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In a manner analogous to Lukes’ classic study of power in the early 1970s, this
paper sets out three spatial vocabularies of power – territorial, networked and
topological. Each spatial frame, it is suggested, has its usefulness in helping us to
understand the ways in which power works itself out spatially. But, as in Lukes’
study, the first two accounts of power are found wanting in certain respects; in this
instance because of the limitations of the topographical framework which
underpins them. In order to come to terms with the changing dynamics of a more
complex, globalized world, it is argued that a topological appreciation of the
workings of power is a better starting point. At a minimum, the paper sets out to
show how the ability of powerful bodies to draw distant others within close reach
or construct the close at hand at a distance, through relations of connection and
simultaneity, opens up an understanding of power more in tune with the spatial
reworkings of authority and influence today.

Keywords: territory; networks; topology; topography; scale; reach

Introduction

The allusion in the title to Steven Lukes’ (1974/2005) classic work on three ‘faces’ or
dimensions of power is deliberate, if a little mischievous. It is deliberate because my
argument here parallels that of Lukes’ progression from overt and covert forms of
conflict through to latent forms of power, where each dimension builds upon and
supersedes the other without losing what is valuable and distinctive to each. It is some-
what playful because, in my case, it is the progression through scaled-up territorial
authorities and fluid networked arrangements of power which enables me to show the
limits of topographical thinking on power. Both spatial vocabularies, I argue, push up
against a topological world in which distanciated and real-time relationships twist the
connections between the powerful and not so powerful.

I should make it plain from the outset, however, that the three spaces of power
identified – bounded territories, networked flows and topological ties – do not exhaust
all spatial vocabularies, but they do represent the more commonplace when it comes
to talking about the institutional workings of power. Corporate bodies and government
institutions, NGOs and supranational agencies, transnational and jurisdictional actors
are, in varied ways, subject to territorial constraints as much as networked or topolog-
ical forces. But, importantly, that does not mean that they are simply alternative spatial
frames, to be drawn upon at will. The choice of one spatial frame over another is not
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198  J. Allen

an arbitrary affair; it depends upon the questions asked about power, and its changing
institutional relationships.

A territorial understanding of state sovereignty is appropriate, for instance, when
the question of borders and boundaries is posed, but when the state’s monopoly of
authority over a bordered space becomes blurred by the detachment and re-embedding
of new forms of private authority then a networked or a topological sensibility may be
the more appropriate frame to draw upon. In these more complex, globalized times,
where proximities are more easily established over distance and distances created
through proximity, the state’s spatial twists and turns may well give new meaning to
such cross-cutting arrangements of power (see Sassen 2006, Cerny 2009).

As I see it, reach, proximity and presence are not straightforward givens, and we
should no longer simply assume that the power plays of the weighty institutions of the
world are enacted across flat territories, over measured distances, with effortless
geographical reach. Even though we may accept that state power and authority are
extensive with the borders of the nation, what the extension and the ‘reach’ of institu-
tional power actually involves cannot be taken for granted. The idea that the powers
of a central governing body or a corporation may be distributed through a variety of
administrative positions and extended over a given territory is a familiar one, but the
far-reaching powers involved are not always of the kind that can be mapped. Reach is
not always extensive; it can be intensive too, involving a topological mix of distanciated
and proximate actions. The ‘reach of government’, for instance, may be characterized
as a spatial metric but more often than not it refers to its pervasive quality: the ability
of the state to permeate everyday life (Painter 2006) or to make its presence felt at a
distance (Rose 1999). In such ways, power may be composed intensively, rather than
radiate out from a central point.

In what follows, I set out the three different spatial referents of power, starting with
the most commonplace, the sense in which territories ‘contain’ power: as a bloc or
concentration of resources and decision-makers, or, as is often the case, as a tiered unit
which can be more or less divided up into discrete bounded scales of authority from
the global down to the local. After that, I consider networked power, where power is
conceived as something which is mobilized through networks of interaction; the flows
of which are often assumed to penetrate conventional territories and reach extensively
across them. In spelling this out, I try to show how the scaling-up of power is itself a
product of networked mobilization.

In the final section, I leave behind familiar assumptions about power’s extension,
networked or territorial, where distances are measured and proximities defined
locally, to explore the space of power-topologies. At a minimum, I hope to show how
the ability to draw distant others within close reach or construct the close at hand at a
distance, through relations of connection and simultaneity, opens up an understanding
of power more in tune with the spatial reworkings of authority and leverage today. In
order to grasp how most corporate institutions and government bodies, as well as non-
governmental organizations, bridge the gap between ‘here and there’, our geometric
descriptions are now, arguably, somewhat limited, if not increasingly exhausted.

Territorial power and authority

If there are limits to our geometric descriptions of power, it is nonetheless hard to shrug
off the idea that power and authority are, in some sense, located or at least locatable
within a given territory or area (Sack 1980). It would seem odd to suggest that the

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

E
in

dh
ov

en
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f 

T
ec

hn
ol

og
y]

 a
t 2

1:
19

 0
3 

A
ug

us
t 2

01
5 



Journal of Power 199

power of states or multinational corporations and finance houses has no spatial
reference point. Even if one thinks of power as dispersed, distributed or delegated in
a globally reordered world, the proliferating sites of authority remain part of a
topographical landscape in which power is both locatable and capable of extension.

Multinational firms can be thought about in this way, with their headquarter (HQ)
locations acting as centres of strategic control in the global economy, co-ordinating
and integrating the flow of capital movements and commodity markets through their
far-reaching powers. What leverage is exercised across far-flung locations is never
going to be straightforward, even in diversified corporations, but the extension of
authority can nonetheless be mapped. Much the same can be said for the powers of the
state which do not have to be unitary to call forth a juridico – political set of authorities
which are co-extensive with the boundaries of the nation. This is less the notion of the
state as a ‘power-container’ and rather more about the ability to etch on the surface
where one set of authorities ends and another begins. That such tightly drawn bound-
aries are rarely what they seem, with national territories more permeable and borders
more loose than often thought, does not however undermine the fact that the world’s
surface can be broken up into territorial units of political authority (Hirst 2005). It is
useful to know what is deemed to be on the ‘inside’ and what lies beyond, certainly
when it comes down to jurisdictional matters.

The spatial frame invoked here, to paraphrase Lukes, is one-dimensional in that
‘objects’ like government bodies or big corporations possess pre-formed powers capa-
ble of extension. The spatial vocabulary at root is Euclidean, a geometric landscape in
which power is extended over fixed distances with more or less uncomplicated reach
over a given territory or area. This is the first, and most obvious, space of power, and
one does not have to be a fully subscribed neo-realist to acknowledge its meaning and
significance to the everyday workings of power in absolute spaces.

Bounded and extended authority

The spatial geometry of power is something that we take for granted, in part because
it is the primary space of separation and division. Where institutional practices of
management, regulation or rule-making are involved the issue is not just one of control,
but control over space, as in the ability to control the timing and spacing of a relatively
fixed group of individuals and what they can and cannot do. The boundedness of the
space is important for the obvious reason that the decisions of the administrative power
are collectively binding upon all those within a clearly demarcated space or territory.
Different institutional orders understand and organize space in ways that enable them
to guide or constrain actions, from the tight disciplinary arrangements of schools,
prisons and the military to the more open-ended organizational forms of private corpo-
rations and many public agencies. The boundedness of the spaces is key in so far as
boundaries enclose, divide and exclude, yet such lines may amount to little more than
geometric designations that point to the outer limits or edges of authority and control
(Newman and Paasi 1998).

In this geometric landscape, power has both location and extension, as do all
‘things’ and suppose certain kinds of distance (see Sayer 2000). Power possesses a
certain kind of spatial integrity, its own co-ordinates as it were, so that it is ‘here’ not
‘there’, but if it wants to make that journey it can extend itself over distances measured
in miles and kilometres. A more conventional way of referring to the latter practice is
simply to talk about the decentralization, delegation or distribution of powers, or more
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200  J. Allen

accurately capabilities, from an identifiable organizational ‘centre’, be it the political
executive of the state, the HQ of a business corporation, or an entire ‘global city’ like
New York. The edges of their jurisdiction or managerial control, in this respect, are
akin to the outer rings of circles which serve to delimit authority or at least point to its
furthest reaches.

The idea that power radiates out from a given centre or that the spatial organiza-
tion of a rule-making authority may be portrayed as a process whereby power is
impelled outwards from a capable centre is not so dubious when you consider the
hold that ‘top-down’ or ‘centre-out’ vocabularies of power have in both common and
academic parlance. It is commonplace, for instance, in the global cities literature to
assume that the financial and decision-making powers of the big multinationals can
trigger an effective capacity for control across a world-wide system of markets and
production locations (Friedmann 1986, Alderson and Beckfield 2004). In the more
refined accounts of the strategic role that global cities perform in ‘running’ the global
economy, the focus is less upon corporate HQs as such and more upon the concentra-
tion in one place of the right kinds of people, skills and expertise, which produces a
capability for global control; that is an integrated complex of specialist services able
to do the work of globalization (see Sassen 1991, 1995, 2000). The effectiveness of
such a capability in powerful cities rests heavily on the assumption that their success
depends upon their ability to extend their authority and influence across far-flung
webs of economic activity.

This ‘centre-out’ view of power also underpins traditional accounts of bureaucratic
authority where the powers of the centre are said to be delegated through a variety of
organizational positions and realized in the form of administration (following Weber
1978). The directors of a biotechnology company, the professional experts in an
accountancy firm or the managers of an NHS Trust hospital in the UK occupy their
decision-making roles on the basis of their technical capabilities and competence to
do the job. Authority comes with the position, and with that position comes the limits
of what an official may decide or prescribe to others. There is nothing monolithic about
the capabilities involved; where authority is exercised, this happens in an outward (and
downward) fashion within the limits of the organizational rules. In the case of less rigid
organizational structures, power may be distributed rather than delegated over space
to secure potentially diverse geographical goals. In such instances, the extension of
authority from an identifiable centre may not be quite as unproblematic as often
believed, where official discretion leads to distortion or ambiguity (see Barnes 1988),
but the lines of authority, from point to point, retain their geometric integrity
nonetheless.

Space in this framework is not an undifferentiated plane, but one partitioned and
parcelled up into contiguous units of spatial authority. Effectively, the flat surfaces
over which power is extended are divided up into administrative, regulatory or
jurisdictional scales from the local and the regional to the national and the global.
Authority, whether political or economic, in this arrangement of power touches only
particular areas (Sack 1980). It appears as authority over fixed territorial spaces,
although in practice the exclusivity of that authority or the stability of the boundaries
drawn is often open to question, especially in relation to issues of political sovereignty
(see Agnew 1994, 1999, 2005, Anderson 1996). With large transnational firms, the
distribution of powers between ‘global’ management, ‘regional’ partners and ‘local’
business dealings is equally blurred in geographical terms, yet an identifiable hierar-
chy of scales nevertheless forms the basis through which financial and strategic
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Journal of Power 201

control extends outwards from central management. Regardless of whether the actual
practice of managerial authority mirrors this partitioning of control, the world is
scaled to reflect the spatial geometry of power (Jones 2002). Of late, however, the
strain between the ways in which power and authority are practised and the inability
of scaled territories to ‘contain’ the relationships extended has begun to show, with
steps taken to relax the geometry without losing spatial integrity.

Scaled-up powers

Less boxed in by a pre-given spatial geometry and more responsive to what are
perceived as recent shifts in the global redistribution of power, there has been a greater
recognition that the stability of bounded authority or the exclusivity of territorial
scales no longer captures the more complex geography of power that has emerged.
The privatization of authority, the shift from government to governance and the prolif-
eration of regulatory bodies are among those changes that have made it altogether
more difficult to pin down the institutional geography of power, especially when it
comes to tracking the decision-making processes that shape political outcomes. Neil
Brenner (2001, 2004) and Bob Jessop (2005, 2008) are perhaps among the most
consistent exponents of the view that state power has been liberated from both the idea
of containment and contiguity, in terms of units of spatial authority seemingly piled
one on top of the other. For them, state power has been freed from its territorial moor-
ings and fixed co-ordinates, so that it is no longer plausible to think that a ‘centre’ of
authority exists in the singular or that power is simply extended outwards. Instead, the
geometry has been relaxed to accommodate the rescaling of power and authority.

States, according to Brenner and Jessop, increasingly face pressures from both
‘above’ and ‘below’, which have resulted in the displacement of their authority.
Administrative and regulatory functions have, as it were, moved ‘upwards,
downwards, and sideways’ (Jessop 2008, p. 196) as national states find themselves
destabilized from above by the growth of supranational institutions and undermined
from below by the devolution and decentralization of decision-making powers to sub-
national institutions. On this view, the larger number of institutional interests on the
political landscape, in particular the multiple sites of authority, from numerous quangos
and private agencies to local administrative units, have undermined the notion that the
central state apparatus is the prime locus of political power. In place of the conventional
assumption that the central state is the only actor of any real import, the institutional
playing field is now shared with non-governmental organizations, multinational
enterprises and other supranational as well as interstate organizations. At any one point
in time, the relative significance of each scale may change, in that the power can be
scaled up or down through the different units of spatial authority, both transnational
and sub-national.

This is an altogether different arrangement of powers from one that considers regu-
latory or devolved authority as something which is slotted into pre-given spaces, be it
local, urban, regional or national. In recognizing that space is not simply ‘filled out’
by power relationships or acts merely as a container within which things happen, the
geometry itself becomes pliable, open to manipulation and modification. The lines of
authority, as much as where the edges are drawn, and the scales of regulation, as much
where their extension halts, are themselves the subject of political construction, relative
rather than absolute in its geometry (Smith 2004). Multicentric, multiform and multi-
scalar are among the descriptors used to capture this new found spatial complexity as
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202  J. Allen

the co-ordinates of power lose their territorial fixity and topographical bearings.
Questions over the permeability of power in the face of the increased capacities of
supranational institutions and its re-distribution among quasi-autonomous regional and
local agencies have led to a relaxation of the assumption that there are clear ‘insides’
and ‘outsides’ to spatial authority. Such stable geometries of power no longer suffice,
and yet, for all this talk of power moving upwards, downwards and sideways, the
insights gained are not fully followed through. In commenting upon Robert Dahl’s
(1974) one dimensional view of power in Who Governs?, Lukes draws attention to the
often subtle insights drawn, yet left unexploited, and much the same can be said for
the proponents of the ‘rescaling’ thesis.

Forced to confront the limited ability of geometric concepts like scale to account
for the spatial shifts in the architecture of power, the tendency for some is to ‘rescue’
scale rather than transcend it; to relatavize it or seek some kind of integration with
more fluid, network approaches, rather than exploit the complex insights gained. This
is the price paid for retaining a particular form of spatial integrity, the costs of which
are too high for those who prioritize the networked nature of power relations over and
above overt territorial frames of any kind.

Networked power

Networks and power are not locatable in quite the same way as territory and power,
but both broadly share a sense of power extended through or over an increasingly
complex topographical landscape. Extensive networks and complicated flows tend to
conjure up an impression of power as more fluid, more cross-cutting than the more
conventional distributed sense of delegation or devolvement. Decision-making
powers, for instance, do not seem to accrue to networks as much as the deployment
and transmission of all manner of power resources, from knowledge, information and
ideas through to people and money. The attraction of a networked understanding of
power in the present moment owes much in that respect to the challenges posed by
globalization. In a world of porous borders and loose frontiers, the need to think about
cross-cutting or horizontal forms of power has seen networked modes of organization
come to the fore, as those of scale and territory seem to exhaust their possibilities
(Dicken et al. 2001, Taylor 2004, Beck 2005, Knox et al. 2006, Allen, forthcoming).

With the inability of stable geometric concepts to capture the dynamism of global-
ization and the recognition that political scales are themselves produced rather than
simply given, networks provide a means to grasp the new kinds of connection behind
power relationships. Old elite networks based on personal ties and shared educational
background represent a conventional usage that has given way to networked connec-
tions based on mobility and flow which belie the fixed co-ordinates of place.
Networks, when set alongside hierarchical modes of control and co-ordination, draw
attention to the ways in which power seems to be increasingly organized in cross-
cutting arrangements that are often transnational in shape and span (Thompson 2003).
As a result, largely of technological advances, the organizational reach of the new
elites and their institutional counterparts cut across political and economic borders, as
do the new social movements and civil society organizations.

Adopting Lukes’ vocabulary once more, the spatial frame invoked can be under-
stood as two-dimensional, in so far as territorially based acts of power can be seen as
the effect of networked forms of interaction. The new kinds of connection and linkage
that lie behind power relationships, in that sense, amount to a somewhat covert form
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Journal of Power 203

of resource mobilization. On this account, there are no pre-formed powers capable of
extension, rather power is generated through the mobilization of resources within and
across extensive networks. Uncomplicated reach, as before, remains more or less a
constant feature of the topographical landscape, but it does now matter what breaks,
gaps or disconnections appear in the network.

Fluid, cross-cutting powers

Networks are hardly novel as an organizational space, but when powers are mobilized
through networks it is the patterns of association and interaction which connect people
and things together in the pursuit of certain ends that hold centre stage. A wide array
of institutions and practices, from the broad sweeping alliances of geopolitical institu-
tions and transgovernmental agencies, at one end of the spectrum, to the association
of NGOs and political protest groups, at the other, connect people and places together
over short or long distances. Differences in the make-up and dynamism between
networks ensure that they reach out across space in different ways and to varying
extents, in some cases cutting across established political boundaries and in others
consolidating them. The proliferation of global concerns has, in turn, called forth
organizational forms capable of extensive reach to meet them (see Thompson 2003).
On this view, power does not radiate out from any given centre, as much as runs along
the length and breadth of a network. It is, to all intents and purposes, a fluid medium
that empowers particular groups and institutions.

When conceived in this manner, power networks may be understood in at least two
ways; literally in the sense that new transport and communication technologies have
enabled the greater movement of resources to control outcomes or, in a more figura-
tive way, as the organization and mobilization of different types of resources across
space. The former is closer to Manuel Castells (1996) sense of networks where they
form open, interconnected structures, capable of unlimited expansion, through which
resources flow: capital, information, technology, people, as well as images, sounds
and symbols. Domination through the networks, as some kind of resourceful mix,
remains the goal of the networked elites in the new spaces of media communication
(Castells 2007) as it did before for the cosmopolitan elites circulating between the
major global cities (Castells 1996). The latter, in contrast, is nearer to Michael Mann’s
(1986, 1993, 2003) notion of power resources as something which are organized and
extended over space in loose or tightly orchestrated ways to achieve identified goals.
In both the cases, however, networks represent a contemporary means of overcoming
the barriers of distance to secure advantage.

This assumption works well for states as much as global business, but especially
so in the case of transnational social movements (Della Porta and Tarrow 2005,
McDonald 2006). The ability to mobilize across borders, to conduct transnational
campaigns through extensive activist networks is a form of empowerment for both
NGOs and social movements alike, in particular those engaged in environmental,
human rights and sweatshop campaigns. The networking abilities of such groups to
mobilize around and indeed construct the ‘common good’ effectively legitimize their
right to politically interfere in the domestic activities of states (Beck 2005, Cerny
2009). Such empowerment, in part, is viewed as the product of newly forged connec-
tions, where the ability to span the globe from a local base is also suggestive of goals
being secured by exercising power with others, rather than over others. As a fluid
medium, power in this associational sense can expand in line with the resources
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204  J. Allen

mobilized, or it can diminish once collective, short-term goals have been achieved
(Allen 2003b).

There is, however, an underlying spatial sensibility to many such networked prac-
tices in an age of globalization, one which largely rests upon a geometry of lines and
connections extended horizontally from site to site. Space in this framework is akin to
a lattice-like structure mapped over a flat surface, where leverage and influence cut
across nominally sovereign states. Authority is something which spans the networks;
it is used to exercise control over what flows through them, rather than over bordered
blocs of territory. Power, effectively, is conceived as the result of ‘stretched’ interac-
tion, where networks act as carriers of resources mobilized across multiple sites and
locations. Yet, such defined connections rarely capture quite how transnational actors
have been able to exert an influence often way beyond their means. In part, because a
concern for the control and co-ordination of resources across space tends to emphasize
the transmission and flow of power, as if the connections themselves were already
drawn across the topographical landscape. Not all networked understandings work
with such an inscribed geometry however.

Working the net

Whilst power in most networked accounts does not pre-exist the connections forged,
the impression often given is that the ties themselves, like lines on a map, are already
etched. When the emphasis moves from the net to the ‘work’ of the networks the focus
shifts from pre-existing ties and connections to the construction of the net itself: to the
mediated forms of interaction which effectively bridge, broker and connect people and
things together in some provisionally stable pattern of relationships. Much of the
groundwork for this way of thinking about networks has been put in place by actor-
network theory, principally the contributions of Bruno Latour (1987, 1999a, 1999b,
2005) and Michel Callon (1986, 1992, 1998). In their hands, networks are sets of
associations put together by actors who are able to enrol, translate and channel others
into networks of meaning in such a way that they extend and reproduce themselves
through space and time. In this kind of networked arrangement, well-placed individu-
als or groups of individuals are said to be in a position to ‘fix’ an overall orientation
or direction which, to all concerned, appears to be indispensable and irreversible.

The key to the success of this kind of arrangement, it would seem, is the ability to
‘hook up’ others to the process of circulation, to draw upon organizational resources
to negotiate and persuade other actors to pursue certain goals. In that respect, the exer-
cise could resemble the conventional process of resource mobilization referred to
earlier, where control over others at a distance merely represents the capacity to
muster contacts, artefacts and information of one sort or another as a means to exert
power. By stressing the central significance of translation, however, Latour is able to
show how the extension of networked arrangements involves more than the mere
transmission of resources; rather it involves a mediated exercise of power, where
distances are overcome by the successive enrolment of others to form what amounts
to a single will across the network.

More recently, Latour (2005) has drawn a distinction between mediators and inter-
mediaries, where the former are an active force transforming and translating what is
not connected into some form of association, whilst the latter appear to work towards
stabilizing the network. It is difficult to adhere to such a hard and fast distinction, but
its value lies with the different kinds of net ‘work’ involved. The ‘power to’ bridge
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what were previously separate and unconnected elements, to bring them into
alignment, is suggestive of a looser form of networked interaction than those of
conventional elite studies. The ability to forge associations and to broker relationships
through collaborative efforts does not have to resemble an over-connected view of
networks already in place; rather the ‘work’ of spanning distances suggests a forma-
tion based upon the ‘power to’ hold associations together for a given outcome. Such
partial arrangements speak as much to contemporary cross-border elite networks, as
they do to NGO and civil society campaigners who are able to construct ‘publics’
around global social justice issues at a distance.

Power, on this understanding, remains a fluid medium, but one that builds and
stabilizes networked relationships through a collective ‘fix’. For the new social move-
ments, the ability to mobilize across borders, to conduct transnational campaigns, for
instance, do not so much ‘jump’ the territorial, jurisdictional authority of states as
connect across them. They simply connect more or less directly with others elsewhere.
In recognizing that space is something that can be traversed directly through extensive
networks, however, certain assumptions about distance come to the fore which point
beyond mapped connections. Extensive reach to those physically distant in space and
time is often understood as involving more than a question of measurement, whether
in miles or kilometres. The ability to establish near instantaneous reach, for example,
through a variety of telecommunication and media technologies is broadly recognized
as a kind of connection spatial geometry struggles to define. Yet, such insights are
rarely followed through or exploited for their implicit topological understandings of
power and influence.

Again, to register a parallel with Lukes’ observation that Dahl often failed to
exploit his subtle pronouncements on political decision-making, network proponents
all too easily fall back upon the kinds of distance and extension that simply connect
people and things across a global landscape that is topographical in shape. These days,
however, where distances are not necessarily a good indication of either separation or
proximity, power and authority can be far more spatially ambiguous than is often
recognized.

Power-topologies

Topology and power are words that are rarely found together in the same sentence, but
the disruption to our sense of distance that topological thinking involves is not alto-
gether unfamiliar. Whilst, it is not necessary to endorse over-simplistic versions of the
world getting smaller, the sense in which the ‘distant powers’ of states and multina-
tional corporations are able to make their presence felt at a distance is both routine and
a jolt to our understanding of what is near and what is far. If to reach out successively
across the networks is one way of exercising power across space, drawing others
within close reach through near instantaneous forms of communication is another. The
space-shrinking technologies that have produced a heightened sense of immediacy
through which we experience elsewhere, however, are among the more obvious of the
spatial shifts in the architecture of globalization. Equally important are the decision-
making practices which place resources and authority beyond or ‘out of reach’. A
topological appreciation of the workings of power is not so much about which actors
have become more or less dispersed, more or less networked, as how certain practices
of proximity and reach enable them to make their leverage and presence felt (see Allen
2003a, 2009).
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206  J. Allen

Where networks provided a challenge to the more rigid spatial geometry of terri-
tory and scale, topology poses a challenge to the flat, horizontal topography common
to the spaces of networked power. Power relationships, in topological terms, are not
so much located in space or extended across it, as compose the spaces of which they
are a part (Rajchman 2000). On this account, spatiality itself is imbued with power;
proximity, distance and reach are inseparable from the practices of power which
define them. Topology has little interest in the measurable spans of the globe or the
metrics which give physical shape to our environment; rather it is concerned with how
the global is folded into the local, how power and authority register their presence
through a variety of spatial twists and turns.

The spatial frame invoked is thus one that is suffused, so to speak, by the interac-
tion between powerful and not so powerful actors. It is not one where the lines of
authority and control can be mapped by extension, or the connections mobilized
drawn cartographically. If territorially based acts of power can be seen as effects of
networked interactions, then the latter set of connections may be understood as topo-
logically intensive in terms of their proximity and reach. As a spatial vocabulary, it
does not trump territorial or networked accounts of power, but it does add a further
dimension to our grasp of space and power, not least because both space and time now
enter the frame as inseparable elements.

Twists in authority and influence

Topological thinking evolved as an independent branch of mathematics, more or less
as a curiosity-driven response to the perceived rigidities of geometric shapes and
surfaces that take their cue from the clear cut co-ordinates of Euclidian space
(Peterson 1988). The driving insight behind topology is that certain characteristics or
properties of things retain their integrity despite being stretched or twisted out of
shape. The way things hold or are connected together through space places an empha-
sis on the nature and form of the ties involved, their relatedness as it were, rather than
upon the measurable distance between the points. It is the relationship between the
points, not their distance from one another, that produces the space. When such think-
ing informs geographical considerations rather than geometric problems, the sense in
which government takes place at a distance, for example, prompts us to question the
spatial relationships involved. Distanciated relationships, direct ties and real-time
connections have the potential to displace the notion of geometric scale and the idea
that actors move up and down them, as well as ideas about power simply being
extended through networks across a flat surface. The twists in spatial relationships that
topology traces, in that respect, give new meaning to the idea of governments and
other bodies exercising far-reaching powers.

One version of this at the global level can be taken from James Rosenau’s work
on dynamics beyond globalization, Distant Proximities (2003). The apparent
paradox in the title is Rosenau’s way of drawing attention to the importance of
understanding how the local and the global are intertwined, twisted together even.
He could have drawn upon the vocabulary of networks to explore how communica-
tion and media technologies fold together people separated by time and space, but
opted instead to explore the collapse of the far-off into the nearby and the remote-
ness of the close-at-hand. Such cultural notions parallel familiar understandings of
the so-called remoteness of local town hall decision-making practices when
compared to central government directives which pervade the fabric of our lives. In
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such instances, however, the potential spatial insights are treated as subjective
appraisals, not material ties and connections. When spatial relationships are under-
stood topologically, the mediated exercises of power involved draw attention to the
spatial and temporal arrangements that account for why the presence of a close and
powerful body cannot be assumed to simply deliver authority and control or why a
distant authority has the ability to manipulate the outcomes of a dispersed set of
interests.

In this topological landscape, power has neither location nor extension, but regis-
ters its presence in a variety of intensive ways. The use of real-time technologies to
create a simultaneous presence in a diversity of global settings is one way in which
the horizontal reach of power has been jolted, with proximity and reach playing across
one another to potentially draw some actors closer whilst distancing others. Likewise,
the ‘lifting out’ and ‘re-embedding’ of new forms of private authority, where diverse
forms of institutional regulation and rule-setting are folded into the here and now, may
alter how we understand the cross-border workings of corporate multinationals. On
this view, cross-cutting powers are best understood not as something extended across
borders, but as an arrangement which enables distant actors, to be somewhat paradox-
ically both absent and present in terms of their authority and influence. The notion of
far-reaching powers, in this sense, is complicated by the succession of mediated
relations and the leverage of simultaneous co-presence which draws different groups,
decision-makers and institutions into the process in all kinds of powerful and not so
powerful ways.

Ash Amin (2002, 2004) has referred to this series of proximate and distanciated
actions as a ‘politics of connectivity’ where the actions of those elsewhere have the
potential to disrupt and challenge territorial politics. In a topological world, relations
of presence and absence are reconfigured so that the gap between ‘here and there’ is
bridged by the power relationships involved, and the distance itself is understood as a
product of those relations rather than anything measurable. Recent work by those
pushing beyond actor-network theory (Hetherington 1997, Law 1999, Callon and Law
2004) has adopted a similar relational notion of distance so that the ‘work’ of bridging
and brokering networked connections is no longer understood in simple geometric
terms, but topologically so that the ‘power to’ hold networks together is regarded as
mutable and shifting in line with the ability of actors to make themselves more or less
present in the here and now of networked interaction. In this instance, the spatial
integrity of the network is sustained by the relationships between actors, rather than
the location co-ordinates of their networked position (Law 1999).

Space, when conceived in this apparently topologically aberrant way, disrupts our
sense of what is near and what is far by eliding notions of physical and social proximity.
Connections are no longer conceived as lines which cut across sovereign spaces, but
rather as intensive relationships which create the distances between the powerful actors.
Authority and leverage is effectively reworked spatially so that the reach of different
actors – governments, transnational corporations, NGOs and local institutions – is
registered through a cross-cutting mix of distanciated and proximate actions. Power is
not so much exercised over space or transmitted across it, as composed relationally
through the interactions of the different actors involved. Reach, rather than something
which implies the extension of powers over space, is exercised in a variety of intensive
ways to dissolve the gap between ‘near’ and ‘far’. In this spatial frame, authorities can
place issues beyond or ‘out of reach’, as much as they can draw others within close
reach of their control and influence. On this understanding, the far-reaching powers of
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208  J. Allen

the state, for instance, are no more than one type of topological twist in the new spatial
arrangements of political authority.

Powers of reach

One of the difficulties of borrowing a vocabulary from another discipline subject area,
in this case mathematics, is that the language itself may jar with the developments and
processes described. In talking about ‘twists’ in the spatial arrangements of political
authority or the ‘folding’ in of the global into the local, the intention is to prompt us
into thinking about spatiality in a different way. Such borrowed terms, however, may
just as easily serve to mislead or deepen our confusion. The sense in which the ‘reach
of government’ is understood, however, carries with it a spatially ambiguous message
that can be represented in both topological and topographical terms. The ‘centre-out’
view of power noted earlier, where the extension of authority from an identifiable
centre chimes with a conventional account of reach, is an instance of the latter. The
more pervasive sense of the state’s powers, where the constraints of the law, so to
speak, as well as the public administration and bureaucratic apparatus reach into our
lives, suggests a more topological approach. It is not so much the taken-for-granted
aspects of the latter that concern us, as the fact that reach here is not measurable. It is
not a spatial metric, but a relationship.

The spatial ambiguity attached to reach here, where it can be both extensive and
intensive in its exercise, opens up the possibility of conceiving the apparatus of state
authority as not so much ‘up there’ or indeed ‘over there’, as part of a spatial arrange-
ment within which different elements of government, as well as private agencies
exercise powers of reach that enable them to be more or less present within and
across the spaces of the nation. In this topological take on the ‘reach of government’,
what comes to the fore turns out to be less an extension of power outwards and rather
more of an interplay between all the different institutional interests and authorities
involved. Little really happens at a distance, on this view, because the authority of the
centre has already made its presence felt through its dealings with a wide array of
public and private bodies by, for instance, drawing political actors closer through
real-time technologies or reaching out to them through a succession of enrolling
strategies (Allen and Cochrane, forthcoming).

Some of this interplay may take place indirectly by central authorities reaching
into the politics of local areas in an attempt to steer and constrain agendas through the
circulation of targets and priorities that are matched by funding arrangements which
limit possibilities. Such relationships are mediated indirectly through the circulation
of policy documents, people and [meeting] minutes which effectively connect and
attempt to ‘hook up’ others in a process akin to Latour’s sense of mobilization and
translation, but one in which absent, others are interleaved with those present. Author-
ity, in this instance, is detached from the ‘centre’ through the mediated relationships
involved, but is re-embedded in sub-national institutions as part of an indirect, yet
connected form of arm’s length government (Giddens 1990). In this way, more
distanciated forms of power involving interaction with those often physically absent
represent a provisional means for the ‘centre’ to secure outcomes.

Provisional, because in this topological landscape what works for central govern-
ment in terms of its hierarchical powers of reach also has the, perhaps, unintended
consequence of opening up that authority to negotiation and displacement. In so far as
all the governing bodies, from state-sponsored agencies and private trusts to local
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administrative units and partnerships, are increasingly able to be more or less present
through direct and real-time technologies, the potential for them to manipulate
imposed targets or renegotiate financial inducements is that much greater (Allen
2004). The ability of central government to draw political actors within close reach
through the simultaneity and succession of institutional arrangements provides a
context within which negotiations may be brokered directly, rather than from afar or
across a spatial divide that places the ‘centre’ of political authority above everyone
else. Decision-making practices may be further complicated by the ability of local
agents to fold in policy agendas formulated by consultants beyond their locality to
actually shape events within and thus legitimate their interests.

In this interplay between different institutional interests and authorities, however,
what can be drawn within the reach of the state’s authority can also be placed beyond
it; that is, placed ‘out of reach’. Central government actors may distance themselves
from the need to take particular decisions or meet particular political demands by
displacing issues, pushing them further away by lifting out and re-embedding policy
pressures within a different jurisdictional framework. States are not simply confronted
by supranational institutions, they can also use them and the growing range of private
authorities in the international arena to fold out political demands. The sense in which
certain forms of arbitration or regulation may be subjected to more complex forms of
mediation, lengthening the chain of connections, is a form of relational distance every
bit as much as when distances are collapsed by the compression of space by time (see
Harvey 2006).

This latter point is perhaps easier to grasp when set in the context of transnational
social movements, which, as noted before, frequently exert an influence beyond their
means through their ability to mobilize ‘publics’ at a distance. The mobilization in this
instance is less about straightforward resource mobilization and transmission and
more about the ‘power to’ draw within close reach injustices taking place across the
globe. In their attempt to construct ‘publics’ around such issues as global climate
change, the destruction of the rainforests or overseas factory sweatshop exploitation,
campaign groups are confronted by the barrier of distance. One means of overcoming
this barrier, in the case of the anti-sweatshop movement for instance, has been to
connect directly people’s normal consumer practices to physically distant forms of
harm and injustice (Young 2003). In doing so, NGOs and other groups effectively
collapsed the economic distance between producer and consumer by sidestepping all
the tangled supply chain arrangements in between. As such, they collapsed the work-
ings of the global market that the big corporate retailers had painstakingly put in place
precisely to distance themselves from overseas exploitation (Klein 2000). Factory
sweatshops were not only distanced by such corporates, they were, to all intents and
purposes, placed ‘out of reach’.

In keeping with the analogy drawn from Lukes’ work, it is tempting to suggest that
topological reach, as set out here, adds, if not a deeper analysis, then another dimen-
sion to the spatial reworkings of power and authority today. The sense in which
powerful institutions extend their reach across a defined and measurable network goes
some way to revealing the spatial aspects of power, but such a portrayal stops short of
understanding that power itself is constituted in space and time. Reach, when
understood in an intensive manner, opens up the possibility of thinking about how
large corporations, government authorities and social movements exercise power and
influence in a world in which neither distance nor proximity is what it used to be, and
presence itself is not a straightforward given.
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210  J. Allen

Conclusion

Lukes’ classic review of the different ‘faces’ of power in the early 1970s was careful
to point out the positive aspects of both the decision-making and the nondecision-
making views of power before offering a critique of both. He noted the clarity and
accustomed features of the behavioural study of decision-making power by political
actors and, in many respects, those observations find a parallel with the territorial view
of power and authority, whereby the location and extension of the reach of power are
plain to see. His remark that the one-dimensional behavioural view of power is blind
to the ways in which political agendas are manipulated also has its parallel in the
inability of scalar theorists to recognize that territorially based acts of power are them-
selves often an effect of networked mobilizations. In turn, the networked view of
power itself may also be adjudged as too narrow in its perspective to grasp that a flat,
horizontal topography is at odds with recent shifts in the spatial reworkings of power,
in much the same way that Lukes criticized the nondecision-making view of power for
its superficiality.

Both one- and two-dimensional accounts were found to be lacking in certain key
respects by Lukes, and neither seriously considered the curious ways in which latent
conflicts are suppressed within society – which formed the major focus of his three-
dimensional view of power. It would be stretching the analogy somewhat to suggest
that topographical accounts of power suppress topological insights into power’s
spatial twists and turns, but there is a sense in which the familiarity of our geometric
descriptions makes it all the more difficult to grasp how power has been spatially
reconfigured in these more complex, globalized times. That does not mean to say, as
stressed in the introduction, that one spatial frame, power-topologies for instance,
trumps the other two, but that the choice of frame is dependent on the questions
asked about power and space. As many of our questions start to demonstrate the
limits of topographical thinking, however, perhaps it is timely to consider what a
topology of power relations actually has to add in terms of possible answers and
greater understanding.
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