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ABSTRACT
This paper proposes a new conceptualization of scale as performative imaginary and deploys that
to explore the what, the why and the how questions of scalar fixing. Drawing on cityregionalisation in England, it argues that a distinct imaginary of city-region as an economic and
city-centric space has been normalized through two forms of knowledge: one rationalizing the
scalar positioning of this imaginary, the other demarcating its spatial boundaries. It shows that
despite the alignment between enacted scale (what), scalar imaginary (how) and neoliberal
political project (why), institutionalisation of this imaginary has failed, leading to variable
geometries of sub-national governance.
KEY WORDS: City-region scale, Spatial imaginary, Scalar fix, Politics of rescaling, Functional
Economic Areas, England
INTRODUCTION
‘There is no such thing as a single, uniquely defined “region” that manifests a full
spectrum of city-regional relationships’ (Duncan, 1960: 402).
The above statement speaks to the relational understanding of scale and space. It is an early
recognition of the co-existence of multiple views of ‘regions’ and ‘city-regions’ as: functional
spaces of economic flows, bio-physical spaces of ecological relations, cultural spaces of shared
memories, social spaces of experiences and encounters, or political spaces of struggle for justice
and citizens’ rights; all of which compete for the position of dominance in the politics of
rescaling of governance and planning.

Building on early insights such as this, theorization of

scale, as one of the core geographical concepts, has gained momentum since the 1980s and led to
a binary division between materialist and idealist schools of thought. Accounts of the politics of
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rescaling have followed a related divide between a structuralist focus on political economic
factors and the role of the state, and a poststructuralist emphasis on cultural factors and the role
of discourse.
Our aim is to forge productive linkages between these modernist binaries by deploying the
concept of imaginary. While as a term imaginary is sometimes mentioned in the literature on
scale (Jones and MacLeod, 2004; Paasi, 2004; Harvey et al, 2011), as a concept, it is rarely
engaged with. The paper is organised into six parts. In the next two parts we bring together two,
otherwise separate, bodies of literature on scale and imaginary to offer a first step towards
conceptualizing scale not just as an entity (a materialist approach), nor just as an episteme (an
idealist approach), but as an imaginary. We argue that such a perspective provides a better
understanding of how scales are called into being through the entangling of both discursive and
material practices, and how the tensions between the ontological fluidity of relational scale and
the rigidifying tendencies of sociospatial practices are played out. We argue that, in the politics
of rescaling, imaginaries are performed to fix that which is fluid and unsettle that which is long
conceived of as fixed.
In part four, we use forty years of experimentations with scalar fixing in England as an
illustrative example to explore how the invocation of a distinct imaginary of the city-region as an
economic- and city-centric (ECC) space has been integral to the rescaling experiments, and how
the normalisation and sedimentation of this imaginary has been bound up with the politics of
scalar fixing. We argue that the co-alignment of the enacted scale, the scalar imaginary and the
political projects that they serve is a necessary, but not sufficient condition for successful
institutionalisation of a particular scale. We call these the what, the how and the why questions of
scalar fixing and use them to organise the sub-sections in this part of the paper. In discussing the
how, we focus particularly on the role of two distinct forms of knowledge in driving the ECC
city-regional rescaling project: economic geography and its rationalization of the vertical
ordering of scale, and cartographical mapping and its demarcation of the horizontal ordering of
space. Our aim is show how their mutually reinforcing effects have sedimented the ECC cityregional imaginary. Our analysis of the interactions between scalar (vertical) and spatial
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(horizontal) ordering is also a response to Brenner’s (2001) call for a plural understanding of the
politics of scaling, in which production of scale and space become inescapably entwined.
In part five, we argue that despite the alignment between the what, the how and the why,
institutionalisation of the ECC city-regional imaginary has led to variable geometries of subnational governance in England due to multiple sources of resistance which are discussed in the
concluding part of the paper.
SCALE AND POLITICS OF SCALAR FIXING
The last forty years have seen numerous scholarly attempts to develop deeper understandings of
sociospatial relations by focusing particularly on four key geographical concepts: territory, place,
scale and network (Jessop et al, 2008). Conceptualizing scale, in particular, has attracted a
growing debate that began with the traditional views of scale as a neutral, Euclidian, Cartesian
and territorially-bounded container, before advancing into deeper theoretical engagements in the
1980s. Lefebvre’s insight about space being a social product became the touchstone for
conceptualisation of ‘the scale question’ (Lefebvre, 1976 [1991]) and the development of social
constructivist approaches to scale. Although it is now widely agreed that scale is socially
produced and historically contingent, disagreements over the ontological status of scale continue
to generate lively debate between two schools of thought (MacKinnon, 2011). One, rooted in
Marx’s materialist philosophy, adopts a structuralist, political economic approach to scale. The
other, rooted in Kant’s idealist philosophy, embraces post-structuralist perspectives. For the
former, scale is a material social entity; it is the ‘materialization of contested social forces’
(Smith, 1993: 101). For the latter, scale does not exist; it is a ‘fundamentally epistemological
construct that presents specific sociospatial ordering’ (Moore, 2008: 204).
The Marxist-oriented, political economic understanding of scale is founded on three central
tenets (Marston, 2000): first, scalar differentiations are socially produced; second, how scale is
constructed has material impacts; and third, the production of scale is a political process infused
with tensions and contradictions with uncertain and potentially transformative outcomes. Much
of the theoretical and empirical work on scale within this tradition focuses on the interactions
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between capital, state, and non-state political actors, especially in the context of globalization.
Attention is focused on, in Smith’s (1993) coinage, ‘the politics of scale’ and political struggles
over the production of ‘scalar fixes’.
The concept of the scalar fix builds on Harvey’s (2000: 54) provocation that, ‘capitalism cannot
do without its spatial fixes’. Using the term to bring space into the understanding of capital overaccumulation and its endemic crises, he suggests that such crisis tendencies are temporarily
arrested not only by pinning down surplus value in particular locations through physical
developments (literally fixing), but also through reconfiguring space to allow expanded
production and consumption and rescaling governance structures (metaphorical fixing). Harvey’s
thesis, as is further developed by regulation theorists and particularly in Brenner’s (2001) ‘scalar
structuration theory’, suggests that the rescaling of governance powers and responsibilities offers
a contingent ‘spatio-temporal fix’ to capitalism’s inherent crises (Swyngedouw, 2004; Jessop et
al, 2008). The widely agreed and applied structuralist accounts of scale have been subject to
critiques from within political economic traditions as well as from post-structural perspectives.
From within, scholars have criticised the over-emphasis on economic factors and the state’s role
in capitalist circulation, and called for cultural approaches (Smith, 1993; Sum and Jessop, 2013)
and more explicit accounts of extra-economic factors in the construction of scale – such as,
cultures, meanings, and institutional processes; as well as the relations of social reproduction at
the scales of home and body (Marston, 2000).
The post-structuralist critiques have centred on ontological debates, arguing that although
political economic views consider scales as fluid and contingent, they still conceptualise them as
‘real’ entities. Instead, they argue that, ‘there is no necessary correspondence between material
conditions and scale representations’, even though ‘scalar representations can … have material
effects’ (Moore, 2008: 204-205).

For post-structuralists, scale is: a ‘representational trope’

(Jones, 1998:27), a narrative (Gonzalez, 2006), a performative discourse (Kaiser and Nikiforova,
2008) or, an assemblage (Allen et al, 1998). Some have even called for a ‘flat ontology’ and the
abandoning of the term scale altogether (Marston et al, 2005).
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Rather than abandoning a term that is useful for the links it maintains with entrenched
imaginaries of scales in practice, we suggest a new way of conceptualising scale as a
performative imaginary. This, we argue, helps to forge connections between materialist and
idealist approaches which have long created unhelpful dividing lines between the structuralist
and the post-structuralist understandings of scale, despite some commendable bridge-making
attempts (MacKinnon, 2011). While the cultural turn has provided rich insights into the role of
discourse in the making and fixing of scales, less attention has been paid to the role of
imaginaries which are constitutive of, and in part constituted by, both material and discursive
practices, as discussed below. What follows aims to fill this gap by providing a conceptual
understanding of spatial imaginaries.
SPATIAL IMAGINARIES
‘The image, the imagined, the imaginary – these are all terms that direct us to something
critical and new …: the imagination as a social practice… The imagination is now central
to all forms of agency, is itself a social fact’ (Appadurai, 1996: 31).
The concept of imaginary has a long intellectual history going back to the works of nineteenth
century philosophers and sociologists such as Hegel’s notion of ‘spirit of a people’ and
Durkheim’s notion of ‘collective consciousness’. The use of the term itself can be traced to C.W.
Mills (1959) and Castoriadis (1975). Combining Marxist and psychoanalytic theories,
Castoriadis (1975 [1987]: 101) considered ‘the category of imaginary’ as ‘a unifying factor that
provides a signified content and weaves it with the symbolic structure’. More recent adaptations
of the concept by, for example, Marcus (1995), Ezrahi (2012) and Jasanoff and Sang-Hyun
(2015) draw primarily on Anderson’s (1991) and Taylor’s (2004) works. Anderson argues (1991:
4) that, what binds together a heterogeneous and spatially dispersed political community, such as
a nation, is their shared social imaginaries which are represented in and performed by various
mediums such as census data, maps, and territories. His notion of ‘imagined communities’
resonates with Agnew’s (1997) work on politics of scale that shows how Italy as a ‘national
space’ was articulated differently by different political parties to create geographically
differentiated political identities.
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The introduction of the concept of imaginary into geographical and planning scholarship has
been largely inspired by Said’s (1978) Orientalism. He revealed how the spatial imaginary of
‘the Orient’ was constructed and circulated through myriads of ideas and artefacts in order to
pursue colonial ambitions and practices. Adopting a Foucauldian perspective, he highlights how
spatial imaginaries legitimize certain political goals through a nexus of power, knowledge and
geography; a nexus which, as we argue in part four, has driven the production and sedimentation
of the ECC city-regional imaginary. Contrary to the mental mapping tradition of behavioural and
environmental geographers, Said’s imaginative geographies ‘are profoundly ideological
landscapes whose representations of space are entangled with relations of power’ (Gregory,
1995: 474). However, his early insight into the performativity of spatial imaginaries has attracted
limited scholarly attention. As Watkins’ (2015: 508) review of literature shows that - with some
exceptions (e.g. Bialasiewicz et al, 2007) - ‘geographers have explained spatial imaginaries as
representational discourses about places and spaces’. These portray imaginary as a ‘static
linguistic representation’, rather than a performative act through which socio-spatial relations are
reproduced and contested, and political projects are consolidated. Performativity foregrounds
relations of power in which contestation and resistance are ever present. It highlights that the
embedding of scalar imaginaries involves strategic struggles for coalition building and for
mobilization and legitimization of ideological goals (Kaiser and Nikiforova, 2008; Jessop, 2010).
It urges us to attend to questions such as: why, what, and how certain scalar imaginaries are
called into being, and what makes some stick and become institutionalized and others fade away
or get side-lined. We understand performativity as ‘the reiterative and citational practice’ (Butler,
1993:2) by which individual imaginations become deeply-held and collective imaginaries.
Seen in terms of a performative imaginary, rescaling implies a process whereby ideal and
material, discourse and interest, and real and illusive fold into each other to reinforce their effects
and structure our understanding of what is or is becoming ‘solidly material’ (Butler, 1993: 188)
and ‘what qualifies as “being”’ (Watkins, 2015: 517). Scalar imaginaries animate and are
implicated in the dialectical tensions between relationality and territoriality (Paasi, 2010), and
between scales’ ontological fluidity and socio-political ambitions to rigidify them into bounded
territories (Riding and Jones, 2017). Indeed, the remarkable staging power of imaginaries lies in
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their blurring of perceived facts and fictions and of precision and fuzziness in the political
processes of scalar fixing. Through the fusion of material and discursive practices, scalar
imaginaries are performed, given meanings and become taken-for-granted, collective
understandings of what and where a particular scale is.
The politics of scalar fixing is, therefore, inescapably bound up with the political struggle over
normalizing and institutionalizing certain scalar imaginaries. At the risk of over-simplification,
we consider the political project as the why of fixing (what political goals are pursued), the scalar
fix as the what (what scale is enacted as best serving the political goal), and the scalar
imaginaries as the how (what are the key drivers through which the fixing is pursued, and by
whom). In line with Fraser’s (2010) work on scalecraft and Pemberton and Searle’s (2016) work
on the link between scalecraft and statecraft, we suggest that successful institutionalization of a
particular scale is dependent upon, though not determined by, how closely these three aspects are
aligned and reinforce each other. Having said that, the outcome of scalar fixing is complex,
dynamic, historically contingent, and influenced by the socio-cultural contexts, institutional and
analytical traditions, and the interplay between alternative scalar imaginaries, as shown in the
following example of city-regionalisation attempts in England.
SCALAR

IMAGINARIES

AND

THE

FIXING

OF

SCALE:

THE

ENGLISH

EXPERIENCE
In this part, we focus on the evolving rescaling of English sub-national governance and argue
that since the 1970s the answer to the why question has been determined by neoliberal political
ideologies. The response to the what question has enacted the regional and city-regional scales.
And, a key driving force for the how question has been the production and circulation of two
forms of knowledge by two groups of theorists and analysts: one rationalizing city-regional
scale, the other demarcating city-regional space. Together, these have animated and legitimated a
distinct imaginary of the city-region as an economic and city-centric (ECC) space.
Regionalisation and the neoliberal scalar strategy: the what and the why
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In England, regionalisation has been a recurring state scalar strategy of successive governments
since the early 1970s, as opposed to a bottom-up or popular project (Jones and MacLeod, 2004).
Knowing this history is important for understanding the emergence of city-regionalism, because
the latter is a continuation of the former (Harrison, 2012), albeit with some differences which we
highlight in our discussion of the how question.
Throughout the early 1970s, various forms of regional institutions were configured from the top
down in pursuit of managerial and administrative efficiency, Keynesian welfare delivery,
redistribution of Fordist national economic accumulation, and planning coordination (Brenner,
2003). Their administrative boundaries remained similar to that of the civil defence regions
which were created between the two World Wars, and later became known as the ‘standard
regions’ in England. It is argued that the 1970s’ centrally-imposed local and regional institutions
served ‘primarily as transmission belts for national economic and social politics’ (Jessop,
2002:71). By the 1990s, the shift to post-Fordism triggered a renewed enthusiasm for
regionalisation. This time, however, the enacting of the region as the scalar fix was due to a
radically different political project: that of neoliberalism. Emphasis was put on the promotion of
economic competitiveness, endogenous growth, entrepreneurial governance, and ‘regions for
themselves’ (Brenner, 2003). The establishment of eight regional institutions in England as a part
of the state’s devolution agenda became a marker of the shift towards neoliberal ideology and is
vividly reflected in their: name (Regional Development Agencies), governing bodies (businessled boards appointed by central government), and remit (‘trailblazers’ of economic growth)
(Jones, 2001; Danson and Lloyd, 2012). Couched in the depoliticising, managerial language of
‘modernisation’, the remit set for the regions – in an official document – was to ‘contribute to the
prosperity of their own communities and the whole nation’ (DETR, 1997: 3). Interestingly, this
document’s narrative of ‘bringing regions to the fore’ (ibid: 8) speaks directly to the ways certain
scalar imaginaries are called into being, both discursively and materially, as part of a political
project.
However, the state’s imposed regionalisation in England was short lived. The rejection of an
elected regional government in the North East Region in the 2004 referendum was followed by
the dismantling of all regional institutions in 2010. This was justified by the state’s expedient
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use of the critique that ‘regions’ are ‘unnatural blocks’ made up of ‘arbitrary dividing lines across
the country for bureaucratic convenience’ (Pickles, 2010: 1). The search for a new scalar fix
which began after the collapse of the Fordist-Keynesian institutional settlement ended with the
death of regionalization, but it also led to the birth of city-regionalization in the 2000s (Pike and
Tomaney, 2004; Harrison, 2012).

The ‘city-region’ was invoked in the pursuit of a new

neoliberal scalar fix. However, its invocation constituted a highly selective imaginary of cityregion, which has been largely driven by the production of knowledge/power, as discussed
below.
City-regional imaginary: the how and by whom
‘The concept of the city-region, like all concepts, is a mental construct. It is not, as some
planners and scholars seem to think, an area which can be presented on a platter to suit
their general needs.’ (Dickinson, 1964: 227).
Although the resurgence of the city-region as a neoliberal scalar fix in England is recent, the cityregional imaginary has a much longer history, at least in spatial planning. An early example is the
bird’s eye view of Chicago that illustrates the cover of Daniel Burnham’s Plan of Chicago
(Burnham and Bennet, 1909), showing the city and its surrounding landscape. Another 1915
example, which has remained the touchstone in the debate about the demarcation of city-regional
boundaries, is Patrick Geddes’ notion of conurbation. The term itself was coined in 1947 by
Robert Dickinson whose above statement echoed earlier insights by sociologists suggesting that,
‘the boundaries of the modern community … are blurred, if not indeterminate’ (Howley, 1950:
248).
These early imaginaries saw city-regions as spaces of multiple, fluid, sociospatial and
environmental interactions, especially those between urban and rural areas. i Central to these
imaginative geographies was the interrelationship between the city and its wider environs.
However, over the years while the ‘cityness’ of the imaginary has been intensified, the ‘environs’
component has been reduced to a narrow set of economic relations, creating a normalized
imaginary of the city-region as an economic and city-centric space (Davoudi, 2008) that is neatly
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aligned with the neoliberal obsession with city-led economic growth imperatives. How such a
reductive city-regional imaginary has evolved and how its performativityii has been associated
with the ‘historical constitution of knowledge’ (Kaiser and Nikiforova, 2008: 544) are the
questions to which we now turn.
We argue that there are two distinct, yet interrelated, ways through which knowledge production
by key actors and institutions (such as academics, consultants, think tanks [e.g. IPPR, 2006] and
international organisations [e.g. OECD, 2007]) has helped create and legitimize the ECC cityregional imaginary: the rationalization of vertical scalar hierarchies (the vertical ordering of the
state’s power across scales), and the demarcation of the horizontal bounds of city-regional space
(horizontal ordering of sociospatial relations across space). To use the traditional geographical
lexicons, we argue that academic theories, analytical reasoning and cartographical techniques
have played a key role in producing, propagating and provisionally fixing both the ‘level’ (the
relation with other scales) of the city-regional imaginary and its ‘size’ (its areal extent).
While there are countless studies on the role of both economic theories in the rationalization of
scale and statistical analyses and cartographical traditions in the demarcation of space, these two
bodies of literature have remained largely separate, with little conceptual or empirical
exploration of how the two processes reinforce each other to invoke not just the city-region per
se as a scalar fix, but also a distinct imaginary of it as an economic and city-centric space. By
bringing these together and focusing on the interactions between scalar (vertical) and spatial
(horizontal) ordering, we aim to advance the debate and attend to Brenner’s (2001: 616) call for a
plural understanding of the politics of scaling in which discursive and material production of
scale (aided by political economic rationalisation) and space (aided by demarcation
methodologies) become intertwined.
Vertical ordering of city-regional scale
Charles Taylor’s definition of imaginaries as emergent suggests that, ‘although imaginaries are
not theories or doctrines per se, they may start by discursive practices of theorists’ (Davoudi,
2018: 102). As these discursive practices gain traction through deliberation, repetition and
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circulation, they ‘generate more and more far reaching claims on political life’ (Taylor 2004: 5).
While regional and economic theorists are not the sole progenitors of scalar imaginaries, their
theorisations and rationalisations play a significant part in the emergence of them, as is also
shown by Kaiser and Nikiforova (2008) in relation to the role of scalar discourses.
Since the 1990s, the search for scalar fixes in England and the invocation of scalar imaginaries
(of region and city-region) have been supported and justified by a distinct epistemic rationality
known as the ‘new regionalism’ (Lovering, 1999; Keating, 1997). As Jones (2001: 1194)
suggests, the regionalisation project has been indicative of ‘the new regionalist orthodoxy in
action’, referring to the proliferation of academic literature in the 1990s that proclaimed the
‘hollowing out’ of the nation state (Ohmae, 1995) and foregrounded ‘the regions’ as: the agents
of wealth creation (e.g. Regional Studies, 2002 & 2007), the ‘crucible’ of economic development
in the post-Fordist era, and the ‘prime focus’ for post-Keynesian governance regulation and
planning. Furthermore, economic geographers and scholars of regional development sparked a
host of normatively charged claims’ (Jones and MacLeod, 2004: 435) about what makes some
regions prosper and others lag behind.
By theorising and propagating imaginaries of idealized places, they not only invoked what a cityregion is, but also provoked what it ought to be. Idealized imaginaries, as a meeting place
between the ideal and the material, exacerbate spatial inequalities and create binary visions of:
the world as ‘Orient’ and ‘Occident’; Europe as ‘core’ and ‘periphery’; and England as ‘north’
and ‘south’ (Davoudi, 2018). A particularly prescriptive imaginary is that of ‘global city-regions’
(such as Silicon Valley, Northern Italy and South East England) (Hudson, 2005). Proclaimed as
‘basic motors’ of global economic growth and ‘the leading-edges of the contemporary postFordist economy’ (Scott, 2001:818), they project a sense of inevitability which goes beyond
describing and prescribing to prophesies of how successful city-regions will be in the future
(Golubchikov, 2010). Like globalisation, which disseminates narratives of its own inevitability
(Massey, 2007), the global city-regional imaginary has become a ‘self-fulfilling prophecy’
(Watkins, 2015: 513). The discourse used in the UK official documents (e.g. HM Treasury, 2006:
13) is indicative of the extent to which new regionalism has become a taken-for-granted,
collective imaginary of the elites.
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As mentioned above, the failure of regionalisation led to the search for a new wave of rescaling
which in turn led to re-imagining and privileging of city-region as the new neoliberal scalar fix.
Once again, the process was driven and legitimated by political economic theories and often by
the same ‘new regionalist’ scholars mentioned above. These invoked the city-region as the new
‘engine’ of local economic growth in the face of globalisation (Scott, 2001) and the saviour of
capitalist endemic crises.

It was argued that the successful extraction of benefits from

globalising capital rests on city-regional agglomeration economies (Scott and Storper, 2003;
Storper, 2013) and the benefits of concentrated urban economies would stretch beyond the city
through ‘ripple out’ and ‘trickle down’ processes. Citations and reiterations followed in policy
statements and some government’s commissioned studies, claiming that, ‘competitive cities
create prosperous regions through a potential chain reaction’ (Harding et al, 2006: 6).
Although in the search for a new scalar fix, city-regionalization emerged from the ashes of
regionalization (Harrison, 2012), there is an important difference between the two processes that
is premised on the weight given to the centrality of the city in the distinct ECC city-regional
imaginary. The emphasis on the city is evident in both government’s strategies and official
documents as well as scientific rationalizations (Pemberton and Shaw, 2012; Harrison and Heley,
2015). The latter is reflected in the mushrooming of academic narratives which revolve around
the ‘triumph of the city’ (Glaeser, 2011) and ‘planetary urbanism’ (Brenner and Schmid, 2015)
whereby the ‘metropolis’ is imagined as ‘a significant and revealing element of the world in
emergence’ (Scott, 2011: 858). It is argued that for the new ‘knowledge economy’, the city –
dubbed as ‘ideopolis’– is as important as factory floor space was for the industrial economy
(Jones et al, 2006). As Luukkonen and Sirvio (2019: 17) suggest, ‘“urban” has become an
episteme of our time’.
Together, the urban bias and the economic imperatives have invoked and entrenched, at least in
policy processes and practices, a city- and economic-centric imaginary of city-regions which is
aligned with and rationalizes the neoliberal obsession with economy first and ‘city first’, as the
basis of not just spatial demarcation (discussed below), but also of state politico-spatial
selectivity. There are numerous official statements that show how deep this imaginary has
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penetrated into elites’ policies and practices, such as the exhortation ‘to ensure maximum impact
by better aligning decision-making with real economic geographies such as city-regions’ (DCLG,
2006: 73). The match between the episteme and the political project is further revealed by a
government’s commissioned study announcing that, ‘an economic focus on City-Regions fits
well with the current logic of Government policy’ (Harding et al, 2006: 6). These broader
theoretical rationalizations of the two components of the ECC city-regional imaginary (city and
economy) have at once reinforced and been strengthened by the analytical and cartographical
practices that have long dominated the demarcation of the horizontal bound of city-regional
space; to which we now turn.
Horizontal ordering of city-regional space
Defining what constitutes a city-region conceptually or geographically has preoccupied planners,
geographers and statistical analysts since city-regional imaginaries were first evoked. While
proliferation of myriads of narrative definitions has turned the city-region into ‘an object of
mystery’ (Harrison, 2012: 1246), its statistical definitions have followed a clearer path. But the
path has turned into a cul-de-sac where one particular method has foreclosed the potential for
alternatives, as the following brief historical account shows.
In Britain, although Geddes’s (1915: 34) notion of conurbation referred to ‘town aggregates’,
implying the importance of rural linkages, it was Fawcett’s (1922) morphological definition of
built-up areas that became institutionalized as the initial delineation of city-regions. By the
1970s economic definitions which had been used, since Gras (1922), to delineate America’s
metropolitan areas were adopted by British academics (notably Hall et al, 1973) to delimit the
so-called Standard Metropolitan Labour Areas. What defined these imagined metropolises was
the radial commuting pattern of the workforce from the periphery to the centre(s) where jobs
were located. These widely circulated analytical methods and mapping practices invoked the
imaginary of the city-region as a functional economic area (FEA). Coined in 1968 by Brian
Berry (see Berry et al, 1968), the FEAiii approach has since essentialized city-regional space as a
self-contained and integrated economic entity, bounded primarily by the lines of commuting
patterns.
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The emphasis on work-related economic flows reflects and reinforces the economic
rationalization of the scalar position of city-regions that we discussed above. The ECC imaginary
of city-region has been performed by successive geographers, spatial analysts, planners and
cartographers who have advanced, fine-tuned, applied and circulated it as the ‘natural’ and selfevident representation of ‘reality’. In the last two decades it has been further normalized by a
series of pan-European studies supported by a key funding institution, ESPON iv. These have been
particularly prolific in producing maps and other visualizations of functional economic
imaginaries of city-regions. We now turn to discuss in more detail how the urban and the
economic biases are reflected in and reinforced by the methodological choices made and the
assumptions smuggled into the FEA analyses and city-regional maps.
The most common method for delineating and mapping FEAs is top-down and deductive and
follows a two-stage process: the selection of ‘core cities’ and the delineation of their ‘hinterlands’
which are often designated as cities’ sphere of economic influence. ‘The inner core’ and ‘the
outer surrounding area’ have been given different labels, but the mapping process is often the
same. The core city is imagined as a container bounded by morphological attributes such as
contiguous built-up areas. Their selection is based on criteria such as population size and
economic strength (measured by GDP). The weight given to these criteria determine which cities
are considered as the core, around which hinterlands are defined and mapped (Robson et al,
2006). This ‘city first’ (Coombes, 2014) methodological choice works at two levels: it excludes
cities and towns that are not deemed part of ‘the core’, and it prescribes the total number of
FEAs in a given national territory. The ‘hinterlands’ for the selected cities are delineated either
by calculating the percentage of people who travel from surrounding areas to work in the core
city, or by using a proxy, based on an assumed convenient commuting distance from the core.
Both are somewhat arbitrary selections and prone to manipulation. Regarding the former, the
lower the percentage, the larger the FEA and vice versa. The choice of threshold determines
which towns and villages are included / excluded in the resulting city-region. When the threshold
is set high, many places are left off the map even if they have strong environmental, cultural,
historical or even administrative ties with them (Davoudi, 2008).
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Economically-driven geometries trump all others, such as geographies of waste flows (Davoudi,
2009), the catchment areas of rivers (Omernik, 2004), or the terrains of cultural landscapes
(Matless, 2017; Davoudi and Brooks, 2019), and, hence change the relations of power. Places
that are left off the map (not included in any city-region) and rendered invisible rarely attract
policy attention or investment. Conversely, when the threshold is set low, many places are
engulfed into the hinterlands of core cities, even if they have distinct historical, cultural or
political place identity. This happened to the historic city of York in England, which was cast as
the hinterland for the larger city of Leeds at the height of FEA mapping enthusiasms in the early
2000s, creating considerable contestation in strategic planning processes (Dabinett, 2009).
Delineation and mapping processes not only make us see the city-region as an economic space.
They also reduce the complexity of economic relations to mere travel-to-work flows,
disregarding other economic interactions such as: travel to shops, schools, leisure destinations, or
the interactions between businesses which take place through virtual space. Alternative, bottomup methodologies have been promoted by, for example, Coombes’ (2014) ‘region first’ approach,
or Harrison and Heley’s (2015) relational ‘hub and spoke’ approach, but none has reached the
leverage of the dominant top down FEA method and its ability to garner political action.
The key point is that what appears to be an arbitrary, technical exercise of selecting thresholds
and cut-off points is a contested social process in which the infusions of ideas (methods and
ways of knowing), discourses (naming and narrating), and materials (maps and images) into
performative spatial imaginaries are constitutive of the politics of scalar fixing. Although cityregion maps often have ‘fuzzy’ boundaries, despite or because of their fuzziness, they are highly
performative and act as instruments of power. As Said (1994:7) suggests in the context of
colonialism, ‘the struggle over geography is not only about soldiers and cannons, but also about
ideas, forms, images and imaginings’. Drawing arrows, fixing lines, and colour-coding zones as
cores, hinterlands or peripheries render certain areas and certain relations visible and remove
others from sight. Cartographical practices and their hidden methodological assumptions perform
a certain imaginary of city-region which is at once their product and their producer. Neatly
aligning with and reinforcing the vertical ordering of scale, demarcation practices are integral
parts of enacting, normalizing and solidifying not just the city-regional imaginary per se (the
what) as the scalar fix of capitalist crises, but also the city-first and economy-first version of that
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imaginary (the how), which fits so well with the neoliberal political project (the why) in which it
is implicated and by which it is invoked. In his critique of structuralist approaches, Moore (2008)
argues that their treatment of scale as a ‘category of analysis’ reifies scale as an ontological
entity. Instead, he suggests that scale should be treated as ‘a category of practice’. Our
conceptualization of scale as an imaginary considers the relationship between the two categories
not as binary but as co-constitutive. Inspired by the Foucauldian knowledge/power dyad, we
argue that scalar fixing involves the synchronization of analyses and practices, as well as the
political projects in which they are implicated. But, as the following discussion of cityregionalisation will show, such an alignment is not a guarantee for successful institutionalisation
of the intended scalar fix.

INSTITUTIONALIZATION OF CITY-REGIONAL SCALE?
The above discussions demonstrate that the city-region has been an enduring spatial imaginary
for at least a century. Even its more limited ECC version has been around since the 1970s and
has been periodically recalibrated as part of a crisis-induced rescaling of the state. However,
while as a spatial imaginary the ECC city-region has been kept alive, as a scalar fix it has failed
to become institutionalised into a formal sub-national scale of governance in England, as we
sketch out below.
An early attempt to instil FEAs through a 1969 government commission was largely
unsuccessful and throughout the 1980s and 1990s, the city-region remained a dormant imaginary.
Any prospect of city-regionalization was quashed by the abolition of the metropolitan county
councils, the closest institutional alignment to FEA at the time. Among various political
motivations were the neoliberal disdain for ‘big government’ and the party-political tactics for
reducing the power of these (mostly opposition-run) sub-national governments. In the 2000s, the
city-regional imaginary resurfaced in the debate about the ‘Missing Middle’ (NLGN, 2000) of
English governance structure. By the middle of that decade, fuelled by the epistemic
rationalization of city-centric economic growth, political enthusiasms for the city-regional scale
gathered pace and led to the establishment of various institutional arrangements for collaboration
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across FEA boundaries. However, the city-regionalization project was as short lived as the
regionalization which we discussed earlier (Shaw and Greenhalgh, 2010); and by 2007, the
transition of the ECC city-regional imaginary into formal governance structures was halted.
Instead, a seemingly more inclusive, region-centric rescaling was initiated based on animating
‘the more politically-palatable’ imaginary of ‘sub-regions’ (Harrison and Heley, 2015: 1120).
Thus, through clever political manoeuvring, the city-regional spatial imaginary was expanded to
include areas that were left off the map, notably rural areas but, once again its scalar imaginary
turned into a dormant neoliberal scalar fix.
The failure of fixing became clear as the opportunities for creating statutory governance
structures were lost in 2010 (except in Manchester and Leeds) when a new government not only
abolished all regional institutions, but also shifted the political emphasis towards localism and
the instalment of Local Enterprise Partnerships. These were run by centrally appointed members
from the public and private sectors and charged with local economic development. Their
designated boundaries were legitimated on the basis that they ‘reflected real FEAs’ (HM Gov,
2010: 13), yet in practice they followed neither the city-centric nor the economic-centric basis of
FEAs (Harrison and Heley, 2015). Thus, despite the persistence of the ECC city-regional spatial
imaginary, its alignment with boundaries of sub-national governance has failed to live up to its
technically calculated ‘ideal’ FEA. Instead, it has been recast into politically crafted variable
geometries (Pemberton and Searle, 2016). The mismatch is evident in the most recent
experimentation with scalar fixing, notably the creation of ‘Devolution Deals’.

These are

contractual agreements between local and central governments by which the former can be
endowed with additional funding if they agree to work with adjoining local authorities on
strategic policies. While the ‘deals’ are initiated by localities, central government calls the shots.
This latest rescaling experiment has further complicated the patchwork quilt of coalitions of
varying capacity and collaborative intents, and created a variable spatial geometry and scalar
allocation of state power. They show a ‘world of difference’ with the idealized imaginary of the
functional economic areas and the elites’ desire for ‘an orderly transition to a comprehensive and
effective tier of sub-regions and city-regions’ (Harding, 2010: 8).
CONCLUDING REMARKS
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In this paper, we have brought together two sets of literature – on scale and on imaginaries – to
initiate a new conceptualization of scale as a performative imaginary in order to overcome the
dualism between materialist and idealist theorizations of scale. We have deployed the concept of
scalar imaginary to explore the politics of contemporary scalar fixing in England, focusing
particularly on how a distinct form of city-regional imaginary as economic and city-centric has
played an integral part in the political project of city-regionalization. We highlighted how
theorists, analysts and cartographers have helped with legitimating this project by scientific
rationalization of the city-regional scale, and by technical demarcation of city-regional space.
We further demonstrated that despite the endurance of the ECC city-regional spatial imaginary, a
corresponding city-regional governance and planning scale has ebbed and flowed. While the
search for a contingently stable scalar fix is ongoing and the city-region remains a strong scalar
candidate, it would be useful to sketch out some of the reasons for its, as yet, limited
institutionalization.
At a wider level, a key reason is the spatio-temporal contingency of scalar fixing itself which can
never offer a lasting solution to capitalist crises. This is compounded by the contested nature of
scalar imaginaries even when they are normalized. City-regional space is subject to multiple
alternative imaginaries which compete for a position of dominance. The ECC city-regional
imaginary is no exception. It has been / continues to be subject to various forms of resistance
which, although not operating independently, they often involve different coalitions of political
interests. Short of a fuller analysis which would be beyond the scope of this paper, we highlight
some of the key tensions.
Firstly, there is resistance to the economy-centredness of ECC by alternatives which, as we
mentioned in the introduction, focus on historical, cultural, political or ecological significance of
city-regional imaginaries. Ecologists, in particular, call for an imaginary of city-regional space
which is attentive to the unbounded metabolic ‘hinterlands’ of cities (Omernik, 2004). Although,
as we have shown, these alternatives are either lost or suppressed by the hegemonic economic
imaginary, they still exert influence and forge compromised outcomes. Another source of
resistance comes from those who subscribe to the economy-centredness of the city-regional
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imaginary but object to its city-centrism, and call for a more inclusive imaginary of regional
space which encompasses rural areas, in particular. Advocates of rural interests who feel they are
being treated as ‘carriages’ pulled along by the ‘locomotive’ of economic growth (Shucksmith,
2008: 63) have been particularly vocal in lobbying against city-centric configurations.
A third form of resistance is to the rescaling project per se and its inevitable repercussions for
‘power geometries’ (Massey, 2005). This resistance operates primarily in the politicoadministrative space and is concerned with the unsettling of actors’ existing powers,
responsibilities and resources. In city-regional rescaling, much depends on the repositioning of
actors in the ‘cores’, ‘hinterlands’, or somewhere in between that is made invisible on the map.
There is also (fourthly) resistance to disruption of the status quo. Institutional path-dependencies
make the wholesale transformation of deep-seated governance structures and distribution of
political power and professional responsibilities difficult, if not impossible, to implement.
Fifthly, there is a big gap between scientific or technocratic imaginaries (such as FEA) and the
kinds of imaginaries held by wider communities (Shields, 1991; Jones and MacLeod, 2004;
Harvey et al, 2011; Riding and Jones, 2017). To paraphrase Seton-Watson (1977:5), a city-region
can only become a socially embedded imaginary when a significant number of people imagine
themselves as belonging to a city-regional community. Without such an ‘imagined community’
city-regionalization continues to be an elite enterprise to which people remain either indifferent
or opposed. Finally, there is the ‘messy world’ of policy making (Davoudi, 2006) which is far
from the idealised image of an evidence-based, rational process of perfectly synchronising an
elite-driven ECC city-regional imaginary with the spatial contours of governance structures.
While ideological projects such as neoliberalism steer the direction of rescaling, its paths have to
be negotiated along the way to take account of social, cultural, institutional and practical
contexts. Such negotiations often result in scalar configurations that resemble not a perfect
match with the ideal and the intended project, but a collage of compromises and a layering of
past, present and future imaginaries.
The implications for planning regional futures are profound, not least because planning is about
politics of place and its policies and practices are simultaneously the producers, the carriers, and
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the products of spatial and scalar imaginaries. Recognising this is a first step towards unsettling
taken-for-granted imaginaries, and asking questions (Davoudi, 2019) such as: how do such
spatial and scalar imaginaries come about? Through what mediums do they get circulated and
galvanized? What roles are played by planning thoughts and practices in invoking, reiterating,
enacting or resisting certain imaginaries? Why do certain imaginaries stick while others fade
away or get sidelined? And, more importantly, what is at stake, and who and what values stand
to lose or to gain? Addressing these questions matters because how we imagine the spatiality of
‘the region’ or the ‘city-region’ has profound impacts on how we plan for regional / city-regional
futures and to where future development investments are directed.
While making the invisible visible is a necessary step, it is not enough for disrupting taken-forgranted imaginaries and offering effective alternatives. For that, planners and other stakeholders
need to recognise and mobilise the power of transformative imagination which, as Castoriadis
(1987: 81) put it, is ‘the capacity to see in a thing what it is not, to see it other than it is’. It is the
capacity to see beyond the engrained spatial and scalar imaginaries and imagine how cities and
regions might be otherwise.
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