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MARXISM, SPACE, AND THE URBAN QUESTION 

 

Kevin R. Cox 

 

Context 
The question of the relations between society and 
space has been a central one in human geography 
at least since the late 70s. A journal by that title 
was established in 1983. An important collection 
edited by Derek Gregory and John Urry that 
appeared in 1985, Social Relations and Spatial 
Structures was consumed with it. The interest has 
clearly continued since then but with less of the 
fervor of discovery so evident at that time. Yet 
things remain to be discovered. The initial debate 
also corresponded with another in human 
geography, between marxism on the one hand and 
critical realism on the other and differences in 
position were reflected in the contributions to the 
Gregory/Urry book.  Overt contestation was 
limited,1 but quite different approaches to the 
question of space and social theory were on 
display there. Furthermore, questions were raised 
then that have never been completely resolved. 
Castree recently tried to identify a possible 
rapprochement between historical materialist 
views and those of critical realism but, in my view, 
more needs to be said. 
 
This is because it is difficult if not impossible to 
achieve some reconciliation of what are very 
different arguments indeed about space and social 
theory. This is owing to the fact that they are 
based on very different beliefs about method in 
the broad sense: not least, matters of abstraction, 
totalization, determination and contingency. This 
does not mean that historical geographical 
materialists can ignore what critical realism has to 
say. I believe that some of its concepts can be 
usefully assimilated so long as they are re-worked 
and purged of their pluralistic baggage. I am 
thinking in particular of its concept of structures 
of social relations and their causal significance. So 

                                                 
1 See, however, Harvey (1987) and Sayer (1987). 

while a major purpose of this paper will be to 
examine the respective claims about space and 
social theory, I also want to explore the role that a 
suitably re-tooled critical realist concept of 
structure might play in historical geographical 
materialism. 
 
The early 80s were also a time of intellectual 
ferment around not so much spatial relations and 
social theory but a particular ensemble of spatial 
relations and social theory. The ensemble in 
question was the urban; and the question being 
asked was whether or not the urban could be said 
to have some irreducible social significance or 
whether social theory could ignore the city. As we 
will see the notion that social theory did not need 
to make reference to the city in its claims was very 
close to Sayer’s critical realist conclusions 
regarding space. Sayer, however, was not the 
principal protagonist of this viewpoint at that 
time. Rather it was left to an urban sociologist, 
Peter Saunders to make the requisite arguments. 
This he had done in a book appearing in 1982 
under the title Social Theory and the Urban Question. 
He then repeated his key arguments in the Social 
Relations and Spatial Structures book referred to 
above. His key point was that social processes 
existed, as it were, above space and particular 
spatial arrangements. All that the latter did was to 
intensify or weaken social processes. Space in the 
form of the urban had effects only of a contingent 
sort. Workers might be more militant in cities in 
virtue of the co-presence of many other workers 
and their segregation into occupation-specific 
neighborhoods. Urban politics might be 
consumed by land use conflicts but the latter 
could be found outside cities too; it was just that 
under urban conditions the fact of proximity 
resulting from density meant that the effects of 
land use change were felt more intensely. 
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The critical riposte came from Harvey in an essay 
written in 1985. His approach was to build on the 
idea of the contradiction between fixity and 
mobility; something very clear in his chapter on 
the geopolitics of capitalism in the Gregory/Urry 
collection. Cities represented social and physical 
resource systems in the reproduction of which 
workers, capitals and state agencies developed 
strong interests. They became difficult to 
substitute for and therefore something to be 
defended. This was the source of Harvey’s 
relatively autonomous urban politics and the 
various competitive strategies into which various 
urban coalitions entered in order to secure that 
reproduction. 
 
One comment on these competing claims might 
be their situatedness. The fact of a distinct urban 
politics and of its rootedness in the fixity-mobility 
contradiction is much more evident in the US 
than it is in Great Britain. It is only with great 
difficulty that conceptions of urban politics like 
that of Logan and Molotch (1987), which took off 
from that contradiction, have been transferred 
across the Atlantic. To what extent, therefore, 
might one argue that Harvey’s paper represented a 
very American viewpoint while Saunders was 
simply reflecting his experiences of the British 
case, and in particular the fact that the sorts of 
local dependences apparent in American cities are 
notable more for their absence in the British one? 
One problem, though, is that even in Great 
Britain, the urban as a distinct object of policy 
won’t go away. Central government agencies insist 
on the drawing up of local city plans and 
scrutinize them for consistency with some notion 
of national urban policy. There is airport planning, 
highway and railroad planning, all with a view to 
the reproduction of particular sets of urban 
relations. Instead of trying to resolve the urban 
question in terms of some variable geohistorical 
applicability, therefore, it needs to be reinterpreted 
and in ways that avoid the fixity-mobility issue, 
attractive as it is. Rather what I am going to argue 
is that a reconstituted concept of structure, 
reconstituted so that it can be assimilated by 
historical geographical materialism helps us 
understand the continuing significance of the 
urban for social theory. 
 

The Question of Space 
Historical Geographical Materialism  
I want to consider the way in which historical 
geographical materialism has tended to view space 
through the work of its principle interlocuteur, 
David Harvey. His work in this area goes back to 
the early 70s, since when he has put together a 
quite remarkable oeuvre. It is useful to recall, 
though, that what a Marxist might make of space 
was not immediately apparent. Reflecting his 
urban interests, his early efforts to make the 
connections focused on urban rent theory. This, 
however, proved to be far too narrow a 
foundation and his work on the geography of 
accumulation turned out to be a much more 
promising approach: something that was then 
brought to quite dazzling fruition in the final 
section of Limits to Capital. 
 
One can make several points about his 
understanding of the matter. The first is that space 
has to be theorized as an essential aspect of the 
social process. The most fundamental 
assumptions of social theories are severely 
challenged not to say negated when questions of 
spatial arrangement and connection are taken into 
account. One of the examples he uses is the 
assumption of perfect competition in economics; 
an assumption clearly violated by the scope space 
affords for monopoly. Similar remarks can be 
made about sociology. Historically the tendency 
has been to theorize societies as national, rather 
than as much messier forms, sometimes bordering 
on the incoherent and necessarily so given that 
they are constructed on the basis of a highly 
variable geography that connects events both 
within nation states and to points beyond.2 
 
As such, and second, space is to be understood in 
terms of a totalizing social process. At the heart of 
this totalizing process is production. Social life is 
organized around production and production 
conditions social life, circumscribing and 
facilitating in various ways. Under capitalism 

                                                 
2 Although Harvey has been emphatic on this matter, 

it is curious that space does not enter into the various 

moments of the social process as he has imagined 

them on at least two different occasions (1996: 

Chapter 4; and 2010 Chapter 5). 
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production assumes a particular social form: that 
of the accumulation process. The accumulation 
process has always been central to Harvey’s 
Marxist work. Capitalism strives to mold 
geographies to its own needs of accumulation: to 
abolish space with time so as to speed up the 
rotation of capital through the construction of 
highways, railroads, electricity grids, pipelines and 
the like; and to exploit the productive advantages 
of scale through the construction of concentrated 
physical infrastructures – cities, factories, airports, 
dock facilities (1975; 1985b). At the same time, 
through working, if to a variable degree, with what 
already exists, it transforms the geography of 
social infrastructures: the governance systems 
through which risk can be reduced, exchange 
lubricated and labor relations stabilized. As 
production concentrates geographically, so the 
division of labor can be deepened. Vertical 
disintegration occurs and constellations of 
interrelated firms come into being to constitute 
territorial production complexes. In short, in 
order to valorize itself, some fraction of capital 
has to be invested in fixed facilities of long life. 
Social infrastructures are also required and these 
have their own forms of fixity owing to the 
substantial opportunity costs of relocation that 
they impose, both for firms and for workers. 
 
But, and third, this is a contradictory process and 
contradictions receive a spatial form. Once 
appropriated in the money form, for example, 
capital is free to roam the world in search of 
profitable investment opportunities. There is no 
guarantee that it will continue to flow through 
existing fixed facilities and social infrastructures. 
Rather it may be embodied in new factories, cities, 
physical infrastructures elsewhere in ‘new’ 
industrial spaces or ‘newly’ industrializing 
countries which offer competitive advantages over 
the ‘old’ – what become, in other words, the 
various rustbelts and inner cities of the world. 
And in order to facilitate production in these ‘new 
industrial spaces’ new social infrastructures come 
into being: new ways through which firms relate 
one to another and to their workforces and which 
may provide further competitive advantages. 
 
The upshot of this is a competition over space 
between those who have stakes in the 

reproduction of existing agglomerations of fixed 
capital and their associated social infrastructures. 
Each tries to ensure that, if there is to be 
devaluation of fixed capital and the imposition of 
opportunity costs as firms and workers are forced 
to forsake the advantages provided them by their 
localized social relations, then it should be 
somewhere else. Place-based coalitions, often 
cross-class in character, emerge to defend what 
Harvey calls elsewhere ‘territorial structured 
coherences.’ This they try to do in the only way 
possible: by guaranteeing a continuing flow of 
value through local social relations – attracting 
inward investment, lobbying the state for new 
investments that will fortify existing advantages or 
for some sort of regulatory relief and the like. In 
this way capitalism generates what Harvey called 
its geopolitics (1985a; 1985c).  
 
In sum, capital seeks to subordinate geography to 
its own logic of expanded reproduction or 
accumulation (much as it seeks to subordinate 
technology, discourse, the state, the family and not 
least the working class) and it certainly achieves a 
degree of success in this regard. But at the same 
time it must, of necessity, revolutionize geography. 
It must develop new transportation and 
communication technologies, new products which 
may shift the balance of advantage between one 
place and another or result in the creation of 
entirely new industrial spaces elsewhere. In 
consequence it invariably creates tensions between 
fixity and mobility and therefore between the old 
and the new and between here and there. Capital 
differentiates itself, not least geographically, in 
order to solve its contradictions, but this results in 
a re-posing of them in a new concrete form. In 
order to be produced, some fraction of capital 
must be immobilized in fixed forms. But once 
produced there is no guarantee that it will 
continue to flow through those fixed forms and 
permit their amortization.  
 
Critical Realism 
Any discussion of a critical realist approach to the 
question of space has to start with Sayer’s much 
cited chapter in the Gregory / Urry collection 
entitled “The Difference that Space Makes.” In 
this paper he famously argues that social theory 
can proceed for the most part as if space did not 
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exist. Only in concrete research does it have to be 
taken into account. This is the conclusion that has 
attracted most attention and I certainly think it a 
questionable one. What has attracted less 
attention, though, is the way in which his 
approach secretes a separation of space from 
social relations that is quite the converse of the 
Marxist position.  
 
It is useful to reiterate the argument at length here. 
Space, he argues, is constituted by the objects that 
compose it. It only exists in and through those 
objects. Without objects space is nothing. What 
we refer to as the effects of space are the effects 
of objects: the so-called ‘friction of distance’ is the 
friction of the underlying material surface; 
likewise, and accordingly, connectivity depends on 
the configuration of highways with respect to each 
other. On the other hand, while objects are indeed 
constitutive of space, space can’t be reduced to 
them. While space is not determinant in the sense 
of ‘producing’ or ‘changing’, it is a condition for 
the activation of the causal properties of objects 
and for their actual effects when so activated. 
People, firms, in other words, exploit relations of 
proximity and separation in order to achieve 
useful effects. Firms get close to labor because it 
facilitates their profitability. More affluent 
households segregate themselves from the less 
affluent in order to reduce their tax bills, in order 
to establish a particular social milieu for their 
children, in order, in brief, to share out what have 
been called their ‘positive externalities’. 
 
This highlights the fact that social objects like 
firms, wage workers, state agencies, etc., have 
causal properties which can be characterized as in 
part spatial. There are needs and wants and 
powers that are spatial in character. People need 
space for their living arrangements. Firms need 
space for their factories. State agencies need space 
for highways, parks and schools. Regional malls 
need to be accessible to large retail markets. 
Workers need to be accessible to places of work, 
and soon. Capitalists can disinvest from one 
location and invest in another. Workers can move 
around in search of jobs. The crucial question is, 
though, does this mean that social theory has to 
be spatial? Sayer is pessimistic. Abstract social 
theory must indeed incorporate space to the 

extent that the necessary properties of objects are 
concerned. But, he says, and quite crucially, this 
doesn’t amount to very much: “To observe that 
capital must be accessible to property-less workers 
says very little about the actual spatial form of 
labor markets, which of course is not surprising, 
given the contingent nature of this form” (p.54). 
The spatial properties of objects, therefore, were 
of such a general character that they couldn’t tell 
us much about the concrete forms of geographies. 
In consequence social theory could proceed for 
the most part as if the world was space-less. 
 
Two comments are warranted here. In the first 
place, as far as abstract theory and the concrete 
are concerned, this is an odd argument. While it is 
true that the spatial aspects of causal properties 
provide limited purchase on the concrete, this is 
true of all theory. Nobody expects kinship theory 
to provide a complete understanding of the family 
in late capitalist France; and no-one expects 
stratification theory to be able to grasp the variety 
of forms in which stratification tends to get 
expressed in capitalist societies.  
 
In the second place, and what I want to discuss at 
greater length, is the separation of space and 
society that is licensed by this view. I do not 
believe that it is a defensible one. It is an approach 
vividly on display in the arguments that another 
person who was identified as critical realist – 
Doreen Massey – was deploying at that time, 
including in her chapter in the same Gregory / 
Urry collection. The language of separation is very 
clear. In a discussion of the literature on industrial 
change and spatial change she makes the claim 
that “(T)he sequence ‘production change → 
spatial change’ ignores the crucial impact of 
spatially-organized locational opportunities (or the 
lack of them) and of the use of distance and 
spatial separation themselves” (p.13). If that might 
leave the reader wondering exactly what is meant 
by this, in her book Spatial Divisions of Labor, which 
appeared round about the same time, we are left 
in no doubt. As she argues there, “ … whether or 
not the adoption of a particular production 
technique and its constituent labor processes is 
accompanied by separation of different stages of 
production will depend on whether or not there 
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are spatially-differentiated labor markets or spatial 
differentiation of some sort” (p.54). 
 
On reflection I find this a strange claim. The 
implication is that without, for example, low wage 
labor reserves, the sort of branching of deskilled 
parts of the labor process could not and would 
not occur. I am reminded here of Marx’s 
discussion of the industrial reserve army in Capital 
Volume 1. As a result of its creation he shows how 
capital is able to control not only the demand for 
labor as a result of its impetus to accumulation but 
also a supply consistent with its needs to make a 
profit. The same, it can be argued, applies to the 
question of what Massey called ‘locational 
opportunities’: capital creates not just the demand 
for them but also supplies them in the form of 
what Dick Walker (1978) called a lumpen 
geography of places. Capital has to create a pool of 
unemployed and that unemployment is, in virtue 
of the competitive capacities and vulnerabilities of 
different sectors and their geographic 
concentration, invariably uneven geographically.  
 
In short, space or spatial arrangement is always 
socially produced. It is never, qua Sayer, just a 
spatial arrangement of objects which then trigger 
off, via their proximity, causal powers and 
liabilities. As an example we might consider the 
case of locating a new shopping center. On the 
one hand there is a profit- seeking corporation 
that needs appropriate sites; on the other a set of 
locational possibilities determined by properties of 
accessibility and the cheapness of the site: in other 
words, contingent spatial arrangements over 
which the corporation seemingly has no control. 
But this contingency, of course, is quite erroneous, 
not least because capitals, including property 
development companies, seek to change the map 
of accessibility. They lobby for new freeway 
interchanges, sometimes paying for them, 
themselves. Or they build the housing that will 
then provide the market for the shopping center. 
As for the price of the land, they can and do 
exercise some control over it by land banking: 
calculating the geographic trends of development 
so as to know where to buy ahead of 
development. They then lower their holding costs 
until the land is ‘ripe’ by taking advantage of tax 
rules supposed to benefit farmers and keep land in 

agriculture.3 In other words, it is not just spatial 
arrangement that is at issue but a capitalist spatial 
arrangement: far more than a contingent condition 
vis-à-vis property capital since it was, in various 
ways, internalized by them. As Harvey and Scott 
emphasized: “We need to show ... how particular 
contingencies that on first sight appear as external 
and arbitrary phenomena are transformed into 
structured internal elements of the encompassing 
social logic of capitalism” (1989: 19) (my 
emphasis). 
 
Discussion 
Ontologically critical realism and Marxism are very 
different. In the first, the world is viewed as 
differentiated into a variety of objects which, in 
virtue of their structures, have, of necessity, 
particular causal properties. States are enabled in 
virtue of the fact that they have subjects who will 
pay their taxes and serve in their armies. Capitals 
have to accumulate in virtue of their competitive 
relation with other capitals. The division of labor 
empowers by allowing people to specialize and 
develop particular skills. And so on. These objects 
interact in open systems. In consequence, how 
they are expressed empirically differs from what is 
called the domain of the real or the domain of 
structures and causal properties. French capitalism 
is different from American capitalism as a result of 
the presence of states with very different 
structures.  
 
Marxism provides a different world view. This is 
the world as a totality as discussed earlier but not 
in a deterministic sense. The concrete trajectory of 
capital or of any social formation for that matter 
cannot be reduced to its essential nature in the 
commonly accepted notion of reduction. Rather, 
the totality is in a constant state of formation as 
developments are internalized as aspects of 
capital. This dynamic, totalizing view is very 
different from the pluralizing, rather flat one of 

                                                 
3 A number of states in the US allow land under 

agriculture on the urban fringe to be assessed for 

property tax purposes at its value under agricultural 

uses and not for its highest and best use, which would 

be urban, but much higher. Development companies 

take advantage of this by leasing the land out to a 

farmer until they are ready to develop. 
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critical realism. ‘Reduction’ as a term of abuse is 
not part of the Marxist vocabulary. 
 
Accordingly when we turn to method, approaches 
to abstraction are also at substantial odds with one 
another. The objective of critical realism is to 
abstract the real structures which make up the 
world and then to trace out their contingent 
effects in conditions produced by the exercise of 
causal powers entailed by other structures. This 
has led to an approach which Gunn has 
characterized as ‘empiricist’: it is abstraction from 
particular concrete circumstances. The division of 
labor can evidently exist without capitalism as can 
the state, since both precede it. The result is that, 
as per Sayer’s views on the difference that space 
makes, space tends to get separated from society. 
Its effects are contingent and not necessary. 
Human geographies are to be understood as lying 
at the intersection of what is defined as a general 
process like capitalism or patriarchy and the 
contingencies of spatial arrangement.  

 
The Marxist approach to abstraction is quite 
different. Instead of empiricist ones Marx’s 
abstractions are historical: they are abstractions 
that can only emerge in the particular 
circumstances produced by the developing totality; 
in the context, that is, of particular practices which 
make them possible and therefore thinkable and 
which are in turn entailed by a totalizing process 
of social production. In other words, the 
abstractions made are ones in which the whole, 
structured by production, is internalized within the 
thing. Accordingly, abstracting space means to 
recognize how it is at the same time a power 
relation (as in Massey’s (1984: Chapter 3) spatial 
divisions of labor), an institutional relation, a 
discursive relation as in spatial imaginaries, and all 
of these as aspects of production. Space is never 
separate; it is always an aspect of the social 
relations of production: capitalism, feudalism or 
whatever. Capitalist space is different: not least it 
is a space of substitution and of interdependence 
to a degree unimaginable in other social 
formations. 

 
Otherwise put, in historical geographical 
materialism space relations are part of a larger 
social whole. They are a necessary aspect of a 

social process with production at its center. Social 
relations, including their necessary spatial 
expression, and spatial relations in their necessary 
social expression, are produced but in a way that 
allows production to continue and follow 
whatever social logic governs it in a particular time 
and place. Under capitalism that means that 
analysis must start with and return to 
accumulation. Institutions, power relations, 
divisions of labor, technologies, imaginaries, 
geographies, are reproduced and transformed 
conditions of accumulation.4 Change is of the 
essence because of the way in which production 
encounters contradictions in its own nature, 
requiring the re-working of the state, discourse 
and geography too if production as one knows it – 
capitalist, feudal or some more hybrid form – is to 
continue. What happens in terms of the creation 
of new technologies, changes in urban form, in 
modes of organizing production, or discursive 
shifts can indeed, as in critical realist 
understandings, be explained in terms of cause 
and effect relations: the strategies of property 
capital, for example. This though is to miss the 
point though that these are inevitably capitalist or 
working class strategies informed by more globally 
experienced contradictions and possibilities. What 
is possible today, what would be required today, 
would not have been the case fifty years ago.  
 
The division of labor is a case in point. It is indeed 
a simple category. It always means what it says: a 
division of labor into specialized roles. But beyond 
that it has clearly become much more and cannot 
be understood outside of the new relations it has 
acquired under capital. It is a division that is 
simultaneously a spatial division: an allocation of 
particular parts of the labor necessary for social 
reproduction to particular geographic scales or 
regions. As a technical division it is one in which 
to an increasing degree people can move from one 
position to another with relative ease. And it is a 
division in which the specialized equipment used 
and the raw-materials that are worked on by 

                                                 
4 We should note also how these different moments 

of the accumulation process are internally related to 

one another: divisions of labor have to have a 

geography as do institutions; power relations are 

implicated in divisions of labor; and so on. 
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different positions are owned by another. It has 
become, in short, a capitalist division of labor. 
 
The critical realist approach to explaining, say, 
changing forms of industrial organization would 
be to bring together what it regards as two 
contingently-related structures: capital and the 
division of labor. The adoption of different spatial 
divisions of labor à la Massey then depends not 
just on capital’s drive to accumulate but also on 
the possibilities and limitations defined by the 
division of labor and the concrete labor processes 
which compose it. So, and for example: a) whether 
or not particular parts of the labor process are 
sufficiently deskilled to be relocated to areas of 
cheaper labor; and b) recalling that transport is 
part of the division of labor, whether or not the 
parts manufactured at outlying branch plants can 
then be brought together cheaply at the point of 
final assembly. What this brushes over, though, is 
how capital creates the conditions for these 
changes in the division of labor: how it deskills, 
how it revolutionizes transportation so as to lower 
its costs of production and speed up the rotation 
of capital; how, in other words, these changes are 
internal to and not external to capital.5 
 
To return to the question of abstraction: Spatial 
arrangement does indeed have a trans-historic 
applicability. But this is only in a limited sense and 
always depends on the prevailing relations of 
production. Spatial arrangement as a historical as 
opposed to empiricist abstraction acquires new 
relations under different relations of production. 
Capitalism utterly transforms it. Space is now 
produced through the insertion of massive items 
of physical infrastructure. The division of land 
into a privately owned mosaic of holdings 
facilitates the assembly of land allowing 
developers to plan on a large scale and so take 
advantage of spatial arrangements that they 
themselves have created. A new substitutability is 
achieved suggesting, so long as one abstracts from 
the social relations of production, that location is 
indeed a contingent matter. 
 

                                                 
5 On capital and the division of labor, see also Gough 

and Eisenschnitz (1997). 

Through the dialectic, Marx saw the 
understanding of the universal as something that 
developed over time. So in the case of money, 
“This very simple category … makes a historic 
appearance in its full intensity only in the most 
developed conditions of society” (Grundrisse: 103; 
my emphasis); and “… although the simpler 
category may have existed historically before the 
more concrete, it can achieve its full (intensive and 
extensive) development precisely in a combined 
form of society …” (ibid). Universals are 
understood relationally and those relations change 
over time: so too is it the case with the division of 
labor or space. 
 
With this is as background, it is useful to examine 
Noel Castree’s recent attempts to split the 
difference between the contrasting views of space 
held by Sayer and Harvey. In his own words, “… 
both thinkers are saying something right about 
space: that is, the difference that space makes can 
be necessary and/or conditional since there is 
nothing contradictory about holding to either or 
both positions simultaneously” (p.189). Rather, he 
argues, a proper appreciation of the difference 
that space makes requires work at a variety of 
levels of abstraction (p.209). According to this 
view Harvey works at a higher level of abstraction, 
demonstrating how the dynamics of the 
accumulation process work themselves out over 
space in the abstract rather than in particular 
places with all their contextual variety. Sayer, on 
the other hand, believes that concrete research 
into particular cases is necessary since the sort of 
abstract claims of people like Harvey are so 
general as to shed little light on how things work 
out in practice. Castree is not about to accept 
Sayer’s limited view of how historical geographical 
materialism has incorporated space into its claims; 
but nor is he willing to accept Harvey’s refusal to 
work at lower levels of abstraction. As a result, for 
him “It is, contra Sayer possible to make theoretical 
claims about space. But contra Harvey, we have to 
recognize that, in practice, the necessary 
properties of space are realized in and through 
contingent conditions” (p.209).  
 
Yet it seems to me that this approach is too 
critically realist for comfort. The particular notion 
of levels of abstraction drawn on is the critical 
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realist one of empirical abstraction that entails a 
pluralist understanding of the world. Accordingly, 
Castree refers to how “ … only concrete research 
will be able to account for how capital, patriarchy, 
racism, the division of labor, etc., articulate in and 
through particular geographical landscapes” 
(p.209); and how “the contingent question of how 
real spaces are necessarily co-determined by and 
co-determining of a plethora of relatively 
autonomous relations and structures.”  
 
Likewise the notion of contingency drawn on in 
Castree’s account is, as it has to be, given this 
pluralist approach, the flat, un-dynamic one of 
critical realism; not something that is acted on, 
transformed, and incorporated into the ongoing 
social process as a necessary aspect of it as it is 
manifest in particular places; not something 
therefore consistent with the way in which, as 
Harvey has urged, “processes of capital circulation 
bring the unique qualities … of given places  
… into a framework of universal generality” 
(1985b: 45). Sayer has claimed that capitalism has 
a high degree of context independence. This is 
because it seems to be able to exist in a vast range 
of situations. As a result the settings cannot be 
considered necessary aspects of capital. Yet this is 
to ignore the way in which capital works on those 
contingent conditions to, as Harvey puts it above, 
‘bring the unique qualities …of given places … 
into a framework of universal generality.’ It does 
not take things as it finds them but transforms 
them so that they can be effective in the 
valorization of capital. 
 
Accordingly, concrete research of a historical 
geographical materialist sort should focus on how 
various configurations of agents and conditions 
are selected in, how they are articulated one with 
another, become the object of struggle and 
transformed into a structure of relations that can 
function as a necessary aspect of the circulation of 
capital as it seeks to suspend the barriers inherent 
in its own nature. The locally specific is not 
accepted by capital as such, and nor could it be. 
Capital, pace Sayer, is not indifferent to context. It 
has to work to transform it in accord with its 
totalizing impulse so that it becomes something 
quite different and internal to capital. Structures 
get constructed and draw on the conditions 

encountered in particular localities or regions and 
they get constructed to respond to the 
geohistorically specific forms in which capital’s 
contradictions are being experienced at a 
particular time. To research a history of structures 
is therefore to situate them with respect to those 
specific forms and how they came into being. At 
the same time, it is to explore the ways in which 
the institutional fixes arrived at will themselves get 
challenged, defended, reworked, as capital’s 
contradictions assume new forms: new 
configurations of the fixed and the mobile, for 
example, as Harvey outlined them in discussing 
the geopolitics of capitalism.  
 
The Accumulation Process and Structures 
Given these serious incompatibilities, does this 
mean that historical geographical materialism as a 
method has nothing to gain from an awareness of 
at least some of the claims and research strategies 
of critical realism? I think such a conclusion would 
be unwarranted. It is this possibility of a limited – 
a very limited – rapprochement that I now want to 
examine. The critical realist concept that I believe 
to be relevant to historical geographical materialist 
research is that of structure. Structures entail 
causal properties. People are enabled or limited in 
various ways because of their substantive 
connections with others. Those in a division of 
labor are enabled in terms of developing their 
skills and understandings of particular physical 
processes and under capitalism that can be 
converted into monetary gain. They are also 
limited, however, by the efficiency with which 
others perform their roles. This can be countered 
by the creation of relations of trust or governance 
institutions as an essential aspect of the division of 
labor. Structures can be emergent or they can be 
constructed in order to achieve a particular 
purpose. The school classroom can be regarded as 
a highly purposive set of relations involving 
blackboards, the physical arrangements of the 
students relative to the teacher, the placing of 
windows, all with a view to facilitating the 
teaching process. In any case, it is clear that new 
structures emerge and old ones dissolve or get 
transformed in some way, which sounds 
promising from the standpoint of conducting 
concrete historical geographical materialist 
research. 
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As we have seen, critical realism imposes a 
particular view of the world: one which precludes 
situating structures with respect to a developing, 
contradictory totality. Evidently that does not 
have to be. Rather, they can be regarded as 
coming into being to serve some purpose in the 
struggles around accumulation, whether those of 
the capitalist and working class; or those between 
factions that are spun off by the inevitable 
tensions generated by the accumulation process. 
There is, in other words, a history of structures 
waiting investigation. This is a history which 
would focus on their necessary conditions in the 
shifting dynamics of the accumulation process, 
conditions possibly entailed by previous 
‘solutions’ to its contradictions, but always to be 
understood in terms of their own contradictory 
nature and eventual supersession or 
transformation. 
 
The work that I did with Andy Wood (1997) on 
what we called the local economic development 
network provides a useful case in point. What we 
were interested in were the institutional 
arrangements through which the inward 
investment favored by urban growth coalitions 
actually came about; in other words, its 
institutional mediation. What we discovered was a 
division of labor between three different sorts of 
agents: the gas and electric utilities which had the 
data banks on potential sites and which therefore 
served as gatekeepers; the chambers of commerce 
which provided more locality-specific information, 
particularly on labor relations; and local 
governments which provided the incentive 
packages and permits. We were interested in why 
these particular agents were involved: the nature 
of their material interests, in other words; and the 
governance mechanisms that had come into being 
to make sure that everyone performed the role 
assigned to them. It was, in short, a defensibly 
critical realist piece of research. 
 
However, what we weren’t interested in and 
arguably should have been, was the local 
economic development network as something 
historical, something that had come into being to 
negotiate a problem in the accumulation process; 
an obstacle to its smooth functioning and to the 
circulation of capital, therefore. To explain it in 

terms of the interests of the different agents in 
seeing inward investment come about was clearly 
not enough. This is because such an explanation 
would presuppose that there was inward 
investment to begin with and that it could not 
occur without their mediation.  
 
A conclusive answer to this question is not clear at 
present, though one can make some plausible 
suggestions. Inward investment in the growth 
coalition sense assumes a particular stage in the 
development of the capitalist labor process: one 
where, in virtue of emancipation from dependence 
on locality-specific availabilities of raw-materials 
or labor skills there can be some locational 
discretion. The idea of locational choice becomes 
plausible: something that would have been less the 
case in the age of the steam engine. Second, it 
assumes that firms actually want to expand 
somewhere else or move their operations, or at 
least part of them, elsewhere. We know that firms 
moved around within particular urban areas in 
response to the need for a physical expansion that 
current sites did not allow (Gordon 1977). 
Locating these sites would not have been 
problematic given the presumed insertion of the 
business in local networks of communication. 
Expansion in a distant location would have been 
more challenging, though, unless it was a matter 
of taking over another firm and its physical 
facilities. Then the problem of information on 
potential sites looms much larger. Location 
consultants would have been part of the answer 
but they would have lacked the specificity of the 
information that the local economic development 
network could provide. At the very least, 
therefore, it is clear that a lot had to happen 
before the functions performed by the local 
economic development network could become 
meaningful.  
 
On the other hand, the local economic 
development network as it occurs in the United 
States is only one possible response to this 
contradiction. With a degree of emancipation 
from raw-material and skill constraints, firms 
could expand elsewhere, whether that was in 
search of new markets or as part of an attempt to 



10 

 

recast a firm’s (parts-process)6 division of labor. 
But this would mean a site search problem. This is 
obviously a contradiction not unique to American 
capitalism. Given contextual variability, though, 
one can well imagine that the structures coming 
into being to respond to it would be quite variable. 
Institutions and institutional resources vary. 
Accordingly, in Great Britain, as Alan Townsend 
and I (2005) were able to show, there is something 
very similar to the local economic development 
network, but the different functions are 
performed by different agents. The utilities are not 
part of it, which is reasonable given their long 
history as nationalized industries with limited 
interest in locality-specific markets. Rather it is the 
county and metropolitan borough councils that 
have the data banks.  
 
This seems to me to be important, not least from 
the standpoint of doing concrete historical 
geographical materialist research. Structures need 
to be situated with respect to the ongoing 
contradictions of the accumulation process but 
the same functions can be performed with very 
different geographic configurations and agent 
identities. Migratory labor is a common means of 
securing access to low wage labor reserves but the 
way it connected Californian firms with Mexican 
villages was empirically different from the 
structure relating South African mines and the 
former native reserves (Burawoy 1976). The 
function was the same: from the American 
standpoint Mexico functioned like a Bantustan; 
but the institutional configurations were quite 
different. The US could rely on a historic inter-
state boundary and the regulatory functions that 
went along with it; the apartheid governments of 
South Africa had to try to construct those 
boundaries internally in the form of the homeland 
project.7 
The Urban Question 

                                                 
6 A division of labor in which, as Massey (1984) 

makes clear, different facilities owned by the same 

firm relate to one another through the transfer of 

materials and components in various stages of 

transformation or assembly. 
7 And incidentally, given the pervasiveness of state 

fetishism, that meant that the ethical implications 

were constructed differently. 

I now want to take this idea of structure, suitably 
reworked for historical geographical materialism 
to shed light on the urban question. This re-
entered academic debate with a vengeance round 
about the same time as the different arguments 
about society and space were being rehearsed by, 
in particular, Sayer and Harvey. Harvey was once 
again involved but this time the antagonist was the 
sociologist Peter Saunders. The urban question, it 
will be recalled, revolved around whether or not 
one could defensibly talk about urban processes. 
For Saunders the idea that one could was the 
foundational myth of the various ‘urbans’ in the 
social sciences: urban sociology, urban economics 
and so on. Rather for him cities were simply, in 
the language of critical realism, contingent 
conditions affecting the form and intensity of 
expression of more general social processes. For 
Harvey, it was otherwise. There were indeed 
specifically urban processes. These depended in 
the first place on the productive advantages of 
cities: notably the various economies of 
agglomeration that they generated. And in the 
second place, on the development of interests in 
the preservation of those advantages in particular 
cases. It was this, he argued, that generated a 
relatively autonomous urban politics. Those with 
interests in the reproduction of that particular 
structured coherence – as he called it – which 
facilitated their accumulation projects, would 
come together in a coalition to defend it and to 
ensure its viability in the face of a development 
process that was inevitably spatially uneven. 
 
What I am going to suggest is that neither position 
is entirely satisfactory, though Harvey comes 
closest to a defensible resolution of the issue. This 
is because he sees the urban as a crucial structure 
of social relations from the standpoint of the 
accumulation process. The issue of fixity, though, 
is beside the point. Even without fixity the urban 
will generate its own distinctive politics, though 
whether that will be at the level of the individual 
city or not will vary.  
To address first the urban as a crucial structure of 
social relations: Like other structures of social 
relations under capital, it is there because of its 
significance for the accumulation process. 
Capitalism develops through the development of 
the productive forces and the primary way it does 
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that is through the socialization of production. 
This means two related things. The first is the 
division of labor. As Allen Scott has been at pains 
to point out the fact of size and the achievement 
of market thresholds allows the vertical 
disintegration of production and the advantages of 
specialization, including more specialized means 
of production. This division of labor between 
firms can then lay the basis for the development 
of new products, either through collaboration or 
through the entry of new businesses drawing upon 
the skills and knowledges already available in a 
particular urban area. 
 
The second and related way in which the city 
socializes production is through the provision of 
means of production in common. These include 
shared physical infrastructures: water provision 
and distribution, sewage systems, highway 
systems, airports, commuter rail and so on. It also 
means shared social infrastructures: urban 
universities channeling students towards white 
collar jobs, technical schools catering to the needs 
of engineering firms, fire services with the 
equipment to service tall buildings and the like. 
 
The fact is, capitals cannot do without cities. 
Firms relocating their headquarters will do so to a 
city with similar facilities. To the extent that those 
facilities, like airline hubs, are lost, then relocation 
may follow. The same applies to the location of 
branch plants or research and development 
facilities. Note, though, that this is different from 
a dependence on the particularized social relations 
of cities that generate the sort of territorialized 
agenda that Harvey places at the center of his 
relatively autonomous urban politics. Rather, the 
mechanisms through which cities get reproduced, 
and upgraded in their physical and social 
infrastructures vary. Harvey identified one but it is 
not the only one 
 
How, therefore, might we understand the politics 
of maintaining those urban fabrics clearly 
necessary to the functioning of national as well as 
of particular urban economies? As Harvey 
outlined, in the US it does indeed work through 
the creation of a market in urban locations. Cities 
compete for new investment, both from firms 
already there and for those coming in from 

elsewhere. They compete for the reasons that 
Harvey outlined. There are firms, particularly in 
the real estate development sector, the utilities, 
some banks, some major employers who are 
dependent on a particular, relatively skilled, labor 
force, which exhibit high levels of local 
dependence. Facilitating the growth of the local 
economy through the continual refurbishment of 
shared infrastructures is of major interest to them. 
The same applies to urban governments which are 
heavily dependent through local property, income 
and sales taxes on the vibrancy of the urban 
economy. As the geography of uneven 
development shifts, so what is being offered has 
to change as well. Having an airline hub wasn’t 
always critical to a city’s competitive success. 
Sectoral change can reap whirlwinds of 
devaluation to which local growth coalitions seek 
to respond. 
 
In the United Kingdom and Western Europe 
more generally it has been different. The local 
structures of social relations connecting all those 
who seek salvation through a local growth 
coalition tend to be much less in evidence, though 
not entirely absent. On the other hand, those 
radically decentralized state structures which allow 
the urban growth coalitions of the US to be 
effective are absent. But the city as a force of 
production remains important. No matter the 
degree to which the revenue needs of local 
governments are externalized to central branches 
of the state, or firms develop multi-locational 
forms which reduce their dependence on 
particular urban economies, the city remains a 
major means through which firms seek to develop 
their productivity and so their capacity to 
accumulate. For a very large part, national 
economies and therefore central government 
fortunes, depend on what happens in cities.  
 
There has to be an urban policy somewhere, 
therefore. Instead of through a competitive 
relation between cities, though, it works top down 
through the planning of urban locations and with 
a view to the achievement of national urban goals. 
This has been true ever since the immediate 
postwar period and despite the emergence of 
some degree of urban competition in the last 
twenty or thirty years. Accordingly the countries 
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of Western Europe have their national airport 
policies, national dock policies and railroad 
policies. Debates about the addition of a third 
runway at Heathrow or the extension of the TGV 
network in France are national ones. Major urban 
initiatives like Canary Wharf, Thames Gateway, 
‘Le Grand Paris’, the redevelopment activities of 
the Urban Development Corporations of the 
Thatcher era or the earlier French ‘métropoles 
d’équilibre’ are national, orchestrated and largely 
financed from the center. Urban planning, unlike 
the American case, has a central coordinating arm 
that can override local decisions where there is 
some national interest. National urban planning 
departments issue advisories to their local 
branches. Local government plans are vetted by 
the center. In France local governments have to 
make provision for social housing. In Great 
Britain national housing targets have been divided 
up regionally and then locally within regions in 
order to ensure that new housing will be where it 
is most needed.  
 
Just how significant this is, is apparent in the 
recent twists and turns of the British coalition 
government’s (2011) planning policy. The 
imposition of housing targets on localities by the 
previous Labour government had been a sore 
point among residents in some areas, particularly 
in what had been the booming Southeast, and one 
which the Conservative Party had sought to 
exploit in its election campaign. Accordingly the 
announcement on the accession of a new coalition 
government led by the Conservative Party was 
that local housing targets, imposed top-down, 
would be scrapped. Henceforth it would be up to 
local councils to decide how much new housing 
they wanted to allow. This, of course, is 
impossible if cities are to function as productive 
forces. Local electorates have limited incentive to 
ensure that any housing supply constraints on 
local accumulation be mitigated. It should come as 
no surprise, therefore, that the coalition 
government has now backtracked on this. The 
jubilation of local residents has given way to 
dismay as the government has rolled out a new 
planning framework which decidedly tilts the 
balance in favor of developers. Local authorities 
will still be responsible for housing targets as per 
the original post-election announcement, but now 

they have to plan for a 20% increase in the land 
available for housing. Planning permission can still 
be withheld, but if developers appeal to the central 
government then permission will be granted on 
grounds of the national interest. The new 
framework has been attacked by conservation and 
environmentalist groups on the grounds that it 
was heavily lobbied for by the construction 
industry. But the fact remains, if cities are to be 
allowed to function as productive forces, then 
there has to be a mechanism for assuring a supply 
of housing adequate to demand. If nationally 
enforced housing targets are dispensed with then 
the alternative is to consign the decisions to 
market forces. 

***** 
 
The debates of the early ’80s around society, space 
and the city were crucial ones in the history of 
human geography. Yet in many ways the issues 
raised then continue unresolved. Harvey’s claims 
about accumulation and the capitalist nature of 
space have been only imperfectly internalized. The 
status of the urban as a concept typically goes 
unremarked. They have, however, been ones that 
have been central to my own work. Yet it is only 
recently that I have been able to recognize the 
serious incompatibilities between historical 
materialism and critical realism and recognize the 
greater fertility of the former. One of my aims in 
this paper has been to explore and explain those 
incompatibilities. 
 
Even so, the critical realist concept of structure is 
something that can usefully be mobilized by 
Marxists in their empirical studies. It is through 
the development and transformation of structures 
of relations that capital seeks to suspend its 
contradictions, opening up new space for 
accumulation where it seemed to have been 
blocked or diminished in some way. The urban 
seems to me to be one such structure – a major 
force of production – and it helps shed critical 
light on the respective claims of Saunders and 
Harvey regarding the urban question.  
 
The contradiction between fixity and mobility has 
been central to Harvey’s attempt to spatialize 
Marx. He has explored its significance in his 
writings on the geopolitics of capitalism in general 
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and how it is manifest in the emergence of a 
relatively autonomous urban politics in particular. 
Yet where and how that contradiction is 
expressed, the degree to which it is more urban, 
more regional or more national, for example, can 
vary. In the US it happens to be experienced 
much more keenly at the local level than in, say, 
Great Britain or France. But it won’t go away. 
Cities are of crucial significance to central states. 
This is because of the role they perform in the 
socialization of production: a major force of 
production, therefore.  
 

Capitalist states vary. The United States has a 
much more decentralized form than most 
capitalist states. But they remain capitalist and 
their structures have been reworked, mobilized, in 
accord with facilitating the accumulation process. 
This has resulted in different practices in the 
United States for the reproduction and 
transformation of the urban in accordance with 
the changing challenges of the accumulation 
process than in Western Europe; which is why 
urban politics is expressed in such sharply 
different ways, even while it remains an urban 
politics. 
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