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The Subfields of [Regional] Studies
Michael Walsh

The field of regional studies remains a fuzzy branch of knowledge." The structure of regional
studies remains the subject of considerable debate within the scholarly community.? Such a
disagreement over its building blocks and their relationships represents a major barrier to the
further development of the field as an interdisciplinary endeavor.® In pursuit of progress, it may
be helpful to take a closer look at general taxonomies that can be used to classify and/or
categorize the core concepts that are located within this field of study.*® This article attempts to
do just that. After considering the relevant core concepts, it proposes a lightweight ontology that
could be used to formally define the subfields of regional studies and the relations that exist
between them.®’ To be clear, the adoption of this generalized way of thinking would mark a
radical departure from the status quo. And it would require the abandonment of any notion that
the field of regional studies equates with the field of area studies.

Regions

Region is a core concept in the field of regional studies. In general terms, a region is a bounded
area with some common characteristic(s) that distinguish(es) it from other regions.® This
ontological subjective phenomenon is brought into existence through a social process known as
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regionalisation. The process involves one or more human beings treating one or more
unbounded areas as something(s) that exceed(s) the physical structure and possibly other
pre-existing social function(s).® The output of this activity is depicted below.

Image 1: Unregionalized Area v. Regionalized Area

All regions are social objects that fundamentally depend on the human mind to exist.'® However,
an important distinction needs to be drawn between statements made about regions on the
basis of their epistemological foundations. From a Searlean perspective, it is entirely possible
that some knowledge claims about regions “can be established as true or false independently of
the feelings and attitudes of the makers and interpreters of the statement.”" Others cannot.
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Whether this criterion can be met depends on whenever collective recognition of the claim
exists within that particular community of language users.'?
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Image 2: Epistemologically Subjective Regions v. Epistemologically Objective Regions

[Regional] Features

Regions can be broken down into two basic elements: 1) areas; 2) demarcations. In the context
of regional studies, a demarcation might be said to be a conceptual separation between two
areas, while an area might be said to be the surface of an object. Note, an object can either be
a physical object or a social object. Most social objects are derivative. They can be traced back
to a physical object. However, some may be free-standing.' These features are depicted below.

12 John Searle. Making the social world: The structure of human civilization. Oxford: Oxford University
Press (2010).
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Image 3: Areas, Demarcations, Physical Areas, Social Areas

A general analytic framework for the empirical study of regions can be constructed around these
features. Under this framework, any region would count either as a physical region or a social
region. The physical region would be a social function imposed on a physical object (SFI-PO),

while a social region would be a social function imposed on a social object (SFI-SO). These
states of affairs are depicted below.
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Image 4: General Analytic Framework for Regions (SFI-PO v. SFI-SO)

Similarly, a general analytic framework for the empirical study can be constructed around the
ontological and epistemological features of regions. Under this framework, any statement about
a region would be classified as either an epistemologically objective statement (EOS) or an
epistemologically subjective statement (ESS). These states of affairs are depicted below.
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Image 5: General Analytic Framework for Knowledge Claims about Regions (EOS v. ESS)

[Regional] Phenomena

[Regional] phenomena are another core concept in regional studies. In general terms, a regional
phenomenon is an empirical or theoretical phenomenon that is meaningfully located in a
particular position relative to a region at a particular point in time. This phenomena might be
located within a region or regions, and/or it might be located along the borderline that extends
between two or more regions. Moreover, [regional] phenomena can exist in physical reality or
social reality. These states of affairs are depicted below.
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Image 6: Area, Border, Physical, and Social Phenomena

Regional] Studies

Armed with this understanding of regions and [regional] phenomena, one can imagine at least
six subfields of [regional] studies. These are described below.

Regional Studies

Regional Studies is the study of one or more [regional] phenomena that are meaningfully
located within a region. These regional phenomena can include physical and/or social
phenomena. An example is depicted below.
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Image 7: Regional Phenomena

Interregional Studies

Interregional Studies is the study of one or more [regional] phenomena that are meaningfully
located between two or more regions. These multiregional phenomena can include physical
and/or social phenomena. An example is depicted below.
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Image 8: Interregional Phenomenon

Multiregional Studies
Omniregional Studies is the study of two or more [regional] phenomena that are meaningfully

located within multiple regions or along multiple borders. These multiregional phenomena can
include physical and/or social phenomena. One can easily imagine at least two variants.

Regional Studies

One variant is the study of two or more [regional] phenomena that are meaningfully located
within two or more, but not all, regions. An example is depicted below.
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Image 9: Multiregional Phenomena

Interregional Studies

One variant is the study of two or more [regional] phenomena that are meaningfully located
along two or more, but not all, borders. An example is depicted below.
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Image 9: Multiregional Phenomena

Transregional Studies

Transregional Studies is the study of two or more [regional] phenomena that are meaningfully
located both within one or more regions and along one or more borders. These transregional
phenomena can include physical and/or social phenomena. An example is depicted below.
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Image 10: Transregional Phenomena

Omniregional Studies

Omniregional Studies is the study of area and/or border saturation by [regional] phenomena.
These multiregional phenomena can include physical and/or social phenomena. One can easily
imagine at least three variants. These are described below.

Regional Studies

One variant is the study of regional phenomena that simultaneously exist within all regions.
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Image 12: Area Saturation

Interregional Studies

Another variant is the study of regional phenomena that simultaneously exist along all borders.
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Image 13: Border Saturation

Transregional Studies

Yet another variant is the study of regional phenomena that simultaneously exist within all
regions and along all borders.
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Image 14: Total Saturation

Regional Transition Studies

Regional Transition Studies is the study of the movement of [regional] phenomena between
regions, between borders, or from regions to borders. These movements could be studied at a
particular point in time. Or they could be studied over a time period. One can easily imagine at

least three variants.These are described below.

Uni-Relocative Movement Studies

Uni-Relocative Studies is the study of the movement of [regional] phenomena from one
region/border to another region/border.
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Image 15: Uni-Relocative Movement (Area-Area, Border-Border, Area-Border)

Boomerang Movement Studies

Boomerang Studies is the study of the movement of [regional] phenomena from one
region/border to another region/border and then back.
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Image 16: Boomerang Movement (Area-Area, Border-Border, Area-Border)

Multi-Relocative Movement Studies

Boomerang Studies is the study of the multi-movement of [regional] phenomena from one
region/border to two or more other regions/borders.
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Image 17: Multi-Relocative Movement (Area-Area, Border-Border, Area-Border)

Conceptual Clarity

The novel framework that has been proposed can be used to help clarify several existing
concepts that are under-conceptualized or misunderstood. Two examples are provided below.

Transnationality

In global studies, transnationality is sometimes conceptualized as the study of [transnational]
phenomena that exist across all geopolitical regions in the world. This only reflects one variant
of omniregional studies. It merits consideration whether this narrow conceptualization of
transnationality should be abandoned in favor of a wider conceptualization of transnationality
that includes all variants of omniregional studies involving [transnational] phenomena.™

' Mark Juergensmeyer, “The Evolution of Global Studies,” In: The Oxford Handbook of Global Studies,
Oxford: Oxford University Press (2018): 21-36, 23.

Working Paper | Copyright 2024

https://doi.org/10.33774/apsa-2024-8lpx2 Content not peer-reviewed by APSA. License: All Rights Reserved


https://doi.org/10.33774/apsa-2024-8lpx2

center for middle eastern studies
UMNIVERSITY QOF CALIFORMIA BERKELEY

Geographic Seams

In American foreign policy, geographic seams sometimes refers to “a location of policy-relevant
interaction between two or more regions.”” This account could refer to an interregional,
multiregional, omniregional, or transregional phenomena that exist along borders. It therefore
merits consideration when this conceptualization of global studies should be limited to
interregional, multiregional, and omniregional phenomena that exist solely along borders.
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