in water, as
both critics and proponents pit private against public
(BAKKER, K. 2010).

Today’s freshwater crisis, however, calls for pri-
vate and public engagement, as solutions will require
more effective collaboration between both sectors. As
Chapter 7 describes, Singapore uses public-private
partnerships to design and construct its recycling and
desalination facilities, funds both basic and applied
research on innovative technologies, and creates a
global “hydrohub” to encourage collaboration across
the technology sector. This collaboration leads to a for-
midable water technology sector that has both allowed
Singapore to meet its water needs and create a busi-
ness growth area for the island nation (Ton, M. 2021),
as water is uniquely a matter of national security to
Singapore (Liem, D. 2020). The story of how Singapore
is addressing its dearth of natural freshwater illustrates
how the public and private sector can work together to
produce the type of water innovations needed to meet
water challenges around the world.

Chapter 4 explores the rise of water markets, their
documented benefits, and the concerns they generate.
TromPpsoN discusses two types of water markets, for-
mal and informal. Formal water markets exist in only
a few regions and countries such as Australia, Chile,
China, South Africa, the western United States, and
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limited parts of Europe (England, Italy, and Spain).
Informal markets, in which water users trade water
outside of formal governmental frameworks, exist
in a larger set of countries, including parts of both
India and Pakistan, but are still limited geographi-
cally. According to THomPsoN, several factors deter-
mine the viability of formal water markets in a region,
and such markets make sense only in areas with high
water demand and limited availability. There are no
water markets in the Amazon, nor in the United Arab
Emirates (Expo, T. et al. 2018), and none in most de-
veloping countries. As climate change, population
and economic growth, and governmental regulation
shrink the amount of water available for consumptive
use in a region, water markets will become increas-
ingly important. THompsoN notes that droughts have
consistently increased market activity and state ef-
forts often lead to the creation of local groundwater
markets to reduce groundwater use to sustainable
levels. The spontaneous development of markets in
response to shortages is perhaps the best proof of
their value to water users and the economy.

In Chapter 5, the Murray-Darling Basin (Australia)
case study describes how nonprofit environmental
groups like Nature Conservancy, the Murray-Darling
Wetlands Working Group, and Kilter Rural created
the Murray-Darling Basin Balanced Water Fund in
2015 to provide water for degraded wetlands in the
Murray-Darling Basin while protecting both the wet-
lands and the dozens of imperiled birds and other
species reliant on the wetlands. By furnishing water
to needy wetlands, the Balanced Water Fund helps
reduce the conflict between agriculture and the en-
vironment, provides water to farmers, and makes
money for its investors. The Murray-Darling Basin,
as Chapter 4 explains, is home to perhaps the most
robust water market in the world.

Though the Murray-Darling Basin recorded many
successes, like many freshwater ecosystems of the
world, it is struggling for water. Most governments
have ignored environmental needs in allocating fresh-
water to consumptive users for decades. For instance,
the western US has seen government actions causing
rivers and wetlands to dry up or dramatically shrink
over the past century and a half (THomrson, B.H.
et al. 2018). THOMPsON also describes the rise of impact
investment funds seeking to protect and improve the
environment while making money for their investors.

In Chapter 6, San Joaquin’s story in central
California illustrates the value of thinking of wa-
ter specifically as an asset and the way the western
United States has long engaged in “managed aquifer
recharge” (MAR), in which water managers take ex-
cess water available in wet years and store that water
in underground aquifers for later use in drier years.
In this part of the United States, MAR is a crucial
method of ensuring sustainable water management
and will become even more important as the region

continues to get drier (Cnoy, J. et al. 2014). MAR has
been taken a step further with AgMAR or “agricul-
tural managed aquifer recharge. However, AgMAR
can also present risks if not carefully regulated and
implemented.

THoMPsON investigates the concerns of water users
over the risks of physical water shortages. Chapter 10
discusses the risks businesses give to their business
reputation and social license if others view them as
using water unsustainably, and the ways businesses
are addressing their own water use. As Chapter 2
explains, businesses are the largest users of wa-
ter, and their engagement in water management is
therefore essential to a sustainable freshwater future.
Furthermore, THompPsoN discusses the various risks
that water scarcity and pollution pose to businesses.
He explains that some large corporations are adopt-
ing water stewardship programs to reduce and off-
set their water use and improve the quality of their
wastewater, and many corporations are working
with nonprofits and governments to improve water
management outside their corporate walls. These
corporations recognized that even their best internal
programs will fail to reduce corporate risks if exter-
nal governance is inadequate, and these stewardship
programes, if meaningful, promise benefits to both the
corporations themselves and society.

In Chapter 9, THomrsoN discusses the critical role
that consultants, private foundations, and nonprofits
can play and have played in helping California address
its unsustainable use of groundwater by presenting
the history of California’s Sustainable Groundwater
Management Act. The organization’s advice and influ-
ence on the water sector provide effective solutions to
change agents who then overcome political inertia and
foster support for necessary new approaches, thereby
changing freshwater management and contributing to
solving the world’s freshwater crises.

When an average person hears the phrase liquid
asset, probably cash, cash in a bank deposit, or as-
sets that can be quickly converted to cash come to
their mind first. This also was my thought when I first
stumbled upon the book Liquid Asset. However, going
through a part of it I realized liquid asset in this con-
text means a resource and this caught my attention to
review the book. Relative to my previous knowledge
of literature, this volume gave newer and deeper in-
sights, dimensions, understanding, and a different
perspective on water and the several opportunities
water as an asset offers. The case studies, although
predominantly focusing on specific regions, mobilize
theoretical backgrounds, practical and applicable re-
search results, and relevant stories which make this
volume a vital resource to students, researchers, pro-
fessionals, and policymakers in water-related sectors.

Owing to these novelties and pros, readers will bet-
ter understand the private and government sectors,
and the relations between economy, policy, environ-
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ment, and society. Another merit of this volume is
emphasizing that water as a liquid asset requires an
interdisciplinary perspective. Collaboration between
institutions, stakeholders, and effective governance
are crucial for the water sector in order to curb water
scarcity and ensure sustainable management.

Contrary to these merits, while the volume cov-
ers various aspects, most parts of it primarily focus
on water as an asset. There are limited discussions
on effects and impacts of global issues on water. In
my view, the book pays less attention to water rights
and environmental justice discourses than what they
would deserve, and the discussions of social and cul-
tural components is limited either. In addition, while
TrompsoN provides many case studies, these mostly
focus on the western US, especially California.

I expected more case studies from both the Global
North and Global South as water challenges are
global. Another key limitation, in my opinion, is
the moderate attention Tnompson gives to rural and
indigenous communities as the numerous water
challenges faced daily by these people, especially in
developing countries in both the Global North and
Global South, are being neglected and not properly
captured in the water discourse. Notwithstanding,
these limitations are an avenue for future research
which will definitely improve and deepen the body
of knowledge by academics, stakeholders, experts
and professionals on water.

In conclusion, Liquid Asset is an eye-opening inter-
disciplinary volume. It puts business and government
partnerships in a new angle, advocating for a col-
laborative method in fusing freshwater-related issues
with environmental, societal and economic targets be-
cause of the complexities of freshwater management.
It highlights that if good and effective governance
and management, implementable policies, sectoral
collaborations, and government-private cooperation
are ensured, water can be accepted as an asset, scar-
city can become a thing of the past, and sustainability
can be achieved. Therefore, I recommend this book
to every water user.

JosepH JoNATHAN IGBINEDION!

! ELTE Eo6tvos Lorand University, Institute of
Geography and Earth Sciences, Department of Social
and Economic Geography, Budapest, Hungary.
E-mail: joigbinedion@student.elte.hu
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