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Territorial inequalities have long persisted in the EU. The European project has been a long-running
process of the coming together of the European states into a single territorial unit. Following a period
of convergence in the 1990s and early 2000s, the 2008 financial crisis had widened regional economic
disparities in Europe. Territorial inequalities have been targets of policy intervention via regional
policy and more recently, Cohesion policy with the objective to promote more balanced and more
sustainable territorial development.
Understanding territorial inequalities requires greater attention to regional and local socioeconomic contexts. Doing so brings to light the interrelationship between economic inequality and
other location-specific factors such as differential capacity of regions and localities to sustain

economic activity, absorb economic shocks and respond to policy intervention, including Cohesion
policies.
Horizon 2020 funded Integrative Mechanisms for Addressing Spatial Justice and Territorial
Inequalities in Europe (IMAJINE)1 project addresses the problem of territorial inequalities through
an inter-disciplinary and multi-scalar approach that integrates perspectives from economics, human
geography, political science and sociology and combines macro-scale econometric analysis and the
generation and analysis of new quantitative survey data with regionally-focused qualitative empirical
case study research in eleven EU member states.
This special issue draws on IMAJINE project research addressing the issues of territorial
inequalities and linking it to the concept of spatial justice. The perspective of spatial justice offers a
new angle for analysing and ultimately tackling territorial inequality. Inequalities may be understood
as differences in opportunities available for individuals expressed through access to (e.g. education,
jobs, healthcare, services, and, ultimately social mobility) that differ across space and spatial
differences in access interact with its socio-economic determinants such as class, gender, age,
ethnicity and others.
The first paper in this special issue by Bram Van Vulpen and Bettina Bock uses the concept
of spatial justice to further our understanding of the forms of spatial inequalities analysed in the
literature. Spatial justice is about how “social justice” fares in “space”. The analysis starts by noting
the critical geography perspective that social justice can differ spatially and that spaces can produce
social injustice. The study then asks a central question of how does social justice relate so spatial
inequality? This question is answered through conducting a scoping review of 134 selected academic
empirical papers on various dimensions of regional inequality and categorise them according to forms
of “spatial” injustice. Each type of injustice is defined in relation to Fraser (2009)2 dimensions of
social justice, that being (Re)distribution, Recognition and Representation. The papers fitting the
criteria for selection were grouped into six conceptual themes, with two themes corresponding to one
of Fraser (2009) dimensions.
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The Representation dimension
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This scoping review study suggests a framework for a (normative) discussion of “injustices
that arise in uneven regional development”. This is an important deliberative issue for academics and
policymakers to engage with, in order to improve wellbeing across diverse space, while not “leaving
behind” regions and communities.
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The second paper in this special issue by Maria Plotnikova addresses the issue of regional
inequality expressed through differential uptake of incapacity benefits in the UK, and concerns “the
distribution of wealth and resources”, the first of the Fraser (2009) dimensions of justice. Incapacity
benefits are benefits one is eligible to receive if one can’t work because one becomes sick or disabled
at work. The uptake of incapacity benefits in uneven across the country with a spatial pattern
reflecting significantly higher uptake in less prosperous and peripheral areas. Thus, the spatial pattern
in the uptake of benefits is indicative of the so-called discouraged worker effect when individuals
leave the labour force faced with limited job opportunities.
In the taxonomy of Van Vulpen and Bock in this issue the subject analyzed would fall under
the rubrics of Economic Marginalization in Uneven Development and Deprivation in
Peripheralization. The root causes of increase and persistence of incapacity benefits uptake identified
in the literature are macro-factors of deindustrialization and industrial restructuring, and individual
health-related obstacles for employability and access to jobs. Drawing on the discussion in Van
Vulpen and Bock, these are examples of spatial inequalities that are unjust.
The special issue concludes with the book review of Mario Polèse’s, The Wealth and Poverty
of Cities by Daniela Constantin. The review emphasizes that the author challenges the notion that
“cities are the primary drivers of the wealth of nations”. Instead cities are part of the development
that takes place in space and the central message of the book is the importance of institutions that
condition this development and growth.
In summary, making use of the concept of spatial justice for social scientists including
economists provides a new perspective to uncover not only inequalities in the distribution of resources
but also to further our understanding of the reproduction of inequalities of opportunities in geographic
space.
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