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INTRODUCTION

Prelude: a scene seen from an office window

It’s 8.45am on a Monday morning in autumn. From the fifth floor window, 
I can see a crossing point over a main road in the center of a city that bor-
ders my University’s campus. At the opposite side of the crossing is a large 
student accommodation village as well as a range of other residential and 
commercial premises. On this side, the University campus. The weather this 
morning has been inclement, a mix of sharp showers, gusty winds, and the 
occasional threat of the sun breaking through the clouds. The road is rela-
tively busy with the tail end of rush hour. Pedestrians wait for the crossing 
signal to allow them to cross the road. Occasionally, someone runs across 
through a gap in traffic, provoking motorists to beep their horns. Others are 
sat on low walls or benches or are stood leaning against lampposts, checking 
phones while waiting on friends to arrive. A mix of University students and 
professionals approach the start of their day.

At first glance, there may not appear to be much of significance going 
on here. Looking again, but this time as a geographer shortly heading to 
give a lecture on ‘What is Human Geography’ to a group of recently ar-
rived undergrads, there are a number of points that might start to garner 
attention and take on some significance. The small plastic English flags at-
tached to the door frames of a passing taxicab might be noted and used to 
illustrate ideas of ‘banal nationalism’ which can, along with a host of other 
meaningful signs, come to pervade the cultural landscape (Billig 1995; 
Wylie 2007a). The transport modes being used here, their efficiency and/
or sustainability (or not) (Shaw and Docherty 2014), or the meanings such 
movement holds (Adey 2017), might seem worthy of discussion. Alterna-
tively, the status of this as a ‘public space’ might be a topic for discussion, 
asking questions about who is present, how the space is being used, and 
how the space is being overtly or tacitly managed. That might lead onto 
reflections on who is being excluded from use or access (Mitchell 2003). 
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Figure I.1 A scene seen from an office window (Author’s own).

Furthermore, the estate agent’s office to the right of the image might be 
flagged and questions asked about the balance of rental accommodation, 
student accommodation, and affordable housing for sale or rent. That 
could lead to discussions of gentrification and studentification given the 
impact of such developments on the surrounding area (Hubbard 2006; 
Smith and Hubbard 2014). These examples are by no means exhaustive, 
but would all be quite well-established topics for geographers to discuss 
in deconstructing such a scene that pick out aspects of its social, cultural, 
political, and economic geographies.

Thinking about this in another way, though, other points which might 
expand such a geographic take start to emerge. Drawing on a range of de-
velopments around what has been called ‘non-representational theory’, we 
might start to recognize that there are other things going on here that are less 
obviously seen but still potentially significant to the playing out of everyday 
life in this space.
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For example, we might start to ask about things that are more felt in na-
ture. I stood looking at this scene before heading to a staff meeting with a 
sense of enthusiasm and mild trepidation as another academic year started 
(that meeting, it turned out, rather dulled any such feeling of enthusiasm). 
In the scene itself, there are a whole host of bodies that are both encoun-
tering one another and are disposed in a range of ways. Some might have 
shared my feelings of enthusiasm, others feeling quite different. Some of 
them might be feeling happy and others sad. Some might feel anxious or 
excited, others hopeful or depressed, and others still sober, hungover, and/
or medicated. This might be visible in their facial expressions, the tone of 
their conversations, their body language, or their gait. But it might also be 
less obviously visible but end up being something palpably present, even if 
loosely, in a sort of ‘atmosphere’ that seems to exist in the space. Some of 
those feelings will emerge from encounters happening there and then in this 
space as these people move through it together – people acknowledging each 
other, or deep in conversation, or getting in each other’s ways. However, 
other aspects will have their origins and destinations in events taking place 
over longer durations. That might be the events of the previous evening, 
pending deadlines at University or work, concerns for people or events tak-
ing place some distance away, and so on.

Further, we might also start to ask questions about the role that this space 
and the broader environment it exists within plays here and specifically 
what choreographic functions it might possess when it comes to what these 
bodies do and how they feel. This space’s layout, its design, its manage-
ment, the specific weather conditions present therein, and so on can all play 
a part here. Traffic lights produce a certain stop–start rhythm interspersed 
by pedestrians crossing. This might sit ill at ease with other timetables – 
of work shifts, of lectures, of bus timetables, and so on – and so produce 
feelings of frustration and disruption within the routines of those moving 
through this space. A range of instructions are also dictated by various sig-
nage, some noted, some not, some actively shaping the mood of individu-
als, others barely registering. And, the occasional wind and rain means that 
hoods are put up, blocking peripheral vision and so creating a funneled 
gaze. This all plays a significant role in how this space appears to those 
who move through it at this time, the practices they engage in, and how 
that is experienced, whether it is realized by them at the time or not. The 
surroundings here may recede into the background as individuals excitedly 
talk to their friends about recent events. Equally, others may be painfully 
aware of every sound as their head thrums from the excess alcohol intake 
of the night before. Or tiredness may make them relatively indifferent to 
their surroundings, moving on auto-pilot and not taking anything in that 
is happening around them.
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Furthermore, we might start to ask questions about the ways in which the 
situation of the people moving through this space relative to their surround-
ings is mediated by a whole range of technologies. For example, smart phones 
(potentially connected to headphones) shape those individuals’ awareness of 
what is happening around them at any given time, as well as allowing them to 
be aware of things going on at some distance from their immediate surround-
ings. Such technologies, not to mention the marketing materials encountered 
here – adverts for club nights pasted to lampposts, fast food promotions on bus 
shelters and building sides, a stand operated by Jehovah’s witnesses, amongst 
others – all exert a call for our attention. And this is very often a specific sort of 
call. A whole host of data is being collected here through, for example, smart 
phones on what catches the users’ eyes, what links they follow, what they 
search for, and so on. All the time, algorithms process this data and increas-
ingly tailor what images are projected to us.

In sum, these sorts of mundane, embodied, felt, interactive, unfolding, 
mediated encounters are precisely the stuff that geographers influenced by 
non-representational theories have been drawn to. There is a whole range of 
subtle, shifting, and elusive geographies at play here in the co-production of 
these individuals and the spaces they move through on a day-to-day basis. 
This book aims to provide an introduction to such geographies and to help 
the reader navigate their way through a host of geographers’ work on them.

What is non-representational theory?

‘Non-representational theory’ (‘NRT’) has come to refer to a key set of ideas 
that has emerged over the past two decades or so in human geography. 
‘Non-representational thinking’ was first introduced to geography by Nigel 
Thrift, a prominent geographer who spent a significant part of his academic 
career at the University of Bristol (see Chapter 1). While much of Thrift’s 
early work focused on matters of political economy and temporality, a series 
of questions coalesced from this in terms of practice, agency, the relations of 
space and time, and the particular societal context in which such relations 
unfold (see Thrift 1996). Thrift initially turned to such non-representational 
thinking in an effort to develop an alternative approach to the conception, 
practice, and production of geographic knowledge. Put succinctly, such 
non-representational thinking sought to re-orientate geographic analyses be-
yond what was, at the time, perceived as an over-emphasis on representations 
(images, texts, and so on) and instead emphasize practice, embodiment, ma-
teriality, and process. Or in Thrift’s (1996: 5) own words, he felt that:

A hardly problematized sphere of representation is allowed to take 
precedence over lived experience and materiality, usually as a series 
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of images or texts which a theorist contemplatively deconstructs 
thus implicitly degrading practice.

By way of contrast, non-representational thinking was to draw attention to 
a host of “mundane practices, that shape the conduct of human beings to-
wards others and themselves in particular sites” (Thrift 1997: 127). In this, 
the ultimate focus was to be on “the geography of what happens” (Thrift 
2008: 2). In a little more detail, Lorimer (2005: 84) later suggested that what 
came to be collectively known as ‘NRT’ focused:

on how life takes shape and gains expression in shared experiences, 
everyday routines, fleeting encounters, embodied movements, pre-
cognitive triggers, practical skills, affective intensities, enduring 
urges, unexceptional interactions and sensuous dispositions … 
which escape from the established academic habit of striving to 
uncover meanings and values that apparently await our discovery, 
interpretation, judgment and ultimate representation.

Thrift’s initial calls for a greater attention to practice, lived experience, ma-
teriality, and the like have been taken up by a range of geographers, and this 
thing called ‘NRT’ has since evolved in multiple directions (see Anderson 
and Harrison 2010a).

If you are reading this book, it is likely that you have encountered ‘NRT’ 
in one of a number of contexts. Student readers, for example, may have 
heard ‘NRT’ (or ‘more-than representational theory’ – see below) mentioned 
in a module on social and cultural geography. If so, it is likely that a range 
of other terms accompanied this – affect, embodiment, materiality, atmos-
phere, performance, performativity, and so on. Equally, ‘NRT’ may have fea-
tured in a module on ‘The History of Geography’ or ‘Geographic Thought’ 
or ‘Space and Social Theory’. In which case, ‘NRT’ will likely have been 
presented as part of a long line of other ‘turns’ or ‘paradigms’ which have 
shaped the practice of geographic research over a wide timeframe. It’s likely 
here that ‘NRT’ will have been contrasted to other approaches, perhaps most 
obviously ‘New Cultural Geography’ or The Cultural Turn. It may also be 
that ‘NRT’ is something you’ve seen referenced in a range of research publi-
cations or textbooks. Postgraduate or postdoctoral readers may have heard it 
mentioned at a conference, workshop, or in departmental seminars. It may 
be something your supervisor has suggested you read up on for dissertation 
research. Whatever the case, there’s a fairly good chance that ‘NRT’ seems 
to be a bit elusive in terms of what ‘it’ refers to or what this ‘theory’ actually 
is. For those who’ve looked further, you would likely also have encountered 
not just the sorts of terms mentioned above but also reference to the work 
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of a range of ‘non-geographers’, primarily philosophers and social theorists. 
Here, you might have read quotations from these figures that do not im-
mediately make sense, and, if they do, their arguments might exceed what 
you’d normally call ‘geography’.

There is a common theme that generally runs through such scenarios. 
‘NRT’ is often felt to be difficult to grasp given the way that it mixes concep-
tual vocabularies, complex social theories, and references to seemingly eso-
teric continental philosophy; involves potentially unusual styles of research 
and writing; and, as there is often either a surprising empirical focus or as 
there isn’t a clear empirical object of study at all. In the face of this potential 
confusion, this book aims to introduce this set of ideas, terms, and develop-
ments in a way that both makes them more accessible than might otherwise 
be the case and, in doing so, provide an orientation in pursuing these ideas 
further in your own writing and research.

In developing that introduction, it is worth pausing for a moment and say-
ing a few things about the name itself: ‘non-representational theory’. Initially, 
Thrift did not actually call it this. As Harrison (forthcoming) traces in some 
detail, initially, ‘non-representational thinking’ was suggested by Thrift as 
a source of inspiration existing outside geography. However, over a period 
of around a decade, we can see a shift in references from Thrift and others 
from ‘thinking’ to ‘theories’, from plural (theories) to singular (theory), and 
ultimately to the proper, capitalized name ‘Non-representational Theory’. 
Hence ‘Non-representational Theory’ became ‘a thing’ – an approach with a 
project or agendas, a target of critique, a subject for textbooks and reference 
work entries (including this one). This name, proper and singular, itself has 
presented something of an impediment to the reception and understanding 
of work associated with that name and the potential contribution it makes 
to the practice of geographic research. There are at least two reasons for this.

First, the word ‘non-representational’ has been misunderstood, given 
a number of apparent connotations that it suggests. For some, the pre-
fix ‘non’ has meant (or at least implied) a movement away from concerns 
with representations and text (Nash 2000). In this, it starts to be seen to 
be about being ‘after-’ or ‘post-representational’ (Castree and MacMillan 
2004) or ‘anti- representational’ (see Jacobs and Nash 2003; Smith 2003). 
This  impression is understandable. Some of the early outlines provided 
by Thrift were somewhat over-exuberant in their treatment of established 
trends in  human geography at that time, especially given the way in which 
these outlines  positioned themselves very strongly in opposition to ‘New 
Cultural Geography’. This theme of ‘NRT’s’ relationship with other strands 
of  geographic thought will be returned to throughout this book (in particu-
lar, see  Chapter 1). But, for now, it is important to note that such tensions 
did lead to the proposal of more inclusive nomenclature in an attempt to 
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(re)build bridges between, for example, those working in or on ‘NRT’ and 
‘New Cultural Geography’. ‘More-than representational theory’ is now a 
fairly well-established alternative, having been suggested by Lorimer (2005) 
as a more inclusive name that would soften some of this oppositional tone.

These debates aside though, as will be demonstrated throughout this 
book, work associated with ‘NRT’ is in fact interested in representations. 
Representation and representations have not been left behind. In such work, 
representations are considered for what they do in the unfolding of practices 
(Dewsbury et al. 2002). The ‘force of representations’ is seen in the way that 
they enter into relations and have capacities to affect and effect (Anderson 
2019). This means that they are taken to be ‘performative’ and so play a part 
in the ongoing shaping of social life through the unfolding of various actions 
and interactions. Therefore, the critical target of the ‘non’ is not representa-
tions in and of themselves. Instead, the critical target is a specific way of 
thinking about the world – a form of ‘representationalism’ – which reduces 
the world to, and fixes and frames it within, text or discourse alone (Lorimer 
2005). Under such representationalism, such texts and the interpretation of 
their content become the key agenda of geographic work. For much of the 
work collected under the name ‘NRT’, by contrast, it is practices that become 
the starting point for such work. In many ways, the alternative title suggested 
by Thrift (1997) that never seemed to stick – ‘The Theory of Practices’ – is 
more affirmative in orientation and so could have mitigated against such 
debate and critical reception.

Second, ‘NRT’ does not constitute an actual theory in the way that other 
prominent geographic theories do. For example, Central Place Theory artic-
ulates a general explanation which would allow geographers to predict and 
explain the size, number, and distribution of towns. As part of this, certain 
laws or tendencies are established, and there are certain assumptions that 
underlie this. Here, we have a singular idea and objective, a clear object of 
analysis, a clear set of data to be analyzed, and clear results to be presented –  
distribution can either be assessed (i.e. whether it is conforming or not) 
or proposed (a model of how it should be in the interest of efficiency) (see 
Cresswell 2013a). Work associated with ‘NRT’ doesn’t really offer any of 
this. The closest we get to a singular idea in ‘NRT’ relates to the importance 
of practice both as a singular idea and as an object of analysis. However, 
practice has been understood in a range of ways here, and there is no clear 
agreement amongst those pursuing research informed by NRTs (contrast, for 
example, Dewsbury 2000; Harrison 2009).

Really, ‘NRT’ – if there is such a singular ‘thing’ – presents us with a style 
of thinking which values practice and process rather than a theory (Thrift 
2008). In some ways, this means that it is better to think of ‘NRT’ in the 
plural, as non-representational theories (NRTs) (Lorimer 2008). Again, at the 
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outset, much of the reference here was in the plural and was about ‘think-
ing’ rather than a ‘theory’. ‘NRT’ really acts as an umbrella term for a wide 
range of ideas, concepts, theories, and approaches largely originating beyond 
the confines of geography which have in common concerns for practice. 
Within work done under this banner, ideas from post-structuralists, vitalists, 
phenomenologists, pragmatists, feminists, and a collection of relational and 
constructivist social theorists mix in varying concentrations and combina-
tions producing quite diverse and at times seemingly contradictory accounts 
of this happening of the world (Anderson and Harrison 2010a). Again, this 
plurality can make ‘NRT’ as a singular thing hard to pin down. While this 
book retains a title in the singular as ‘NRT’ in reference to this ‘thing’ that 
requires some explanation, this book itself will attempt to draw out both 
some of NRTs’ diversity throughout – highlighting various debates, discus-
sions, and disagreement – but also show some of the continuities that occur 
within that. In general, from here on in, I will use the plural NRTs to reflect 
the plurality within this work. This might lead to a number of awkward 
grammatical constructions; it’d be much simpler if NRTs were the singular 
thing they are at times made out to be. However, at certain points, I will use 
‘NRT’ (note the quotation marks) where that supposed ‘thing’ is the target of 
reference in the work being discussed.

Key themes

To draw out some of the commonalities amid the diversity in NRTs, I’m 
now going to give a brief overview of some of the central themes that recur 
amongst work developing NRTs and so lend NRTs some sense of identity or 
consistency. These introductions are brief and will be developed in more 
detail in the coming chapters. The following is really intended to act as a 
primer for what follows. These interrelated themes are process, subjectifica-
tion, embodiment, affect, and agency.

Process

NRTs try to attend to the ‘onflow’ of everyday life (Thrift 2008). The world 
and the events that take place within it are taken to be dynamic, unfolding, 
and so based on processes. NRTs thus openly acknowledge the partial and 
incomplete nature of the accounts of the world that they provide. In this 
sense, NRTs endeavor to act against what Dewsbury et al. (2002) call ‘the 
reductive vampirism’ inherent in trying to fix the world within particular 
structures, models, orders, and frameworks posited by the researcher. NRTs 
argue that there is always some excess here, something that escapes such 
framing, given that things keep moving. This means that the world is “more 
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excessive that we can theorize” (Dewsbury et al. 2002: 437). This attention 
to process is also manifest in the modesty of those practicing research influ-
enced by NRTs in terms of the claims they make about the world and in the 
way these accounts are produced and presented. Inspired by developments in 
the performing arts, NRTs often align themselves with a sort of methodolog-
ical experimentalism that does not shy away from providing an open-ended 
account of the world (Dewsbury 2010a).

Subjectification

Thrift suggests that ‘NRT’ is “resolutely … pre-individual. It trades in modes 
of perception which are not subject-based” (Thrift 2008: 7). Instead, NRTs 
are concerned with ‘practices of subjectification’. ‘Subject’ here refers to our 
sense of self which we might assume is a constant accompaniment to our 
experiences of the world. Such selfhood is a bit like our identity, though not 
necessarily quite so easy to pin down into identifiable positions (i.e. those 
related to gender, race, ethnicity, age, religion, etc.). We might assume that 
our subjectivity is something that exists prior to the encounters we have and 
that it is through it that we make sense of those encounters. NRTs see things 
differently. For NRTs, subjects move from a secure and organizing position, 
present in advance of encounters, to become something that (provisionally 
and perpetually) arises from those encounters through these processes of 
subjectification. Sometimes, those processes unfold organically, but some-
times, they are also actively shaped; we attend school, are enculturated into 
specific social norms, and so on. Our sense of self, while potentially having 
some consistency, emerges and evolves over time here. This subjectification 
arises out of the world being “made up of all kinds of things brought into 
relation with one another by many and various spaces through a continuous 
and largely involuntary process of encounter” (Thrift 2008: 7). Subjectifica-
tion proceeds from an ever-shifting composition of human and non-human 
things – various objects, people, technologies, texts, ideas, discourses, rules, 
norms, and so on – perpetually encounter and shape one another.

Embodiment

Such an attention to subjectification also leads NRTs to be interested in the 
human body and its co-evolution with things (Thrift 2008). Here, the body 
is not counted as separate from the world, but rather it is argued that the 
human body is as it is because of its

unparalleled ability to co-evolve with things, taking them in and 
adding them to different parts of the biological body to produce 
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something which … resemble[s] a constantly evolving distribution 
of different hybrids with different reaches.

(Thrift 2008: 10)

By using ‘hybrids’ and ‘co-evolving’ here, Thrift is drawing attention to how 
our bodies, and their relations with the environments they are positioned 
in, are often tied up with non-human things. Anything from clothing, to 
contact lenses, to information communication technologies (ICTs), to cars 
and other forms of transport, all come to interact with our bodies. Such 
technologies mediate our relations with the world around us, impact on how 
we perceive those surroundings, and potentially augment what our bodies 
can do. Thermal clothing, for example, allows us to spend more time in cold 
environments than our bodies otherwise could cope with. In this, those cold 
temperature won’t be felt as cold as they would without such clothing. Con-
tact lenses bring the world into greater focus. Further, ICTs allow us to com-
municate over large distances and encounter images and sounds from a host 
of cultures that we otherwise might not directly experience. They broaden 
the horizons of our possible experience. And when it comes to transport, 
cars, for example, both vastly increase our ability to travel at speed but also 
lead to us developing different forms of spatial awareness – we (hopefully!) 
end up not just being able to perceive where the limits of our body are, but 
also the extremes of the vehicle as we navigate through traffic and other 
obstacles. As a result of such embodied relations with things, NRTs argue 
that “bodies and things are not easily separated terms” (Thrift 1996: 13). 
Therefore, NRTs aim to attend to the relatedness of the body and world and 
its constantly emergent capacities to act and interact.

Affect

This emphasis on the interconnected nature of our bodies with a whole 
host of non-human things is also closely connected to NRTs’ desires to “get 
in touch with the full range of registers of thought by stressing affect and 
sensation” (Thrift 2008: 12). A key starting point for NRTs has been the 
realization that consciousness is in fact a narrow window of perception. At 
the outset, Thrift became fascinated by developments in neuroscience which 
cleaved a distinction between thought and action. In particular, experiments 
which identified a half-second delay between a body’s action and the ability 
to account for that action showed that there was a whole lot going on in 
our bodies that we might not immediately be aware of or consciously in 
charge of (Thrift 1996). As a result, NRTs have called for more attention 
to be given to these pre-cognitive aspects of embodied life, these “rolling 
mass[es] of nerve volleys [which] prepare the body for action in such a way 
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that intentions or decisions are made before the conscious self is even aware 
of them” (Thrift 2008: 7). One way that this was articulated was through 
ideas of ‘affect’. Affect does not refer to a personal feeling but rather to shifts 
in the state of our bodies which impact upon our capacities to act. These 
shifts are always going on but we’re not necessarily aware of them. However, 
at times, these affects might come to be felt in our bodies. Think of how 
we might come to feel jittery after one too many cups of coffee or how we 
might come to feel down when we have one too many alcoholic drinks. Or 
it could be something less easily characterized like getting goosebumps or a 
shiver going down our spine when listening to a song. Such felt experiences 
emerge as something changes in our bodies – our heart rates shift, our cen-
tral nervous systems become depressed, and sounds resonate in our bodies 
as well as in our ears. The outcome of that might be something that we can 
name as a recognizable emotion – we might say we feel excited or sad – but 
it also might remain something we struggle to put into words.

Agency

NRTs’ interest in the body’s co-evolution with non-human things and the 
affective relations that circulate amid that imply a certain understanding 
of the status of non-human things, be them animate or inanimate, human 
or animal, human-made or natural (though those distinctions may them-
selves be questioned by NRTs). NRTs ascribe a significant amount of agency 
to the non-human world. This comes through, for example, in references 
to  ‘heterogeneous networks’ and the relations that make up such networks 
being ‘flat’ rather than based on a hierarchy where humans have the power 
to act and objects are acted upon. Rather than such distinctions between 
humans and animals or human and things, we are presented with reference 
to a range of actors or actants (or objects) that play a part in the functioning 
(or lack of functioning) of such networks. Those might be, for example, the 
social networks that support communities (though the designation ‘social’ 
itself already disguises a host of non-human actants in those networks) or it 
could be more obviously technical systems that are made up of a whole host 
of interactions across space and time (think of the internet and its various 
servers, cables, routers, computer terminals, technicians, webpages, signals, 
etc.). Ultimately, the emphasis in this is that humans are not the only ones 
who can make a difference in how life plays out.

The rest of the book

In this book, I aim to do two things. First, I aim to provide an accessible 
introduction to the key premises of NRTs. This is the primary aim of the text 
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and is something that is often difficult to find within the existing literature 
on ‘NRT’. This might appear modest, but the vast range of ideas, concepts, 
perspectives, and debates that have come to characterize NRTs make this 
more ambitious than it first sounds. Beyond that, though, my second aim is 
to articulate a particular version of what NRTs offer to geographic scholar-
ship. That does not mean that I am going to proclaim what ‘NRT’ should be 
or do or how geographic scholarship more broadly should be done. There is 
enough of that in the existing NRTs-related literature. Instead, my aim here 
is to highlight a range of contributions NRTs make and take into account a 
range of critiques and developments that have emerged over the past two 
decades. At times, this will mean responding to those critiques, and in oth-
ers, it will mean recognizing their merits and suggesting what might follow 
from them and/or how other geographers have constructively responded in 
their work. This will not add up to “the final word on ‘NRT’” but rather, I 
hope, provide a starting point for readers to pursue their research in light of 
such ideas.

In doing this, the remainder of the book unfolds as follows.
The next chapter ‘Nonrepresentational Theories and Geography’ will 

build on this introduction by further outlining the emergence of ‘NRT’, 
focusing specifically on its geographic and intellectual lineages. This chapter 
will cover where and when (both in a geographic and disciplinary sense) 
NRTs came from, provide some further explanation of their key thematic 
interests, and elaborate further on why ‘NRT’ has proved to be both an 
instructive and problematic nomenclature. More specifically, the way that 
NRTs were overtly positioned in opposition to ‘New Cultural Geography’ 
will be explored. Connections to and differences from other earlier bodies 
of work in geography (Time Geography, Humanistic geography, and so on) 
will also be drawn out. This will show that NRTs did not necessarily present 
a complete ‘break’ in the history of geographic thought, but also that it has 
not meant ‘business as usual’ in a number of ways.

Chapter 1 is probably the ‘heaviest’ of the book in that it deals primarily 
with the ideas that underpin ‘NRT’. From thereon in, though, each chapter 
is intended to act as a stand-alone introduction to a specific conjunction of 
‘non-representational theories and …’. Each of these chapters takes an area/
topic of geographic enquiry and explores the impact of NRTs on how it has 
been researched and understood. The order of these chapters is deliberate 
in terms of, broadly, a movement from key themes or concepts to more sub-
stantive areas of work. However, it should be possible to read them in any 
order or independently (and perhaps without the conceptual primer found 
in Chapter 1).

Chapter 2, ‘Non-representational Theories and Practice’, will explore fur-
ther how practice has formed a fundamental starting point for NRTs. This 
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emphasis on practice pervades the various core themes of NRTs and so much 
of the literature. This chapter provides a detailed consideration of the origin 
and nature of this focus on practice, both in terms of it being an analytical 
starting point – meaning that is has meant a focus on cognate terms such 
as performance, embodiment, and performativity – but also a direction for 
empirical inquiry for NRTs. More specifically, this chapter unfolds around a 
discussion of three key terms from within this work on practice: ‘The Event’, 
‘Rhythm’, and ‘Passivity’.

Chapter 3, ‘Non-representational theories and Affect’, will explore how 
affect has come to be a key concept within the NRTs literature as well as 
a source of some debate. Affect has featured in both conceptually driven 
writings, and it has formed a core concern for many empirically orientated 
studies. As such, Chapter 3 will provide a brief overview of some of the cen-
tral concerns for such conceptualizations, including the complex relations 
of affect to connected concepts like feeling and emotion. Developing this, 
the chapter will explore three themes to show the range, nature, and scope 
of work developing and drawing on affect to think about a variety of geo-
graphic contexts and practices. This will focus on ‘Animating the Everyday’, 
‘Collective Affects’, and ‘Mediating Affect’.

In Chapter 4, ‘Non-representational theories and Materiality’, the focus 
will move on to how NRTs have rethought the way geographers understand 
and research materiality. This concern is by no means unique to NRTs. As 
such, the chapter will start by looking at the questions various geographers 
have asked about cultural geography’s attention to the material world, par-
ticularly in terms of the emphasis of ‘New Cultural Geography’ on texts and 
representations. In looking to NRTs’ specific contribution to these debates, 
the chapter will consider: ‘What do we mean by “matter”?’ and a host of 
different takes on how matter and ‘materialization’ might be understood.

In Chapter 5, the discussion will move onto what has been both a prom-
inent and contentious conjunction between ‘Non-representational theories 
and Landscape’. A key feature of the initial articulation of NRTs was the 
way they were contrasted with the work of ‘New Cultural Geography’. This 
comes through most clearly in the particular ways in which NRTs have un-
derstood and approached landscape. Broadly, this sees a shift in emphasis 
from representations to practice and embodied experience. This shift will 
be further explored here, specifically through a discussion of how, arguably, 
the term landscape itself implies a fixity and finished character. In response, 
the chapter will look to the questions asked by NRTs about how landscapes 
come to be animated by people’s practical engagement with them. In that, 
three themes will be explored in some detail, namely around ideas and 
practices of ‘dwelling’ in landscapes, landscape and mobility, and haunted/
spiritual landscapes.
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Chapter 6 moves on to discuss ‘Non-representational theories and Per-
formance’. This chapter will look at how creative and artistic practices have 
formed a key focus for NRTs since their inception in geography. In particu-
lar, the chapter will introduce the central idea that such performances are 
composed of generative relations between bodies and spaces. Here, perfor-
mances are understood to shape the character of spaces but equally spaces 
(and their border social setting) are seen to ‘act back’ in the unfolding of 
a performance. This will be explored through two types of performances: 
dance and music. While not necessarily an obvious topic for geographers to 
study, dance constituted one of the first substantive areas of discussion for 
 geographers developing NRTs. Further, NRTs have considered the perfor-
mance and reception of music and sound, but in ways that depart somewhat 
from cultural geography’s past concern with music as a sign of cultural dif-
fusion or a source of identification at various scales of belonging.

The penultimate chapter will explore ‘Non-representational theories and 
Methods’. Throughout the preceding chapters, a diverse realm of phenom-
ena, encounters, relations, and entities will have been introduced into geo-
graphic scholarship. This, in turn, opens up questions around how scholars 
might ‘do’ research after NRTs. Therefore, this chapter provides an over-
view of various suggestions for the need to reinvigorate geography’s research 
methods and methodologies in light of NRTs’ arguments. In particular, the 
discussion will focus on geography’s recent interest in various forms of 
 image-based methods as a case study for such reinvigoration. That said, the 
chapter will also propose that readers should adopt a critical disposition to-
ward such methodological proposals and propositions. Finally, the chapter 
will conclude by reflecting on the challenges of writing about research in 
light of NRTs.

The book closes with brief concluding chapter which flags key issues and 
agendas that, based on the preceding discussion, appear significant to NRTs’ 
ongoing development and situation within geography and beyond.

Further reading

In this short dictionary entry, Anderson (2009a) gives an accessible in-
troduction to NRTs that highlights where NRTs came from, suggests some 
 elements of its focus which are related to other approaches to doing hu man 
geography, and addresses a few critiques that have emerged as a result. 
 Simpson (2017a) provides another short introduction to NRTs. Again, 
some of the key themes found in NRTs are briefly introduced. This provides 
 another initial starting point from which you could identify and pursue 
further reading from more research-orientated literature. Patchett’s (2010) 
blog post p rovides a good starting point for further reading. Specifically, 


