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A B S T R A C T   

Geographic edges are distant, sparsely populated regions understood by some scholars as being fundamentally 
different from areas classified as rural. In some cases, the epistemological view in relation to sparsely populated 
regions is deterministic. Here, sparsity is seen as derivations of ‘geography’; relative location as remote and the 
extreme environmental characteristics of the place. In this paper we argue for an extended conceptualisation for 
‘edge’ as a non-predetermined, temporally and spatially dynamic construct where space is ‘dependent’, function 
of the institutional frameworks. To make this reasoning we first distil the diverse interpretations of edge found in 
the existing literature into six schools of thought: the expansionist, capitalist, post-(neo-)colonialist, relativist, 
ruralist and developmentalist. Providing a systematic analysis on the role of ‘space’, ‘society’ and ‘institutions’ 
within these six schools of thought for edge studies, we than revisit the discourse on region formation within 
‘new’ regional geography during the 1980s and 1990s, when geographers departed from viewing regions as 
unique, pre-defined and timeless ‘containers’. We discuss whether the role of ‘geography’ or ‘institutions’ is 
pivotal at the edge and propose that space itself (and its characteristics such as sparsity and remoteness) can be 
considered as dependent on or constructed by institutional frameworks. Finally, based on our findings, we 
provide some pointers to where and how the scope of edge studies can be extended or adjusted.   

1. Introduction 

Social scientists have long been interested in ‘frontiers’, the sparsely 
populated remote ‘edges’ of settlement which have been studied for 
their resource dependency (Innis 1936; Di Tella 1986; Barbier 2005), 
power relations (Kopytoff 1987; Ardener 2012; Tsing 2003; Taylor et al., 
2011), indigenous disadvantage (Carson and Koster, 2012), human 
settlement patterns (Enequist 1960), environmental conservation 
(Denevan 2011, Gómez-Pompa and Kaus, 1992) and regional develop-
ment purposes (Huskey and Morehouse, 1992; Huskey 2006). However, 
until recently little attention has been paid to the ‘edges’ of human 
settlement in a systematic way. The conceptualisation of these ‘edges’ 
across disciplines is multifaceted. Sparsely populated edges of national 
states have been labelled as non-ecumene, such as in Canada (Weiss 
et al., 2008) and in Sweden (Enequist 1960; Bylund 1960). The term 
‘ecumene’ is derived from ancient Greek describing inhabited or known 
world which postulates that non-ecumene, and therefore edge, has 
different meanings for its indigenous and non-indigenous populations 
(see Kassam 2001). In this paper we contribute to the debate about the 

reconceived concept of edge (sic, in singular) as a distinct type of ‘space’ 
or region which is beyond rural space. While others such as Le Tourneau 
(2020) have argued that sparsely populated edges are fundamentally 
different from rural areas, our conceptual approach provides an un-
derstanding of edge as a particular type of region where spatiality 
(remoteness and sparseness) is a key feature and space can be considered 
as dependent on or constructed by institutional frameworks. This 
approach moves forward from the generalised delineation of rural areas 
where its ‘otherness’ is compared and contrasted to urban areas (Nelson 
et al., 2021; Rosenquist 2020). Rural in this context provides little un-
derstanding of the ‘edge’ which is usually treated as ‘other’, ‘extreme’ or 
‘less rural’ (see Li et al., 2015 p. 17). This has led some researchers to 
reason that edge is different from rural, ‘beyond the periphery’, outside 
the urban-rural continuum, and outside the core-periphery system 
(Carson et al., 2011; Taylor 2016). 

In this paper we use the concept of ‘region’ and ‘region formation’ by 
‘new’ regional geography (see Pudup 1988, Murphy 1991, Holmen 
1995; Paasi 1991, 2002) to reconceptualise edge as a distinct space 
where remoteness and sparsity are consequential from institutional 
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frameworks which promulgate edge as temporally and spatially dy-
namic social construct. This is in contrast to much of the literature on 
edges in which geographical extremity, spatial disadvantage (remote-
ness), sparsity and harsh climatic conditions are seen as generating a 
human geography and institutional framework fundamentally 
‘different’ to any other conceived regions (Huskey 2006; Carson et al., 
2011; Taylor 2016). 

To demonstrate the need for understanding edge as a distinct type of 
space, in the first section we distil wide-ranging literature on geographic 
edges from an array of scientific fields into six ‘schools’ or approaches. 
This is important to demonstrate and analyse how these ‘schools’ 
conceptualise the role of geography, space, institutions and society ‘at 
the edge’. We then provide a detailed appraisal on discourse about the 
pivotal role of ‘institutions’ in the formation and continuation of 
geographic edges (see Huskey and Morehouse, 1992; Huskey 2006; 
Carson et al., 2011; Taylor 2016). To do so, first we revisit debates about 
the meaning of ‘region’ as dynamic social construct and ‘region forma-
tion’ within ‘new’ regional geography which emerged during the 1980s 
and 1990s. We then highlight the diverging approach on what ‘geog-
raphy’ constitutes in the context of edge (see Huskey 2006) with a 
particular attention to the ‘rediscovery’ of geography by economists (see 
Sheppard 2001; Sluyter 2003; Bury 2004). This is necessary for under-
standing what determines the label ‘edge’ when ‘geography’ is 
approached in different ways. Finally, we apply Lefebvre’s (1991) triad 
of space to demonstrate how space and spatiality can be interpreted as 
dependent and this demonstrates the importance of institutional 
frameworks in creating different types of spaces. In the final section, we 
outline further empirical research which would provide a better un-
derstanding of the pivotal role of institutions in the formation of edges 
and discuss how our reconceived conceptualisation of edge could be 
applied to policy making. 

2. Finding baselines for understanding multifaceted edge 

Scholarship in relation to edges emphasises that there are divergent 
epistemological approaches and frameworks based on varying views of 
the role of space, institutions and society as they apply to edge. This has 
led to a “fuzzy language” (Pugh and Dubois, 2021 p. 269) around the 
term with interchangeable and overlapping labels such as frontier, 
remote, sparsely populated area, and even marginal or peripheral (for 
example, Carson et al., 2011). However, by the systematic analysis of 
existing literature it is possible to distil these diverse approaches into six 
‘schools of thought’. These are the expansionist, capitalist, post-(neo-) 
colonialist, relativist, ruralist and developmentalist approaches which we 
present in Table 1. We discuss the essence of these schools in the 
following paragraphs with a systematic focus on space, institutions and 
society. 

The first school, which we call ‘expansionist’ is hallmarked by Tur-
ner’s frontier concept first published in 1894. It is understood by many 
scholars as the antecedent of edge studies (see Geiger 2008; Carson 
2011). Originally Turner’s ‘Great American Frontier’ (1894) was an 
‘ex-post’ analysis of the westward expansion of settlement in the United 
States of America and examined how the frontier or edge determined the 
evolution of the American society. Subsequently, Elliott (2014) argued 
that Turner’s frontier concept was more complex spatially than the 
original meaning of the word ‘frontier’, arguing the genesis of ‘frontier’ 
as militarized borderland, a political barrier between two countries in 
Europe. In contrast, Turner’s depiction of the frontier had key com-
monalities with the conceptualisation of edge in prominent literature 
since, representing edge of continuous settlement (Enequist 1960; 
Bylund 1960; Stone 1962) which is socially transitional (liminal) (Tsing 
2005, Rasmussen and Lund, 2017) and spatially dynamic (Di Tella 1982; 
Carson et al., 2011; Taylor 2016). 

Nevertheless, Turner’s work was strongly criticised by Geiger (2008) 
for its deterministic assumptions that American freedom and democracy 
primarily originated from the society formed at the frontier, and because 

it ignored the presence and the role of indigenous society. Kopytoff 
(1987), for example, argued that the process of frontier expansion 
replicated and imposed structures and institutions found in the core 
areas (cities away from the frontier). Kopytoff’s assertions characterised 
frontiers as primarily a politically defined geographical spaces. Indeed, 
even in contemporary times, the term ‘frontier’ or ‘territory’ often 
identifies areas earmarked for further integration and settlement such as 
Xinjiang, with a literal translation of the ‘New Frontier’ of China (Elliott 
2014). Additionally, there are ‘territories’ which are loosely integrated 
edges with limited self-governance. They disappeared from the map of 
the conterminous USA by the end of 19th century but are still part of the 
post-colonial reality in both Canada and Australia. Not surprisingly, 
Turner’s frontier concept has also been used to explain the emergence of 
great powers and to justify expansion and conquest outside of the 
American context (Bassin 1993) for example by Lattimore (1962) on the 
emergence of China and Khodarkovsky (2002) on the role of the steppe 
frontier in the Russian ‘Eurasianism’ (the core concept of Russian 
geopolitical imperialism). 

By contrast to the expansionist school, which depicts edges as loosely 
connected liminal frontiers, the capitalist school highlights edges as the 
space where capitalism adsorbs the periphery (Cleary 1993; Barney 
2009). It conceives edges as ‘zones of exploitation’ where bountiful re-
sources are extracted (Lloyd and Metzer, 2013). Webb (1964) applied 
the concept of the ‘Great Frontier’ in a global posture to explain the rise 
of modern capitalism in the European ‘metropolis’ based on limitless 
opportunities provided by the frontier, suggesting that frontiers drove 
the capitalist evolution for western societies. 

Others have pointed to the role of the institutional context labelled as 
‘dominion’ (Ehrensaft and Armstrong, 1978) or ‘settler capitalism’ 
(McAloon 2002) which characterised Canada, Australia, New Zealand, 
as well as Argentina and Uruguay up until the First World War. The 
economic ties to Great Britain and its capital transformed these ‘do-
minions’ at the edge into significant raw material exporters. The staples 
theory was first introduced by the Canadian economist Innis (1936) who 
argued pessimistically that development based on resource-extraction 
ultimately leads to a lack of innovation and economic diversification, 
and a dependency on capital investment from the core, thus creating a 
‘staples trap’ for edges. 

The ‘staples trap’ concept was also used by Di Tella (1986) to explain 
the deterioration of Argentina’s development pathway during the 20th 
century. Taylor (1992) emphasised that the end of the Argentinian ‘Belle 
Époque’ and its crisis throughout the 20th century was caused by a 
complex set of factors, such as the closing of the Argentinian frontier and 
the persistently high share of relatively poor immigrant populations 
from Italy and Spain along with a lack of capital inflow. Several studies 
have contrasted the failed Argentinian case to Australia which was able 
to escape its staples trap (Di Tella 1986; Di Tella and Platt, 1985; Dye 
and La Croix 2010). Argentina was one of the richest and most rapidly 
developing settler colonies prior to the First World War but institu-
tionally it was distanced from British capital which, according to Lloyd 
and Metzer (2013) doomed its economy. Furthermore, unlike the 
western democratic Australia, Argentina’s political pathway was influ-
enced primarily by the large land-owning oligarchy of the country. 

While the frontier concept has been widely used historically to 
explain connections between (the evolution of) western capitalist in-
stitutions and spatial expansionism, frontiers are not limited to the past. 
The third school of thought, the post- (or neo-) colonialist context provides 
an understanding of edges in the present. Di Tella (1982), for example, 
proposed the spatial edge of accumulation was in constant flux, and 
depicted the edge as a place of production and super profits under the 
prevailing set of technological and institutional conditions. Further-
more, Willow and Wylie (2014) argued that North Dakota became a 
‘newly emerged energy frontier’ by the introduction of hydraulic 
fracking technologies. This provides a sense of the dynamism of the 
institutional frameworks ‘remaking’ edge, whether dominion capitalism 
or globalisation (Woodworth 2017). 
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Table 1 
Six schools of thought for edge studies and their approach of space, institutions and society.  

Schools of 
thought 

Related disciplines Related notions of edge Approaches of Example papers 

Space, spatiality Institutions Society 

Expan-sionist Geopolitics, History Great American 
Frontier, 
Jiang (in Chinese), 
Krai (in Russian) 

Spatially dynamic, liminal frontier (according 
to Turner: deterministic) 

Dependent on/formed by the 
environment or politically defined 
from the core 

Settler societies, empires and their 
emergence at/determined by the 
frontier 

Turner (1894); 
Lattimore (1962); 
Kopytoff (1987) 

Capitalist Economics, Economic 
history 

Frontier, 
Great Frontier, 
Staples region 

Absolute space determined by core-periphery 
relations 

Determined by the dynamism of 
dominion/settler capitalism, 
Staples trap, resource curse 

Settler societies and their economic 
dependency 

Innis (1936); 
Di Tella (1982) 

Post-(Neo-) 
Colonialist 

Economics, Social 
anthropology, Human 
geography 

Frontier, 
Land conversion/Mineral 
resource frontier, 
Slippery place 

Constantly reproduced dependent and slippery 
place, non-Euclidean, but still physical space 
(absolute) 

Determined by the dynamism of 
globalisation and by boom and bust 
cycles 

Developing nations or remote 
peripheries of developed nations and 
their economic dependency 

Barbier (2005); 
Hayter et al., 
(2003); 
Sheppard (2002); 
Barnes et al. (2001) 

Relativist Social anthropology, 
Human geography 

Remote, 
Remote from elsewhere, Edgy, 
Frontier, Wilder-ness 
(criticised term), Sphere of 
friction 

Space is relative, multidimensional, contested, 
edge is outsider perception, 
Remoteness can be detached from geography 

Frontier of destruction, clashing, 
conflicting interests, traditional 
rights erased 

Indigenous people and their struggle for 
(land) rights 

Ardener (2012); 
Nietschmann 
(1994); 
Tsing (2003); 
Saxer and 
Andersson (2019); 
Geiger (2008) 

Ruralist Rural studies, Rural 
geography 

Non-ecumene, fringe of 
continuous settlement, 
sparseland, rangeland 

Geographic space is dynamically changing, 
advance and retreat, sparsification 

Special case of rurality, beyond the 
periphery, other, different from 
rural 

Coping with harsh, hostile and sparse 
environment 

Bylund (1960); 
Holmes (1981); 
Le Tourneau (2020) 

Develop- 
mentalist 

Demography, 
Economic geography, 
Regional science 

Edge, 
Sparsely populated area/ 
region/territory (SPA, SPR, 
SPT), 
Remote 

Spatially trapped problem area, Pre-defined 
sparsity, Geographic remoteness 

Institutional remoteness, 
modernisation vs. dependency 

Indigenous and non-indigenous 
societies, Cultural remoteness 

Huskey and 
Morehouse (1992); 
Huskey (2006);  

Taylor (2016)  
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In contrast to the economic boom of the 19th century experienced in 
settler societies, Barbier (2005) emphasised the poor growth perfor-
mance in developing countries pursuing frontier expansion, stressing the 
effect of the relatively low-yield of agricultural land in contrast to 
high-yield mineral resources extracted in geographic edges of developed 
nations. He also noted that boom and bust cycles for low-income 
countries could not sustain high rates of long-term growth. However, 
boom and bust cycles are also commonly discussed as cyclical and 
structural issues for geographic edges of high-income countries (for 
example, Carson 2011; Taylor et al., 2011). Furthermore, the choice of 
resource, be it agricultural land or a high-yielding mineral, is deter-
mined by costs of production and profits to be realised. The significantly 
higher labour, transportation and infrastructure investment costs in 
high-income countries often doomed land conversion attempts to fail-
ure, such as the rice growing endeavour during the 1950s in the 
Northern Territory of Australia (Taylor et al., 2011). Boom and bust 
cycles created by fluctuating world market prices may lead to losses 
from mineral extraction due to the tremendous extraction and trans-
portation costs and because reserves are finite, prompting Huskey and 
Morehouse (1992) to emphasise the importance reserve funds such as 
the Alaskan Permanent Fund to tide-over boom-time profits to the 
post-boom period. Research on single industry towns substantiates the 
far-reaching impacts of boom and bust cycles at geographic edges in 
developed nations, exerting extreme spatial disruptions both in creative 
and destructive ways where new resource towns rapidly emerged but 
were abandoned once the resource runs out (Barnes et al., 2001). 
Extending this, the emergence of ‘no-town’ mineral resource extraction 
characterised by fly-in-fly-out workforce signifies a new type of 
single-industry town where dependence on staples economy is simply 
relocated from the edge (Storey and Hall, 2018). 

Meanwhile, other post-colonialist scholars advocate the institutional 
frameworks of global capitalism determine the existence of edge. For 
instance, Hayter et al. (2003) distinguished ‘slippery’ and ‘sticky’ places 
as the peripheries and metropolitan cores respectively. They depict 
geographic edges as being socially and economically unstable, expensive 
to reach, dangerous, uncomfortable and unevenly developed. Extending 
this, Ferguson (2005) argued that, despite globalisation, capital by-
passes large areas at the edge, creating economies of ‘enclave’ spaces. 
Sheppard (2002) called these ‘wormholes’ at the edge, arguing that the 
globalised economy is spatially ‘highly non-Euclidean’ (p. 308) and 
stressing that, even though globalisation has to some extent eliminated 
space, place and location are still significant in delivering and repro-
ducing unequal positionalities and power hierarchies over time. The 
latter implies extra-territorialisation of finances, power and political 
influence with rules imposed from outside (Ferguson 2005) and profits 
mostly benefiting metropolitan cores away from the peripheries (Taylor 
et al., 2011). 

The discussion thus far highlights that scholars with a background in 
economics have tended to conceptualise edge as an ‘absolute space’ 
where remoteness (or ‘edginess’) is a persisting condition ‘produced’ by 
the given set of capitalist institutions, and where distances from cores of 
economic activity and markets perpetuates poor economic performance. 
Our fourth school of thought, the relativist context, puts the spatial con-
struction or the ‘making’ of the edge (Saxer and Andersson, 2019 p. 142) 
at the centre. Here, the making of remoteness is postulated as an active 
social and political process, rather than a perpetual geographical con-
dition fixed in place. Harms et al. (2014) therefore label remoteness as ‘a 
way of being’ (p. 362) while Saxer and Andersson (2019) proposed 
remoteness can be reinforced through the making process, which sees 
edges became less connected and more distant over time through social 
and political processes. Within this school of thought, remoteness is 
detached from geography (Harms et al., 2014) and considered as 
‘remote from elsewhere’ (Ardener 2012). Along these lines Kassam 
(2001), Gómez-Pompa and Kaus (1992) highlighted the juxtaposition 
between metropolitan perceptions of edges as wilderness or wild areas 
while for resident indigenous populations they are homelands and 

home. 
Further to this, contrasting interests for different actors, and their 

perceptions about the role and functions of edges, have turned resource 
peripheries into highly contested and multidimensional places. Here, 
industrial, environmental, indigenous-cultural and geopolitical di-
mensions clash and intersect (Hayter et al., 2003). For example, Lloyd 
and Metzer (2013), Carson and Koster (2012) all argued that Indigenous 
populations marginalised at edges do not manifestly benefit from 
resource extraction revenues and are the victims of the clashing interests 
between locals and outsiders. Hayter et al. (2003) also stressed clashing 
interests have been often outside the conventions of the rule of law in 
developing nations while Hogg (2011) underlined that, even in devel-
oped nations like Australia, communities of sparsely populated regions 
are not effectively and equitably serviced by justice and governance. 
This is because modern national states fail to be ‘evenly operational’ 
(Anderson, 1991) and resemble a ‘radial sovereignty’ of tribal societies 
where power decreases with distance, in contrast to ‘homogenous sov-
ereignty’ over the legally demarcated territory of modern national states 
(Anderson, 1991). 

The penchant of states to impose their monopolies of violence 
(Geiger 2008), and the presence of multiple sovereignties at the edge 
(Anderson, 1991), has generated contests over land control and a pro-
cesses of ‘territorialisation’ (Peluso and Lund, 2011 p. 668). For 
example, Nietschmann (1994), Chann (2017) and Saxer (2019) high-
lighted the role of map-making implemented by the state in contested 
edges, creating property rights and fostering new ‘realities’ on the 
ground. In this sense, edge is observed as a deregulated zone for capi-
talism, a sphere of friction (Tsing 2005), where existing (indigenous) 
resource control is suspended or eliminated (Rasmussen and Lund, 2017 
p. 388), indigenous property systems are destroyed in order to make way 
for resource extraction (Geiger 2008), and new actors from outside as-
sume governance and control (Peluso and Lund, 2011). 

Others have argued that environmental protection shares common 
issues with resource extraction in terms of territorialisation, where ‘past 
activities are erased and new values are enacted’ through conservation 
(Rasmussen and Lund, 2017, p. 390). Neumann (2001) identified 
several cases where colonial states created wilderness areas in Africa by 
the relocation of indigenous people. Under these conditions, wilderness 
becomes a product of the colonisers’ modernisation efforts, attracting 
criticism from Denevan (2011), Gómez-Pompa and Kaus (1992) for the 
‘wilderness’ or ‘pristine myth’ as an elitist urban perception of the 
environment at geographic edges. They argued that the wilderness as an 
untouched and untamed concept is apocryphal since such lands were 
subject to land management practices such as burning by indigenous 
populations before colonial settlement. 

The ruralist context differs from the previously discussed four ap-
proaches as it centralises spatial dynamism to conceive edges as special 
cases of rurality or as distinct non-rural spaces. During the mid-20th 
century, Scandinavian geographers in particular examined the peri-
odic advance and retreat of rural settlement into and from the so-called 
non-ecumene (see Enequist 1960; Bylund 1960). Mortelius (1960) 
stressed that advances were induced mostly by non-agricultural activ-
ities, making it possible to settle into and beyond the ‘fringe of rural 
settlement’, such that limits of agricultural production did not deter-
mine human presence in higher latitudes. Inversely, Stone (1962) 
emphasised fringes of rural settlement represented ‘multiple frontiers’ of 
different industries such as iron processing, fishing and hunting. Their 
research highlighted fluctuations of advance and retreat were created by 
the given set of technological and societal frameworks as well as the core 
societies’ needs for certain products. 

Systemic changes, however, can cause the retreat of rural settlements 
and make regions ‘edgy’ regardless of the location and environment. 
Russia geographers observed the retreat of rural settlement outside the 
northern fringe zones during the collapse of the Soviet economic system. 
In fact, Ioffe et al. (2004) highlighted that farmland contracted by a 
higher ratio in the relatively densely populated Russian core areas 
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compared to the far northern zones during the post-Soviet period. Sig-
nificant areas morphed into empty holes or ‘inner edges’, where human 
populations deserted despite the more moderate environmental condi-
tions. Hence, rural regions can become sparse and edgy through out-
migration and depopulation (Liu and Li, 2017; Li et al., 2019), a process 
Smailes and his colleagues (2002) called ‘sparsification’, which bore 
similarities to the reversion of the frontier in the Great Plains of USA 
between 1890 and 1990 (Lang et al., 1997). 

Within the ruralist school there are inherent difficulties in separating 
rural and that which exists beyond, not only in the scale of investigation 
(see Nelson et al., 2021), but the conceptual approach to the definition 
as well. For example, Le Tourneau (2020) presumed that rural and edge 
might form a similar continuum to the urban-rural nexus, which would 
make any kind of separation artificial. In contrast, Holmes (1981) pro-
posed a density threshold for Australia to mark the boundary between 
settled areas and ‘sparseland’, where ‘school of the air’ (distance 
schooling conducted over radio) replaces school buses and people are 
serviced by the ‘flying doctor’ instead of ambulances. Holmes (2009) 
later argued that ‘sparseland’ or ‘rangeland’ was at the extreme end of 
rural occupance with distinct socio-economic characteristics. Holmes’ 
‘rangeland’ referred primarily to agricultural land characterised by 
extensive cattle or sheep grazing. Le Tourneau (2020) differed in his 
conclusion that edges are specific geographies characterised by distinct 
economic, political, spatial and social configurations which are inde-
pendent of their significant ecological and climatic differences. 
Furthermore, Le Tourneau’s edge is not linked functionally to agricul-
tural land use and is considered ‘hostile’, instead of being favourable for 
settlement with diverse populations in contrast to the small-scale 
coherent societies of rural space (Le Tourneau (2020)). Accordingly, 
Le Tourneau argued sparsely populated edges can only be considered as 
rural if we define rural space as everything ex-urban. 

In contrast to Holmes (2009), Carson et al. (2011) and Taylor (2016) 
took a more spatially-oriented approach in proposing edges are ‘beyond’ 
the core-periphery system, as is understood by Krugman’s (1991) ‘new 
economic geography’. They stressed that a notable dichotomy exists 
between edge and rural (or, urban-rural continuum) because edges are 
not functionally or systematically connected to a single urban core. They 
highlight that settlements at edges did not emerge through market 
processes and the direction and scale of links and flows (such as, 
financial or population flows) with urban cores can rapidly change in 
intensity, direction and persistence. Alternatively, Prince (2011) argued 
that edges can be identified by population (labour force) scarcity (see 
also Glorensen et al., 2009), in contrast to rural areas where lesser job 
and career opportunities generate constant rural to urban migration or 
where cheaper rural housing and environmental amenity can lead to 
counter-urbanisation (see Raagmaa 2003), attributes which are largely 
absent at the edge (see Holmes 2009; Carson 2011). 

Since the mid-1980s, social scientists interested in regional issues 
have recognised and intensively discussed entrenched social and eco-
nomic problems for remote regions within western developed nations 
(Huskey and Morehouse, 1992). Their focus on identification of the 
problematic nature of edges form the developmentalist approach, the 
sixth school of thought herein. Huskey and Morehouse (1992) suggest 
the most crucial questions within these regions are related to resource 
development, indigenous land claims and settlement economies 
emphasising that edges are seen first and foremost as problem areas, 
where the focus of policy should be to aid development and facilitate 
them becoming less remote over time (Huskey 2006). However, a 
dispute over modernisation emerged within the developmentalist school 
(see Huskey and Morehouse, 1992) because of the failures of large scale, 
externally imposed and resourced infrastructure projects which were 
often in contrast to indigenous interests and cultural identities (Huskey 
and Morehouse, 1992; Carson and Koster, 2012). These failures have led 
to an increased focus on the dependencies of edges, the relationships 
between central governments and the remote sub-national units, and 
viewing these remote regions as ‘trapped’, suffering from physical, 

economic and political limitations which impacts their security, welfare 
and autonomy (Huskey and Morehouse, 1992). 

The dissection and distillation of literature on edge into the six 
schools of thought presented here demonstrates the co-existence of 
different and divergent approaches to space, spatiality, institutions and 
society in the context of geographic edges. This brings us to the main 
question of this study on whether the role of geographical conditions 
(remoteness, sparsity, harsh environment) or the institutional frame-
work play a more pivotal role in the making and continuation of edges? 

3. ‘Region’, ‘geography’ and ‘space’ in edge making 

Having identified the diverse approaches to spatiality, institutions 
and society within the six schools of thought, in this section we hone in 
on discourse about the role of ‘geography’ and ‘institutions’ in the 
‘making’ of geographic edges (see Huskey 2006 p. 152). To do so, we 
first revisit the meaning of ‘region’ within ‘new’ regional geography 
which helps us to demonstrate the necessity for rethinking ‘edge’ as a 
temporally and spatially dynamic construct. Secondly, we highlight how 
‘geography’ is understood and used in explanatory endeavours for edges 
when addressing developmental challenges in particular. Thirdly, we 
examine how ‘space’ can be interpreted as ‘dependent’ which helps us to 
assert the pivotal role of ‘institutions’ in the making of edge. By doing so 
we provide an understanding of developmental challenges ‘at the edge’ 
avoiding geographic ‘fatalism’ and viewing edges as ‘trapped’, doomed 
or determined by their geographic settings. 

During the 1980s and 1990s there was intense debate over the 
theoretical meaning of region and the concept of ‘region formation’ 
within regional geography (see Pudup 1988, Murphy 1991; Paasi 1991, 
2002). The debate about ‘region’ culminated in a consensus that ele-
ments of both ‘new’ and ‘traditional’ regional geography should be 
incorporated in ‘reorganised’ regional geography for understanding 
‘region formation’ (Holmen 1995; Wei 2006; Murphy and O’Loughlin, 
2009). This was seen as necessary to erode the boundary between 
generalizable and idiographic geographic knowledge in order to provide 
a feasible social science framework to understand the interplay between 
unifying global and differentiating regional trends (Wood 1999 p. 199). 
As Holmen (1995, p. 59) put it, ‘fundamental principles of spatial 
organisation are not everywhere the same’. 

Traditional regional geography understood regions in an idiographic 
and oftentimes descriptive way as objective facts and static both in time 
and space. In contrast, new regional geography emphasises regions are 
spatially and temporally dynamic social constructs. New regional ge-
ography contends that regions are constantly renewed through patterns 
of continuity and change arising from the interplay of their institutions, 
values, symbols, lifestyles and networks; and that a region may disap-
pear due to external disruptions, changes in institutional frameworks or 
from outside interventions (Raagmaa 2002; Weller 2017). 

Similar to the traditional regional geography, edge, or more pre-
cisely, geographic places considered as edges (such as ‘Arctic’, ‘Alaska’, 
‘outback’, ‘Northern Territory’ and ‘very remote areas’ in Australia and 
elsewhere), have sometimes been treated as objective (or even static) 
constructs. An example is Carson and his co-authors (2011) who high-
lighted ‘peripheral’ is usually a priory label: ‘they are those regions 
which are known to be peripheral’ (p. 4). With this, viewing edge as an 
objective construct generates constant debates about which parts of 
national states might be considered as remote and that any such oper-
ationalisation of remoteness can be subject to criticism (Carson and 
Koster 2012). Indeed, there is a lack of a global or at least a multina-
tional quantitative definition of edges outside of the European Nordic 
context (Carson et al., 2011). In this sense, definitional debate may be 
secondary to policy oriented, country- or research-specific needs (Le 
Tourneau 2020; Taylor 2016). For example, the Remoteness Structure 
provided by the Australian Bureau of Statistics is based on relative dis-
tance and travel times to a range of static features like hospitals or larger 
cities (ABS 2016). This deterministic approach to identifying and 
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labelling settlements as remote or otherwise not only reinforces their 
remoteness but ignores political and economic dependencies, and ob-
viates the role of institutions in the formation and continued existence of 
remote regions (Taylor 2016). 

These operationalisation and definitional constraints inhibits global 
thinking about edge (sic, in singular) as a distinct type of space, a sys-
temic phenomenon constructed by social and political frameworks 
across different countries, regardless of the climatic and environmental 
diversity in situ. In line with this, Dubois and Roto (2012) argued that, 
instead of emphasising the ‘uniqueness’ of these places, such as the 
‘northern’ approach in the developmentalist school, the focus should be 
on the ‘specificity’ of edges. For instance, Carson et al. (2011) and Taylor 
(2016) discussed edges as specific regions where populations, in 
response to remoteness, sparsity and harsh conditions, generate a 
definitively ‘different’ human geography which they described in terms 
of their ‘Eight ‘D’s of remote Demography’ (see Carson et al., 2011). 
Dubois and Roto (2012) and Väätänen (2019) went further to emphasise 
edges as social constructs where image and perception influenced by the 
prevailing socio-economic frameworks. 

Along with the interpretation of edge as a temporally and spatially 
dynamic social construct, there is also a significant divergence in how 
geography and its (deterministic) role at the edge is understood, 
particularly when emphasising developmental challenges in these re-
gions. This is closely related to the differences in thinking about space 
between geographers and economists (Sheppard 2001), and to the 
‘rediscovery’ of geography by economists (see Bury 2004). For example, 
‘geography’ in Huskey’s work (2006) is interpreted as the observed 
characteristics of place, including relative sparsity, the extreme envi-
ronment and its remoteness. Here, Huskey understood remoteness in 
physical way, even when arguing for the significance of institutional 
remoteness at the edge, referring to the relative location and distance of 
centres of government, finance and decision making from edges (Huskey 
and Morehouse, 1992). Hence, Huskey bypasses the possibility of 
interpreting distance outside of physical spatiality, while space for ge-
ographers is neither homogeneous nor one-dimensional in a uniform 
plain, nor is its distance exogenously given (Sheppard 2001). 

Furthermore, the treatment of space (remoteness and sparsity) as an 
exogenously given and objective characteristics suggest geographic 
edges are ‘trapped’ into geographic ‘fatalism’ in which the physical 
environment determines the fate of human societies, as echoed recently 
by economists such as Gallup et al. (1999) and Gallup et al. (2003). This 
viewpoint is strongly opposed by human geographers including Blaut 
(1999), Sheppard (2001) and Murphy and O’Loughlin (2009). And 
when Huskey (2006) put forward the question of whether ‘geography’ or 
‘institutions’ are most significant for the existence of remote edges, he 
insisted that geography matters in an indirect way (p. 152) and argued 
that places which were or are environmentally unattractive for settle-
ment have been provided by asymmetrical institutions in order to 
facilitate resource exploitation. 

See the one-dimensional portrayal of remote regions as hostile areas 
barely suitable for human settlement (see Le Tourneau 2020) is relative, 
however, since areas with such conditions may not be seen as ‘hostile’ 
for locals, particularly resident indigenous populations for whom the 
land and its environmental conditions are integral to their physical and 
cultural wellbeing (see Kassam 2001; Denevan 2011, Gómez-Pompa and 
Kaus, 1992). Hence, instead of explaining edges and their ‘different’ 
institutional frameworks by their specific (remote, sparse, harsh) envi-
ronmental characteristics, noting the fiercely rejected environmental 
determinism in human geography (see Sheppard 2001; Blaut 1999; Wei 
2006; Murphy and O’Loughlin, 2009), we should recall Di Tella’s (1982) 
work explaining the existence of edge depends on the given level of 
socio-economic and technological development and the needs of the 
society. Stone (1962) argued in the same way, and added edges being 
multiple dynamic ‘frontiers’ are not governed by a particular set of 
environmental factors but rather determined by market demands and 
technological possibilities. 

The discussion so far has highlighted the spatiotemporal dynamics of 
‘edge’ and its parallels with the concept of ‘region’ as a social construct. 
However, we also highlighted that interpreting spatiality as one 
dimensional does not provide a feasible framework because it reinforces 
the idea of geographic ‘fatalism’, pivoting edge as ‘wicked’ and prob-
lematic (Carson 2011). Even though edge is a very particular type of 
region based on its spatiality (extreme sparseness and remoteness), there 
is a consensus on the crucial role of institutions (Huskey 2006; Carson 
et al., 2011; Taylor 2016, Dubois and Roto, 2012) and we consequently 
discuss now that role by providing different interpretations of space and 
spatiality. 

First of all, it is important to emphasise that space is understood in 
different ways in the social sciences. For instance, Lefebvre (1991) 
suggested the triad of perceived (physical), conceived (conceptualised) 
and lived (representational) spaces. Conceived space is produced by the 
practices of social and political power, while lived space is produced by 
social relations during everyday life. In our understanding the different 
ways of ‘producing’ spaces suggest that space (spatiality) can be inter-
preted it two different ways in the context of edge, as dependent and 
deterministic. ‘Deterministic space’ is related to the physical space and 
its observed characteristics, such as remoteness and sparseness. 
‘Dependent space’ is related to the conceived space, to the role of in-
stitutions ‘at the edge’ or ‘in the making of edge’. For instance, Väätänen 
(2019) argued the ‘perceived reality’ of the Arctic as formed by policies 
towards a supranational region. ‘Dependent space’ is also related to 
lived space. Interactions between different cultures, such as indigenous 
and non-indigenous people, for example, produce different spaces. Ul-
timately, as Bradshaw (1990) argued, region is also an ‘arena’, a theatre 
which enables or constrains social interactions between different 
groups. 

To illustrate the alternative interpretations of deterministic and 
dependent spaces, in Fig. 1 we summarise two conceptual frameworks 
for edge. On the left side of Fig. 1 (labelled as ‘A’), geographic edges are 
presented as remote, sparsely populated places with distinct socio- 
demographic and economic characteristics. The Eight ‘Ds’ of Demog-
raphy and Settlements at the Edge by Carson and his co-authors (2011) 
and by Taylor (2016) reflect this notion of edge as a deterministic space 
where sparseness and remoteness are given, objective facts and generate 
‘different’ demographic characteristics, settlement patterns and human 
geographies. 

The dependent nature of space is illustrated on the right side of Fig. 1 
(‘B’) treating space and spatiality equal to other dependent attributes 
such as population and economy. This conceptualisation emphasises 
that space (and its attributes, such as remoteness, sparseness) is relative 
and shifts dynamically according to changes in institutions, images, 
policies and perceptions. Hence, the very existence of edges is the result 
of institutional frameworks acting in the past or present, making edges 
primarily social constructs. 

In summary, a clearer understanding of space as dependent is 
particularly beneficial for addressing developmental challenges of pla-
ces considered as edges because it helps overcome the inchoate under-
standing of the role of ‘geography’ (remoteness, sparseness, harshness) 
and the role of the institutions in the ‘making’ of edge. In this sense, 
edges are ‘trapped’ by the asymmetrical institutions, which are largely 
but not exclusively externally based, rather than by their extreme 
remoteness and sparsity. 

4. Discussion and implications 

In this paper we have evaluated and summarised a wide range of 
studies relating to sparsely populated edges and argued for heuristic 
benefits of applying the concept of ‘region’ as temporally and spatially 
dynamic social construct to understand the role of institutions in the 
‘making of edge’. We contend that edge is a particular type of region 
where spatiality is a key feature and space can be considered as 
dependent on institutional frameworks. The applied benefits from this 
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reconceived concept of edge are numerous in a theoretical and applied 
sense and we hereby proceed to discuss some of these. 

In terms of policy making, a clearer understanding about the role of 
institutions in the ‘making’ of edge and their influence on spatial dy-
namics of the same can be applied to move away from seeing these re-
gions as trapped in their development trajectory and as ‘wicked’ and 
problematic regions. This may facilitate a re-orientation of the focus of 
policy making from addressing the challenges caused by remoteness and 
sparsity ‘ex post’ to the role of institutions in reinforcing and repro-
ducing remoteness. Approaching development at the edge from an 
institutional perspective enables us to better understand how institu-
tional remoteness, the ‘conceived’ distance within the political power 
hierarchy (see Lefebvre 1991), reinforces physical distances between 
cores and edges. Or, at the local government level, how social injustice 
by asymmetric institutional frameworks can perpetuate remoteness 
through limited access to services in remote Indigenous communities in 
Australia (Carson and Koster, 2012; Taylor 2012). 

Secondly, results derived from empirical work examining space as 
dynamic and dependent promises benefits for policy making in situ. For 
example, in quantitative spatial analyses, spatial relations and travel 
time or cost distances can be interpreted as dependent variables, 
measuring the changing impacts of the institutional frameworks. Even 
though Carson et al. (2011) and Taylor (2016) suggest there are 
generalised rules at the edge, unlike in metropolitan cores, these cannot 
necessarily be found or analysed because of the presence of very diverse 
development pathways which have resulted in scant spatial connections 
and interactions within remote jurisdictions. We have argued that 
geographic edges are extremely dynamic regions, hence understanding 
how policy interventions and structural economic changes cause dra-
matic spatial shifts in the small populations and economies of edges is 
particularly important (Carson et al., 2011; Kauppila 2011). This line of 
argument suggests that to truly understand past and (therefore) future 
economic and demographic trajectories for edges requires detailed 
knowledge about localised conditions, institutions, social and political 
systems (Taylor 2016). 

The purview of edges as shifting spatial realms can be found in the 
relativist and ruralist schools of thought that we have distilled in this 
paper. Social scientists such as Carson and Cleary (2010), for example, 
implicated infrastructure investments (such as opening up a new road or 
a new mine) and technological change in shifting the spatial structure 
and dynamics of geographic edges, making them less or sometimes more 
remote. Economic geographer Sheppard (2001) argued transportation 
itself creates distances endogenously as function of infrastructure, 

technology development and costs (p. 133). Darwin in the north of 
Australia is an example of spatial dynamism at the edge since, at various 
points in time the city (population 147,000 in 2021), was a hub for 
long-haul intercontinental flights, connecting it to the global economy 
and the rest of the nation. With increases in the range of newer aircraft, 
intercontinental flights now bypass Darwin, making it relatively more 
remote (see Carson 2011; Taylor, 2016). The alternative ‘container’ 
conceptualisation of edge, found in the capitalist and developmentalist 
schools predominantly neglects to recognise that space itself becomes 
dynamic through the institutional apparatus which itself is in constant 
flux. 

Thirdly, a systematic understanding of ‘region formation’ facilitates 
the addressing the important question of the distinction between rural 
and edge raised by scholars such as Le Tourneau (2020) who contended 
that rural areas are characterised by small and coherent societies which 
are missing at the edge. Thus, the process of region formation through 
perceptions, traditions, institutions and everyday life is different at the 
edge. For example, there is significant cattle grazing in the Northern 
Territory of Australia (see Holmes 1981; Howitt 2001), but the largest 
job providers are the public sectors (defence, health care and social 
services) and in the most remote parts the resources industry. The sig-
nificance of these sectors and the related workforce mobility patterns 
(fly-in-fly-out workforce, escalator migration, see Carson et al., 2016), 
the resulting low population retention rate (Dyrting et al., 2020) and the 
significant Indigenous-non-Indigenous socio-economic gap (Taylor 
et al., 2011; Carson and Koster, 2012) make edge fundamentally 
different to rural. Understanding how edges are formed and reproduced 
through these institutional frameworks complements the focus on 
consequential impacts of extremely low population densities, such as on 
service delivery (see Holmes 1981; Smailes et al., 2002) and fosters a 
more feasible framework for reflecting on the differences between rural 
and edge. 

Fourthly, contrasting of the role of institutional frameworks in region 
formation across locations better facilitates the understanding of how 
geographic edges are ‘constructed’ by post-colonial heritage, geopolit-
ical fault lines and structural-institutional problems. For example, Dar-
win despite being close to significant population centres in Southeast 
Asia, is considered remote from the economic and political centres of 
Australia and this remoteness is reinforced by its colonial past (Wolfskill 
and Palmer, 1981), ‘frontier imaginings’ (see Howitt 2001; Prout and 
Howitt, 2009) and power relations. As a consequence, the demographic, 
economic and settlement patterns of the Northern Territory of Australia 
resemble more the Arctic North than the south of that nation (see Carson 

Fig. 1. Geographic edges as remote, sparse areas (A) vs. Edges conceptualised by ‘region formation’ and as ‘dependent space’ (B) (Drafted by the authors).  
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2011). 
Furthermore, and re-emphasising the dynamic nature of edge, new 

frontiers continue to open up through globalisation and technological 
change while some rural areas face significant depopulation and ‘spar-
sification’ (Liu and Li, 2017; Li et al., 2019; Smailes et al., 2002). 
Climate change itself is and will further impact population prospects and 
shifts at geographic edges, such as how perceptions about heat waves 
impact spatial mobilities in the Northern Territory (see Zander et al., 
2021) or opening up new job opportunities at the circumpolar North 
(Orttung and Reisser, 2014; Gresina 2021). High seas are becoming 
some of the most contested frontiers through their potential for resource 
extraction with oil and gas platforms resembling remote mining com-
munities found at terrestrial edges. A lack of place attachment and the 
‘dependence at distance’ of fly-in-fly-out workforce (Storey and Hall, 
2018) are also a common features of sea and terrestrial edges. And, in 
understanding how such spatial mobility patterns are constructed by the 
institutional frameworks we observe on earth, questions are also raised 
about how the ‘ultimate edge’, human settlement in space, will develop 
and be sustained (see Millward 1979; Cokley et al., 2016). 

In summary, little scientific attention has been paid to geographic 
edges because they are distant, inconvenient to reach and study (see 
Hayter et al., 2003), and are comparatively small in population and 
economic size. Our application of the concept of ‘region formation’ and 
‘dependent space’ provides a feasible and appropriate systematic un-
derstanding of the pivotal role of ‘institutions’ in the formation and 
ongoing existence of geographic edges. Here, edges are socially con-
structed spaces, dynamic both in creative and destructive ways (see 
Barnes et al., 2001), and a function of institutional frameworks which 
create remoteness and sparsity, distinct spatial features for edges. This 
purview of edge is juxtaposed to others we have synthesised here, not 
least the concept of edge being a sub-set of rural and all that exists 
‘beyond the periphery’. 
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