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History:
Geography:Modernity

Did it start with Bergson or before? Space was treated as the dead, the
fixed, the undialectical, the immobile. Time, on the contrary was richness,
fecundity, life, dialectic. (Foucault, 1980, 70)

The great obsession of the nincteenth century was, as we know, history:
with its themes of development and of suspension, of crisis and cycle,
themes of the ever-accumulating past, with its great preponderance of dead
men and the menacing glaciation of the world.... The present epoch will
perhaps be above all the epoch of space. We are in the epoch of simulta-
neity: we are in the epoch of juxtaposition, the epoch of the near and far,
of the side-by-side, of the dispersed. We are at a moment, 1 believe, when
our experience of the world is less that of a long life developing through
time than that of a network that connects points and intersects with its own
skein. One could perhaps say that certain ideological conflicts animating
preseni-day polemics oppose the pious descendants of time and the deter-
mined inhabitants of space. (Foucault, 1986, 22)

The nineteenth-century obsession with history, as Foucault described it,
did not die in the fin de siécle. Nor has it been fully replaced by a spatial-
ization of thought and experience. An essentially historical epistemology
continues to pervade the critical consciousness of modern social theory.
It still comprehends the world primarily through the dynamics arising
from the emplacement of social being and becoming in the inter-
pretive contexts of time: in what Kant called nacheinander and Marx
defined so transfiguratively as the contingently constrained ‘making of
history’. This enduring epistemological presence has preserved a privi-
leged place for the ‘historical imagination’ in defining the very nature of
critical insight and interpretation.

So unbudgeably hegemonic has been this historicism of theoretical
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consciousness that it has tended to occlude a comparable critical sensi-
bility to the spatiality of social life, a practical theoretical consciousness
that sees the lifeworld of being creatively located not only in the making
of history but also in the construction of human geographies, the social
production of space and the restless formation and reformation of
geographical landscapes: social being actively emplaced in space and
time in an explicitly historical and geographical contextualization.
Although others joined Foucault to urge a rebalancing of this prioritiz-
ation of time over space, no hegemonic shift has yet occurred to allow
the critical eye - or the critical I - to see spatiality with the same acute
depth of vision that comes with a focus on durée. The critical hermeneu-
tic is still enveloped in a temporal master-narrative, in a historical but
not yet comparably geographical imagination. Foucault’s revealing
glance back over the past hundred years thus continues to apply today.
Space still tends to be treated as fixed, dead, undialectical; time as rich-
ness, life, dialectic, the revealing context for critical social theorization.

As we move closer to the end of the twentieth century, however,
Foucault’s premonitory observations on the emergence of an ‘epoch of
space’ assume a more reasonable cast. The material and intellectual
contexts of modern critical social theory have begun to shift dramatic-
ally. In the 1980s, the hoary traditions of a space-blinkered historicism
are being challenged with unprecedented explicitness by convergent
calls for a far-reaching spatialization of the critical imagination. A
distinctively postmodern and critical human geography is taking shape,
brashly reasserting the interpretive significance of space in the
historically privileged confines of contemporary critical thought.
Geography may not yet have displaced history at the heart of contem-
porary theory and criticism, but there is a new animating polemic on the
theoretical and political agenda, one which rings with significantly
different ways of seeing time and space together, the interplay of history
and geography, the ‘vertical’ and ‘horizontal’ dimensions of being in the
world freed from the imposition of inherent categorical privilege.

It remains all too easy for even the best of the ‘pious descendants of
time’ to respond to these pesky postmodern intrusions with an antidis-
establishmentarian wave of a still confident upper hand or with the
presumptive yawns of a seen-it-all-before complacency. In response, the
determined intruders often tend to overstate their case, creating the
unproductive aura of an anti-history, inflexibly exaggerating the critical
privilege of contemporary spatiality in isolation from an increasingly
silenced embrace of time. But from these confrontational polemics is
also arising something else, a more flexible and balanced critical theory
that re-entwines the making of history with the social production of
space, with the construction and configuration of human geographies.
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