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Abstract
This commentary provides a summary of Shawn Bodden’s intervention, before raising three questions

prompted by the article. What is the relationship between a more ordinary critical geography and inter-

pretivism? How is ‘ordinariness’ being used by geographers as a category of geographical analysis? And

what might a more ordinary critical geography resemble in practice?
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This commentary on Shawn Bodden’s article
(Bodden, 2023) begins by providing my own
summary of the article, which is dense and substan-
tial, making multiple readings possible. It proceeds
by picking up three questions prompted by the
article: on the relationship between a more ‘ordin-
ary’ critical geography and interpretivism; the use
of ‘ordinariness’ as a category of geographical ana-
lysis; and what critical geography ‘with an ordinary
spirit’ might resemble in practice. Throughout, the
commentary leaves certain issues to one side. For
example, I am no expert on how ordinary language
philosophy and Stanley Cavell have been (mis)used
in non-relational geography. Others are better
placed to comment on such things.

Following Clive Barnett, Bodden describes a
‘turn to ontology’ in critical geography, which has
become characterised by ‘ontology talk’ (metaphys-
ical assertions, e.g. space is relational) and ‘onto-
logical critique’ (the correction of people’s
conceptual misunderstandings by critical geogra-
phers, in order to direct their political action). One

example given by Bodden is Doreen Massey’s line
that if space is relational, then efforts to promote
local community are metaphysically mistaken.
Another example that occurred to me is the line
found in commodity chain research during the
2000s, when Barnett and I were studying ethical
consumption (with colleagues Paul Cloke and
Alice Malpass), that if only consumers had better
geographical imaginations – if only they understood
that consumers are connected to other actors via
chains of production, circulation, consumption,
and responsibility – they would make less harmful
consumption decisions. Barnett’s response to this
line was that geographical knowledge is rarely the
primary factor explaining consumption practices,
and responsibility in commodity chains – in any
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situation, really – is rarely given, straightforward,
indisputable (see Barnett et al., 2011).

Like Barnett, Bodden is not comfortable with a
critical geography that ‘points people to their
proper place’ (a nice turn of phrase). Elsewhere,
Barnett has provided additional reasons for discom-
fort with ontological critique. It encourages poor
quality argumentation lacking a sense of proportion,
with assertions often based on a narrow range of
theory, or a reductive reading of science (that fails
to recognise the contested character of most
science), or insufficient evidence from everyday
life (see Barnett, 2013, 2020).

Instead of pointing people to their proper place,
Bodden prefers a critical geography focused on
‘how people place themselves’. To develop this
preference, Bodden draws from ordinary language
philosophy (especially Cavell) and Barnett’s
action-theoretic approach (itself informed by
Cavell). Such a critical geography would consider:
how people respond to moments of difference,
uncertainty, and politics; how they work through
such moments by way of sayings and doings (ques-
tioning, reflecting, and judging); how they reach
decisions or generate matters of worth by weighing
reasons and justifications; and how they do critique
in ordinary life, making heuristic use of ontology
(including spatial concepts). Furthermore, such a
critical geography would proceed by way of dia-
logic, intersubjective, democratic methodologies
that ask people questions, or assign people to situa-
tions, before listening to their responses: their dis-
cussions of circumstances, commitments, claims,
and counter-claims. Rather than being ‘put in their
place’, research participants would be given a
voice. Rather than pointing people to their place
and directing their politics, critical geography
would seek conversations with people to clarify the
challenges they face, the justice they seek, and the
politics made possible by context-specific encoun-
ters. This would be a more ‘modest’ critical geog-
raphy; a critical geography with ‘an ordinary spirit’.

One question prompted by Bodden’s article:
How does this vision for critical geography, based
on ordinary language philosophy and Barnett’s
action-theoretic approach, relate to existing
approaches (besides critical geography as ontological

critique)? More specifically, how does it relate to
interpretivism, especially as developed recently in
political studies (see Rhodes, 2017)? On the one
hand, interpretivism appears to prioritise situated
agency – the embedding of action in beliefs,
desires, and reasons, and the embedding of these
items in traditions, discourses, and institutions – a
little more than, say, Cavell or Barnett. On the
other hand, interpretivism shares a similar focus on
dilemmas: the way in which situations present
actors with problems for which traditions, discourses,
and institutions provide only imperfect guidance,
meaning that dilemmas must be worked through in
everyday life; and the way researchers can study
such ‘working through’ using ethnographic methods.

A second question: What does ‘ordinary’ mean
in ‘ordinary’ critical geography? Of course, ‘ordin-
ary’ will have a specific meaning in ordinary lan-
guage philosophy. But a more general use of
‘ordinary’ can be found in Bodden’s article –
where ordinary appears 113 times to describe ‘lan-
guage philosophy’, but also ‘lives’, ‘circumstances’,
‘challenges’, ‘actors’, ‘practices’, ‘concerns’, ‘inter-
ests’, ‘commitments’, and so on. The range of use
would be greater still in recent human geography.
To be clear, this point should not be pushed too
far. For the most part, ‘ordinary’ for Bodden
seems to mean ‘everyday’: those circumstances or
practices that occur regularly in people’s lives, and
so are not extraordinary for them. Nevertheless, at
least sometimes, ‘ordinary’ seems to refer to lives
or actors too, and so it might be helpful to approach
‘the ordinary’ – in Bodden, Barnett, and human
geography – from the direction of Bodden’s article
itself: as a metaphysical assertion (e.g. critique is
ordinary), the heuristic use of which needs studying.

Claire Langhamer (2018) has recently done this,
or at least something like this, from the discipline of
history. She has analysed how the category of
‘ordinariness’ – a set of values, social characteris-
tics, emotional styles, and behaviours – emerged
and was used in British society from the Second
World War onwards. It was used by filmmakers to
garner support for the ‘People’s War’. Then it was
used by journalists, politicians, and intellectuals
in retrospective accounts of the war, in post-war
reconstruction fantasies, and in entertainment and
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advertising that sought to construct mass audiences
and markets. Then, once valorised, it was used by
‘ordinary people’ themselves to claim legitimacy
for their ‘ordinary’ opinions. Langhamer notes
how such uses were often exclusionary, positioning
certain people, values, or behaviours as extraordin-
ary or deviant. A similar analysis from the discipline
of geography would be welcome; a study of how
‘ordinariness’ has been used by geographers as a
category of geographical analysis.

The third question: If a more ‘ordinary’ critical
geography involves a shift from ontological critique
to studying the heuristic uses of ontology in ordin-
ary reasoning, then what would this critical geog-
raphy ‘with an ordinary spirit’ resemble in
practice? As Bodden recognises, Barnett heeded
his own advice to study emergent forms of democ-
racy and politics empirically, more than is often
recognised. So one place we might look for
models of ordinary critical geography in practice
is Barnett’s own research. For example, in the
early 2000s, Barnett and I completed the project
on ethical consumption referred to previously. A
part of that project used focus groups to position
‘consumers’ in certain ways, imitating the process
of problematisation found in fair-trade or no-sweat
campaigns (see Barnett et al., 2011: Chapter 5).
The analysis then focused on participant responses:
how they reasoned about ethical consumption; how
they engaged critically with demands placed on
them as consumers; and how they argued about
ethical problems and actions.

Another example is the project Barnett and I
worked on during 2020 and 2021. We studied
how people learned to live with risk and responsibil-
ity during the COVID-19 pandemic using volunteer
writing collected by the Mass Observation Archive
(which has a long history of dialogic, democratic
social inquiry – see Clarke and Barnett, 2023a). At
various points during the pandemic, the archivists
invited panellists to write about events – for
example, government communications, guidance,
and regulations – provoking them to work through
in their writing the pressures they were facing, the
claims being made on them, their circumstances
and interests, and justifications for their actions.
We analysed this writing for how people

encountered epidemiological terms, concepts, and
subject positions (Clarke and Barnett, 2023b), and
how people worked through the ethical dilemmas
generated when government rules – communicated
only in general terms – met particular situations
(Clarke and Barnett, 2023c).

Other examples from geographers include
Crispian Fuller’s research on urban austerity (e.g.
Fuller, 2017), in which the main influence is less
ordinary language philosophy and more French
pragmatism (another interest of Barnett’s – see
Barnett, 2014), but the focus remains on: processes
of negotiation and agreement (among policy-
makers); the justification or critique of positions
within such processes using different conceptions
of worth; and use of interviews with policymakers
to elicit such justifications, critiques, positions, and
conceptions. Latham and Layton (2019) also draw
on French pragmatism, along with American prag-
matism (another touchstone for Barnett), in their
research on how dialogue, compromise, and cooper-
ation emerged from a dispute over the redevelop-
ment of London’s South Bank. They used
‘retrospective case study’ methodology, involving
interviews and analysis of media coverage and plan-
ning documents from the time, to study how notions
of worth and justice were developed and contested,
and how publics were assembled. Regan Koch
(2020) also takes disputes as the starting point for
investigating ordinary critique. His ethnographic
study of underground restaurants in New York
City – specifically, disputes over their regulation –
focused on the values different stakeholders
expressed, the criticisms they made of each other,
the defences they mounted against each other, the
way all these were transformed during the course
of disputes, and the claims about public and
private space that emerged from these disputes.

With more space, other examples from my own
research could be provided: on how citizens
reason about politics, making heuristic use of con-
cepts from moral philosophy to do so (see Clarke
et al., 2018); or how people might be mobilised by
social researchers – including critical geographers
– to observe their own ‘working through’ of pro-
blems, to observe the working through of others,
and to constitute themselves as publics on the
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basis of such observations (see Clarke, 2024).
Bodden’s article provides a clear sense of
Barnett’s action-theoretic approach, its influences,
and its implications for critical human geography.
Hopefully, this commentary has added a sense –
however, brief and suggestive – of how Barnett’s
approach, developed by Bodden, and focused on
the working through of problems in everyday situa-
tions, might be worked through by geographers in
empirical research.

Declaration of conflicting interests
The authors declared no potential conflicts of interest with
respect to the research, authorship, and/or publication of
this article.

Funding
The authors received no financial support for the research,
authorship, and/or publication of this article.

ORCID iD
Nick Clarke https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9148-9849

References

Barnett C (2013) Theory as political technology.
Antipode. Available at: https://antipodeonline.org/wp-
content/uploads/2013/07/book-review_barnett-on-
amin-and-thrift.pdf (accessed 26 March 2024).

Barnett C (2014) Geography and ethics III: From moral
geographies to geographies of worth. Progress in
Human Geography 38(1): 151–160.

Barnett C (2020) Must we mean what we do? Review
symposium on Ley’s The Ascent of Affect. History of
the Human Sciences 33(2): 115–159.

Barnett C, Cloke P, Clarke N, et al. (2011) Globalising
Responsibility: The Political Rationalities of Ethical
Consumption. Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell.

Bodden S (2023) Working through our differences: Limits
of ontology in the ordinary lives of critical geograph-
ical theory. Dialogues in Human Geography
OnlineFirst.

Clarke N (2024) Everyday Life in the Covid-19 Pandemic:
Mass Observation’s 12th May Diaries. London:
Bloomsbury.

Clarke N and Barnett C (2023a) Archiving the COVID-19
pandemic in mass observation and Middletown.
History of the Human Sciences 36(2): 3–25.

Clarke N and Barnett C (2023b) Seeing like an epidemi-
ologist? Mobilising people against COVID-19.
History of the Human Sciences 36(2): 49–70.

Clarke N and Barnett C (2023c) Beyond compliance:
Good citizenship during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers
48(2): 395–407.

Clarke N, Jennings W, Moss J, et al. (2018) The Good
Politician: Folk Theories, Political Interaction, and
the Rise of Anti-Politics. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Fuller C (2017) City government in an age of austerity:
Discursive institutions and critique. Environment and
Planning A 49(4): 745–766.

Koch R (2020) Public, private, and the appeal to common
good: Practices of justification in a peer-to-peer
economy. Transactions of the Institute of British
Geographers 45(2): 392–405.

Langhamer C (2018) ‘Who the hell are ordinary people?’
Ordinariness as a category of historical analysis.
Transactions of the Royal Historical Society 28:
175–195.

Latham A and Layton J (2019) Publics and their pro-
blems: Notes on the remaking of the South Bank,
London. International Journal of Urban and
Regional Research 43(6): 1148–1167.

Rhodes RAW (2017) Interpretive Political Science.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

4 Dialogues in Human Geography 0(0)

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9148-9849
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9148-9849
https://antipodeonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/book-review_barnett-on-amin-and-thrift.pdf
https://antipodeonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/book-review_barnett-on-amin-and-thrift.pdf
https://antipodeonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/book-review_barnett-on-amin-and-thrift.pdf
https://antipodeonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/book-review_barnett-on-amin-and-thrift.pdf

	 References


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile ()
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 5
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /PDFX1a:2003
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError false
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    33.84000
    33.84000
    33.84000
    33.84000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    9.00000
    9.00000
    9.00000
    9.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV <>
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames false
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks true
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks true
      /AddPageInfo true
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks true
      /IncludeHyperlinks true
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 6
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


