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For approximately forty years, Doreen Massey was 
a major voice in Anglophone geography. And 
unlike the vast majority of us, that voice will 
continue to reverberate through citations well into 
the future. She made a big difference. It is, 
however, from the standpoint of historical 
geographical materialism that I write this 
commentary. First off, and judging from her work, 
she was clearly far from being a card-carrying 
member of the Marxist geography fraternity or 
Marxism in any shape or form. This is the case, 
even while she was close to the causes it stood for 
and wrote for thoroughly left-leaning journals like 
Capital and Class, New Left Review, Marxism Today 
and also Soundings, of which she was both a 
founder and an editor-in-chief; at various times 
she was also on the editorial boards of Capital and 
Class and New Left Review: a surprising record for 
someone whose ideas about method and theory 
were far from those of Marx. Nevertheless, 
Marxists have to take her work very seriously 
indeed. Intendedly or not she provided an 
important counterpoint. She insisted on themes 
that have tended to be neglected and which cry 
out for incorporation into our work. Not least of 
those themes was difference, and difference in all 
regards: gender, race, the city, and uneven 
development. One might not have agreed with her 
positions on them, even while they were invariably 
original and stimulating. But she developed them 
in ways that demand our serious study and critical 
response. Whether she meant to or not, she 
pointed up lacunae in historical geographical 
materialism that have long existed and not 
received the attention that they merit. How to fit 
her into a history of geographic thought written 
from the particular perspective of this journal is 
the aim of this review. I do it through a series of 
windows that I think are particularly pertinent to 
her case. 
 

 
 
SITUATING DOREEN 
Born in 1944, she belonged to a very particular 
cohort of British geographers: working class 
background or at best, very modest; left-leaning 
politics, often with ties to the ancient universities; 
and crucial in understanding the changes that 
human geography experienced from the late 50s 
on: the shift, that is, from a subject disinterested in 
theory or method to one that was in the thick of 
them. I am thinking here of people like David 
Harvey, Janet Henshall, Ron Johnston, Dick Peet, 
Allen Scott, Peter Taylor, Michael Webber, and 
Doreen herself; and to be followed quickly by 
people like John Agnew, Ray Hudson, Derek 
Gregory, Linda McDowell, Phil O’Keefe, Neil 
Smith, and Michael Watts. These are all people 
who continue to leave their marks on the field, 
particularly at the level of theory. So what 
happened? 
 
For a start, to be born just before or after the 
Second World War came with important benefits 
for a young person of working class origins. The 
1944 Education Act was especially significant. It 
provided free secondary education at a select 
school for children from the working class who 
passed an examination at the age of 11; otherwise 
entry was means tested. There was similar 
provision for payment of university fees, assuming 
admission. Passing the ‘eleven plus’ as it was 
called, was the first stage in the process: you 
became a ‘scholarship girl or boy.’ It allowed you 
to go to an academically more demanding school 
and take the national exams which, at that time, 
were an entrée to an education beyond. Some of 
these schools were private but state supported 
through the government-paid fees of the children 
passing the exam. I mention this because private 
schools typically had their eye on getting their 
pupils into the ancient universities, whether in 
England or in Scotland, and had a teaching staff to 
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match. I note that, as a scholarship girl, and so 
paid for by the state, Doreen attended the 
Manchester High School for Girls, which was in 
fact private, and judging from its Wiki page, has 
an impressive list of alumnae to match. 
 
This was revolutionary, since previously you had 
to have money to climb the academic ladder. It 
was particularly important for geography since in 
the United Kingdom this was a field that, at least 
after the war, tended to attract fairly bright 
students, particularly at the university level. One 
reason was that, unlike the US, the competition 
from major social sciences, notably sociology and 
political science, barely existed because those 
fields had a still very limited university presence. 
In addition, of course, geography was a field taken 
much more seriously at the secondary school level. 
And if you were working class, the only 
professional field that you might have been 
exposed to was the academic, and going to 
university was the first step on the ladder of being 
a teacher in the sort of school where you had been 
taught. I cannot speak for Doreen, but while my 
father knew a bunch of farmers, since he collected 
their taxes, there were no doctors, lawyers, or 
architects in our family circle.  
 
With this as background, it should come as no 
surprise that the Brits were important in the first 
phase of transforming the field: the so-called 
spatial-quantitative revolution. They did not 
initiate it; that would be the work of people largely 
at the University of Washington around Bill 
Garrison and his remarkable cluster of students 
that included the likes of Brian Berry and Waldo 
Tobler. Rather I am thinking of people like David 
Harvey, Ron Johnston, Allen Scott, Peter Taylor 
and Michael Webber, all of whom would make 
their mark on it. Doreen herself would participate 
in the early 70s by being a student at the Walter 
Isard’s Department of Regional Science at the 
University of Pennsylvania. But by then, even 
while one article from Doreen would be a highly 
perceptive one on economic base theory (1973) 
that is still worth reading, the spatial-quantitative 
work and the economic theory that went with it, 
was in decline. Again, the critical reaction to it was 
led by the same British cohort, and it was at this 
point that Doreen would seriously join in.  
 

The critical reaction to the spatial-quantitative 
work came from the left and there is, again, good 
reason why people like David Harvey and Peter 
Taylor, and later Doreen, might have taken the 
lead. They were of working class origin and at that 
time, that usually meant a favorable disposition 
towards the Labour Party. It had been the mother 
of the welfare state and for a while at least, had an 
ideological framing that could appeal to those with 
academic leanings. At that time some dominant 
figures in the party included major, even self-
styled, intellectuals like Richard Crossman,  John 
Strachey and Anthony Crosland and if one wanted 
to stretch ‘the party’ other notables like the 
historians Richard Tawney and A J P Taylor. This 
is something that merits emphasis; the British left 
had a relationship to the intellectual life of the 
country missing from the American Democratic 
party, let alone American politics in any shape or 
form. 
 
Aside from the way she belonged to a particularly 
dynamic cohort of British geographers, there are 
two other things that we should note about 
Doreen. Gender would have profound 
implications for her approach and, perhaps one of 
the things that would make her somewhat 
skeptical of the class-centric character of Marxism. 
She entered the academic world at a time when 
the women’s movement was getting into gear and 
would feel the slights of gender and react in utterly 
insightful ways that must have reflected personal 
experience.  
 
The other point worth making is that she was a 
very ‘British’ geographer, and in two senses. First, 
it was uneven development in a British context 
that consumed her interest. This focus was 
solidified by her activism. She had some interest in 
Latin America but published very little. Her 
interest in North America seems to have been 
very limited even while that instance could have 
shed light on the British one. Second, she 
inherited the interest in what one might call ‘the 
compleat geographer.’ When she was an 
undergraduate she would have had quite a bit of 
physical geography as well as human geography. 
In fact at that time, it was still considered an ideal 
to do research in both areas, though it was a 
fading one. This interest would later bear fruit in 
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her attempt to generate some interest in what the 
two branches of the field shared (1999b.) 
 
METHOD 
If there was a guiding thread to Doreen Massey’s 
method, it would have been critical realism. She 
never acknowledged her position as such, but 
Sayer recognized the fellow-traveler that she was 
(Sayer 2018: 104.) This would continue 
throughout her career, even while later on she 
became interested in what the posts had to offer, 
particularly the importance of discourse and of 
disorder in the world.  
 
In Spatial Divisions of Labor (1984) she makes her 
position very clear, and with the same sort of 
skepticism towards empirical generalization 
apparent in Sayer’s own work. What concerned 
her were attempts to explain through what she 
called spatial association: attempts to understand 
the characteristics of places in terms of other of 
their attributes. One might try to explain 
reductions of unemployment in Britain’s 
depressed areas in terms of regionally selective 
government subsidies but this would be to omit 
reference to what made that association possible; 
not least the deskilling of labor processes that 
allowed firms to move some of their branch plant 
operations there and take advantage of the 
subsidies.  
 
The emphasis therefore was on causal structures: 
particular combinations of contingent conditions 
and more general pressures that might explain the 
changing fortunes of particular places. The 
emergence of the sorts of spatial divisions of labor 
that she focused on in her book was, she argued, a 
contingent matter: whether or not a change in the 
technical division of labor resulted in spatial 
separation depended on whether or not there were 
spatially differentiated labor markets with pools of 
low cost labor ready to take up deskilled work 
(Massey 1984: Chapter Two.) 
 
A conception from these early years that would 
resonate was her idea of the combination of layers 
of investment. Each layer had its own particular 
spatial division of labor. An earlier, nineteenth 
century one was characterized by areal 
specialization: so the cotton textiles of Lancashire, 
the major coalfields, shipbuilding on the Clyde 

and Tyne. Superimposed on this was a later one 
reflecting the separation of functions within the 
firm: headquarters, branch plants, some skilled, 
some less so, and R and D. Of particular interest 
was the branch plant in a secondary consumer 
goods industry, employing largely women. Its 
insertion into the old coalmining areas with their 
history of jobs for men and very few for women, 
along with strong patriarchal families, then led to 
challenges to that particular gender order (Massey 
1983.)  
 
Critical realism works by abstracting different 
structures of relations from the totality of 
relations, some conceived as necessary and some 
as contingent, that make up the world. Structures 
of (necessary) relations through the powers that 
they entail enable action but the effects of that 
action are a contingent matter, depending on the 
particular circumstances of time and place in 
which it occurs: the effect of female employing 
branch plants on gender relations would depend 
on whether female employment was already 
common or not. And in fact, these arguments are 
notably on display in her work on gender. 
 
In a paper with Linda McDowell (McDowell and 
Massey 1984), she is insistent on patriarchy as a 
separate structure of social relations.1 Likewise in 
her famous ‘flexible sexism’ paper when critiquing 
Soja: “The existence of racism and sexism, and the 
need to refer to them, is recognized, but it is 
assumed throughout, either explicitly or implicitly, 
that the only axis of power which matters in 
relation to these distinct forms of domination is 
that which stems fairly directly from the relations 
of production … The fact that patriarchy, for 
instance, is not reducible to the terms of a debate 
on modes of production, is not considered.” 
(1991: 38.) From a Marxist standpoint this is 
extremely contentious stuff but it was part of a 
critical realist position that demanded attention 
from historical materialists. They were held to be 
reductive in their explanations and insufficiently 
attentive to difference in the world (Beynon and 
Hudson 2018: 162-163.) 
 

 
1 “… this process of accommodation between 

capitalism and patriarchy produced a different 

synthesis of the two in different places.” (p.198.) 
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By the late 90s her methodological position was 
morphing but without affecting what was a 
fundamentally pluralist approach to the world2 
and while retaining some sense of distinct causal 
structures. Earlier on the accumulation process 
and class relations had loomed large. Now she 
took on board the critique of grand narratives and 
the central role of discourse in social life, though 
without according it primacy.3 Ideas about the 
utter singularity and fragmentation of human 
experience would then connect with her interest in 
the specificity of place. To claims about general 
tendencies in social life she responded by pointing 
to the way in which places were composed of 
unique combinations of influences and conditions, 
so providing the possibility of upending 
geohistory and shifting its trajectory. Things came 
together resulting in new contingent effects as well 
as emergent powers. 
 
While her emphasis on geographic difference and 
the specificity of place was and remains a wake-up 
call for historical geographical materialists, 
whether critical realism is the answer should be in 
question. Harvey recognized the dangers early on 
in a now famous claim: 

“Every sentence in Spatial Divisions of 
Labor is so laden down with a rhetoric 
of contingency, place, and the specificity 
of history, that the whole guiding thread 
of Marxian argument is reduced to a set 

 
2 Thus in the new edition of Spatial Divisions of 

Labour: “Not only are ‘politics and ideology … not 

to be interpreted as simply reflections of the 

economic’ but ‘politics and ideology are themselves 

important in the construction of the economic.’” 

(1995: 309) 
3 “Geographical imaginations (for instance of regions 

and of regional uneven development) are not simply 

mirrors; they are in some sense constitutive 

figurations;  in some sense they ‘produce’ the world 

in which we live and within which they are 

themselves constructed. On the other hand, the very 

fact of the attempt at intervention implies a rejection 

of that position which would entrap us in a prison 

house of language to which there is no outside with 

any force whatsoever. (In other words, I am loathe to 

turn up on the steps of Downing Street in order to 

offer another metaphor/story/imagination whose 

relationship to ‘the extradiscursive reality’ of the 

North-South divide is either nonexistent or totally 

unknown.)” (2001:10) 

of echoes and reverberations of inert 
Marxian categories. The categories are 
seemingly treated as a dead weight into 
which no new life can be breathed 
through exploration of the vast new 
field of historical and geographical 
experience that Massey opens up for 
consideration” (Harvey 1987: 373-374). 

 
The statement is a little cryptic and could have 
used some elaboration, but in a paper with Allen 
Scott he was a little more explicit: “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). In other words, the line 
drawn between the necessary and the contingent 
was far too hard and unyielding. While one could 
not predict particular events, new technologies, 
new products, new institutional forms, etc., and 
while one could indeed accept that they were 
contingent and not necessary in their occurrence, 
that did not mean that they might not be 
incorporated, perhaps reworked, as necessary 
aspects of the social process.  
 
Things would then become much clearer in 
Harvey’s later work on the social process in 
toto (Harvey 1996: 78-83; 2010.) The claim 
would be that any social process can be 
understood in terms of different aspects 
which can indeed develop in ways 
contradictory to one another: so the division 
of labor, discourse, power relations, the 
relation to nature, class relations, among 
others. There are centrifugal effects in 
society, therefore – the source of what 
critical realists would define as contingencies 
– but there is also a force working to re-
establish its unity. This is the accumulation 
process, including the class relation which 
immediately subtends it. 
 
So to return to patriarchy as a separate 
structure of relations, one could argue that 
the power relation between men and women 
is indeed incorporated as a necessary aspect 
of the accumulation process and gets 
reworked as that process changes in its 
concrete character. Massey herself, along 
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with Linda McDowell, commented on the 
road to the ongoing transformation in gender 
relations when she referred to “Changes in 
social mores, in the role of the family, in the 
labour process of domestic work, increased 
divorce rates and a rapid rise in women’s 
participation in waged-labour between the 
Second World War and the end of the 
seventies have all had an impact.” This is 
highly suggestive and could have been 
developed further. The conditions go way 
back to the late nineteenth century and the 
policy changes that would lead to smaller 
families: most notably, limits on the 
employment of children and mandatory 
schooling. Later on there would indeed be 
the mechanization of the domestic labor 
process. The exclusion of women from 
‘men’s work’ would then be turned on its 
head by the expansion of service industries 
and the employment of women on the 
grounds not just of their relative cheapness 
but also their supposed ‘feminine’ qualities of 
an ability to deal with people, and attention 
to detail. On the other hand, it is 
disappointing that historical materialism has 
not taken up this issue with the careful 
attention that it demands. The blind 
assumption that gender relations are a 
separate structure of relations, has too often 
been met with the equally blind assumption 
that they are not separate but are an essential 
aspect of production relations.4  
 
Occasionally, Massey herself implied a more 
holistic view of social relations. In a paper on 
current financial dominance she showed a 
strong sense of the wholeness of a social 
formation but was unable to commit to a 
totalizing view of the world:   

“Societies take different shapes in 
different eras. They are framed by 
distinct forms of economy, specific 
social and political arrangements, 
and particular common 
understandings of how the world 
works. These are expressed too in 

 
4 There have been more argued out discussions from 

a historical materialist viewpoint; for example 

Brenner and Ramas (1984), German (1981) and 

Omvedt (1986.) 

distinct geographies, which in turn 
feed back into the way in which 
the country develops. Since the 
undermining of the social-
democratic settlement of the post-
war years, UK economy and 
society has been framed by what 
we have come to call 
‘neoliberalism’. This was not 
inevitable, other alternatives were 
available; the victory of 
neoliberalism was an outcome of 
political and social contest. And 
central to that victory, and to 
neoliberalism in its widest sense, 
was the triumph of finance. 
‘Finance’, in the current era, is not 
just a sector of the economy; it is 
at the core of a new social 
settlement in which the fabric of 
our society and economy has been 
reworked.” 

It sounds more like Harvey than Massey; but this 
was as close as she would get.  
 
SPACE 
The first issue of the journal Society and Space5 was 
published in 1983, prior to the appearance of 
Doreen’s first major work Spatial Divisions of Labor; 
and she was on the editorial board. This is 
significant because in retrospect it would be a 
journal that tried to set itself against what up till 
then was known as Marxist geography. It 
represented a more pluralistic take on the world, 
anxious about what Thrift (1987: 24) would refer 
to as ‘jumbo’ Marxism. The reductive tendency 
that preoccupied Doreen concerned space and 
how spatial organization and difference were de-
emphasized: seen as something that could be read 
off from capitalism’s laws of motion.6 She staked 
out her position very clearly in the paper she 
contributed to the (1985) collection edited by 
Derek Gregory and John Urry. 
 
In what is still a powerful statement she claimed 
that the radical critique of the 70s had gone too 

 
5 Now Environment and Planning D: Society and 

Space. 
6 This was despite the fact that Harvey had moved to 

a much more subtle position by that time in his 

(1982) Limits to Capital. 
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far in its rejection of the importance of spatial 
organization; that it was impossible to have social 
theories that lacked any spatial content. The 
radical critique had rightly rejected the notion of 
spatial process advocated by the spatial-
quantitative turn but had then gone to the other 
extreme by arguing that all there was were social 
processes operating over space; that if you wanted 
to explain de-industrialization or the problem of 
the inner city, the only knowledge that you needed 
was of the dynamics of the capitalism. 
 
On the contrary, while production change had 
implications for geography, spatial organization 
had effects on the accumulation process; it was 
part of the calculations of those doing the 
accumulating or those acting on their behalf. 
Furthermore, spatial organization was an 
organization of places that were different, 
individual, and this specificity too played into not 
just the way in which social processes created 
particular concrete outcomes but into the very 
nature of those social processes themselves. Marx 
had abstracted from geography, from geographic 
difference and connection and this reduced his 
explanatory reach. 
 
The mobility or fixity of labor processes made a 
difference to how capital organized itself. Mobility 
could mean taking advantage of low wage labor 
elsewhere – if it existed; while fixity demanded 
different approaches to cost competition, perhaps 
through greater mechanization. One could not go 
directly from spatial structure to effects. How it 
played out was a contingent matter: the small sub-
contracting clothing businesses of East London 
were immobilized because of the need to respond 
rapidly to changing fashion and the presence of 
the designers and fashion houses in the London 
area, but there was little possibility of developing 
the labor process beyond the sewing machine; 
hence, one can add, the dependence on sweated 
labor, typically of immigrants working under 
patriarchal conditions (Mitter 1986.) So, and as 
she concluded, “... necessary relations are not 
aspatial. How can ‘necessary’ relations be 
necessary if they depend, for example, on 
contiguity – unless that contiguity is specified? 
Inherent causal properties may depend on spatial 

form. What then happens to the argument that 
‘the spatial’ is necessarily contingent?” (1985: 18.)7  
 
This was essentially her position in Spatial Divisions 
of Labour. It would, though, become more sharply 
defined. It would also shift in its emphases, losing 
contact with the spatial work that had 
foregrounded order and organization over space. 
She would become much more interested in the 
specificity of place. This was accompanied by 
shifts in her understanding of the social: less a 
matter of starting from people’s material interests, 
and more one of beliefs; so a shift in the balance 
between what she would have understood as the 
economic and the cultural. This also entailed a 
change in her sense of the political: discourses, 
intentionally or otherwise, were expressions of 
relative power and had effects on the geography 
of uneven development. This was a more 
complete sense of the political in one regard but 
by holding discourse at a distance from other 
moments of the social process, it was not quite 
successful. 
 
What becomes sharpened is her critique of the 
aspatial character of social theory: its emphasis on 
time and the belief that it was through the 
temporal ordering of things that one could gain 
access to cause and therefore to explanation. This 
is a view of the world in which time is the active 
dimension and space the passive one: mere 
recipient of the effects of historical processes that 
owe nothing to the geographic ordering of things. 
It is a view in which, in Massey’s own words, 
space is conceived as time: a point in time which is 
in turn seen as teleological in character; so going 
through particular stages towards some inevitable 
final point. The division between more developed 
and less developed countries, therefore: so less 
developed but on a path towards greater 
development; or the old division between 
traditional and modern societies: the march of 
history, progress and emancipation from 
backwardness, in other words. 
 
This was a point at which, if she had wanted too, 
she could have drawn on her earlier 

 
7 This is a particularly interesting quote since it marks 

her position off from that of Sayer’s in his critical 

realist approach (1985a) to “The Difference that 

Space Makes.” 
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understandings of space which emphasized the 
more orderly, as in her work on spatial divisions 
of labor. This would not necessarily have 
committed her to a teleological unfolding of 
space-time. New space-time configurations 
inevitably have their unintended consequences, as 
in those that she underlined in her work on the 
combination of positions in successive spatial 
divisions of labor. But this was not to be the route 
taken. Rather the critique of grand narratives and 
of a consequent order in the way the world 
unfolded, seemed to leave her with no alternative 
but to emphasize the disorderly: it was to be 
either/or and not both/and. The discourse of the 
grand narrative was one for those who had power 
in the world; undoing it would have to come 
through the discovery of alternative ways, and this 
would be a result of the chance juxtaposition of 
forces and conditions that composed particular 
places. 
 
Henceforth, and reflected in all her work after the 
late 90s, this is where the emphasis would lie: 
space as the product of relations with elsewhere, 
thus producing a landscape of difference and 
opening up the possibility of alternative voices, 
alternative ways of developing, alternative ways of 
structuring power relations. Change would emerge 
out of these interactions. Contrary to classical 
social theory, space relations were inevitably 
causative. Causation should be conceived in terms 
of space-time and not just in terms of temporal 
sequencing. 
 
This was a definite step forward in some ways, a 
provocation, and shedding light on old questions 
in human geography, not least the thorny one of 
the region. The approach was quite brilliantly on 
show in her work with John Allen and Allan 
Cochrane on Rethinking the Region. Southeast 
England there is conceived as an event in time-
space, the result of a coming together of neo-
liberalism with several different growth dynamics: 
the rise of financial services subsequent to 
deregulation; the emergence of hi tech in and 
around the ancient universities and stretching west 
from London towards Bristol, but also to the 
north of London, taking in pharmaceuticals and 
aircraft production; and a consumption-induced 
growth on the back of increased incomes and 
consumer debt, itself facilitated by a growth in 

housing values. Within the broader context of the 
United Kingdom, this would place the region in a 
dominant position in the geographic imaginary: a 
region whose growth was to be emulated, but 
where emulation was increasingly difficult to the 
extent that new university graduates tended to 
move to the area and away from those parts of the 
country experiencing de-industrialization. 
 
How a discourse of growth is then drawn on to 
sustain this sort of dominance in the imagination 
was then developed in her book on London: 
World City. The growth of London is again seen as 
conditioned by a particular conjunction of 
conditions: neo-liberalism once more, and the rise 
of financial services, but also a particular 
desperation on the part of the British government 
to identify a particular part of the country that 
could contribute towards a positive balance of 
payments and perhaps, through trickledown, ease 
the growing problem of uneven development. 
This particular imaginary was then taken up, and 
still is, by London-based interests – financial 
services, the construction lobby among others, to 
argue for that increased public investment in the 
area, like CrossRail and the notorious ‘third 
runway’ at Heathrow, all  seen as protecting that 
contribution to national growth by eliminating 
obstacles and warding off demands from the rest 
of the country for a rebalancing of the national 
space economy. 
 
All this is hugely stimulating and an important 
corrective to any reductive approach to urban and 
regional studies. Places do indeed matter, they are 
singular in a sense and they are formed at the 
nexus of sets of relations that differentiate them 
from other places. In turn this can create a 
mapping of identities and generate a distinct 
political geography. As she wrote in World City: 

“ … different places are formed of 
distinct nodes of relationships, distinct 
positionings, within the wider global 
spaces. Each place is a different 
articulation of relations and 
connections, in some of which it will be 
in a position of relative control, 
influence and power, and in others of 
which it will be comparatively powerless 
and subordinated. The degrees of 
‘victimhood’ to forces emanating from 
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elsewhere will, in consequence, vary. In 
some places there will be some 
purchase, at the local level, on so-called 
global forces – some possibility for 
active intervention” (2007: 168.) 

 
Yet from the standpoint of historical geographical 
materialism and the construction of spatial 
difference there are some issues. For a start, the 
notion of chance juxtaposition is exaggerated. 
That is not to deny it of all significance. The rise 
of Atlanta on the basis of headquarter functions is 
inseparable from the earlier separation of firm 
headquarter functions and then, later, the 
deregulation of air passenger transport that was 
the precondition for its airport’s hub status. Taken 
together, this has meant that it is Atlanta that has 
been particularly attractive for headquarter 
locations and this has then moved in tandem with 
what the airport can offer in terms of destinations. 
The deregulation of the airline industry was almost 
entirely unforeseen and hard to offset. But in 
numerous other ways capital can, and does, take 
counter-moves. It spreads risks, it insures against 
losses, it hires consultants to peer into the future. 
It seeks to colonize nature in a deliberate, 
intended nature leaving less to chance, as in the 
ransacking of the world by the pharmaceutical 
industry for what indigenous medicine has to 
provide. This does not preclude surprise, as the 
devastating Covid crisis so clearly demonstrates; 
but it helps. 
 
Moreover, capital does not take what is given as 
the end of the matter. It seeks to alter its 
environment. It is far from dependent on the 
contingent. The existing pattern of highways 
provides a set of accessibility relations for new 
developments, but developers seek to transform it 
to their advantage: lobbying for new interchanges 
on freeways, or even building their own – not 
unheard of in the US. This is sometimes 
inadvertent. In Spatial Divisions of Labor Massey 
argued that the separation of some production 
functions from the rest of the firm might depend 
on the existence of spatially separate labor 
markets. This though is something that capital 
produces as part of its own nature, as in Dick 
Walker’s (1978) lumpen geography of places. As 
Marx argued in Capital Volume One (1867; 1976: 
781-94), capital, through the accumulation 

process, controls both the demand for and the 
supply of labor; as labor costs increase, it will 
equip workers with productivity-enhancing 
machines, saving on labor costs, but also 
contributing to the reserve army of the 
unemployed which in turn increases the supply of 
labor. 
 
The idea of ‘events’ as the product of relations, as 
in the Rethinking the Region case – when and where 
was Southeast England? – can also be misleading. 
It suggests a transitory character to human 
geography which is contradicted by its relative 
stability from one year, even one decade, to the 
next: just how long has rebalancing the space 
economy of the United Kingdom been talked 
about? It certainly goes back at least to the 
immediate postwar period, even though that 
expression may not have been used. The 
contingent, moreover, does not necessarily remain 
so. To the extent that it can advance the 
accumulation process, or indeed provide 
advantage in the class relation, then it gets 
reworked to become a necessary aspect of capital’s 
production relations; albeit, as Massey would 
affirm, in particular places. This then leads on to 
another counterclaim which is that not every 
juxtaposition, not every distant or close 
relationship or chance event makes a difference. 
Rather they get selected in or out as the case may 
be. Opportunities may be taken but what is an 
‘opportunity’ gets defined in the course of the 
struggles at the heart of the accumulation process. 
Massey may have seen the comings together in 
places as the possibility of change but change is 
always circumscribed by the power relations that 
she emphasized elsewhere. There may be new 
ideas from elsewhere, new products, new 
technologies, but firms may purchase the rights 
simply in order to protect an existing production 
apparatus, the fixed or quasi-fixed costs of which 
have yet to be amortized. 
 
For historical geographical materialism space is an 
essential aspect of the social process: an internal 
relation; there can be no social process without 
some sort of geographic arrangement or, as 
Harvey put it in a different context, a spatial fix. 
All geographies have a rationality that is an 
expression of historically specific social 
organization. Under capital, like culture, politics, 
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discourse, it appears as a thing apart: a result of 
how the commodity relation under capital 
experience is fragmented, not least through a 
division of labor where ‘the political’ gets 
separated from ‘the economy’ the ‘ideal’ from 
‘practice’ and there are specialists in space 
relations like city planners and real estate agents. 
 
It is an approach that embraces both the universal 
and the particular but in which the latter is a 
subordinated moment; hence the need to qualify 
the singularity of places. Regarding capitalist 
development, the focus is on how the 
accumulation process unfolds over space, 
producing it, incorporating is as a moment of its 
own process, generating contradictions that then 
provide the basis for further transformations: so 
the tensions between spatial concentration and 
dispersion; areal specialization and diversification; 
and between fixity and mobility. On the one hand, 
the universal in the form of the circulation of 
capital in its diverse forms: money capital, labor 
power, commodity capital, all carriers of value in 
motion. And on the other hand, the particular: 
specific use values and their combinations found 
in particular places that form, in Harvey’s words 
(1985: 146-147), a structured coherence and 
through which value must continue to circulate if 
it is to continue to exist: a production relation 
generating its own institutional forms, including 
means of governance, discourses, gender, race 
relations and social stratifications more generally 
and applying in a scale-indifferent way. Structured 
coherences are crucial supports for the 
accumulation process but they exist in 
contradiction to a circulation of capital that can 
dispense with them as it finds alternative sites of 
accumulation, but a dispensability that will 
inevitably be contested by those relying on them 
for their different flows of revenue.  
 
Massey and historical geographical materialism 
provide contrasting deconstructions of the place / 
space binary. Massey is particularizing to a fault. 
Historical geographical materialism combines the 
universalizing with the particularizing in a way in 
which the latter is the subordinate aspect. This 
does not consign the particular to passivity. In the 
form of the local, it can make the global, but what 
the local offers has to provide a more universal 
appeal from the standpoint of accumulation: think 

something like just-in-time which originated in 
Japan but which became a standard mode of 
organizing the division of labor in manufacturing. 
Capital has a concrete trajectory and its geography 
is part of that. It is indeed unforeseeable in its 
concrete form but entirely predictable in the logics 
which place some limits on what is possible. The 
concrete is relatively easy to remake, which is one 
of the reasons it is tempting to talk about regions 
as events in space-time. But in particular places it 
encounters the laws of motion of capital which is 
much, much harder to overturn and which gives 
its own complexion to the comings together that 
Massey wanted to emphasize. So while it is 
altogether reasonable to accept Massey’s distaste 
for the teleological, historical geographical 
materialism is more complex than that: capital has 
an ongoing logic but its concrete transformations 
have nothing of the predictable about them, other 
than that they are and have to be capitalist 
transformations.  
 
UNEVEN DEVELOPMENT 
A major substantive theme throughout her 
writings, and in addition to that on the 
particularity of place, is geographically uneven 
development. This is apparent from the very start, 
and most notably in Spatial Divisions of Labor. Her 
position would shift somewhat: away from the 
more structured position represented there and in 
her work on the inner city problem (Massey and 
Meegan 1978), to a skepticism born of her 
increasing interest in spatial difference. It would 
continue though, most notably in the co-authored 
book on Southeast England (Rethinking the Region) 
and in the book, World City, on London. In both, 
the constant backdrop and a crucial part of the 
way she frames her arguments is the uneven 
development of the British space economy. 
 
How she views uneven development also retains 
certain constants. It is, of course, very focused on 
the United Kingdom. A major concern is 
distribution: the fact that people are better off in 
some regions than in others, and that this is 
complicated further by inequalities within regions  
(very apparent in her London book) and by 
gender inequalities. Spatial divisions of labor are a 
crucial ingredient of her particular mapping of 
uneven development. Quite what is generating 
inequality, though, including the spatial divisions 
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of labor giving rise to it, is a little more cloudy, at 
least for this reader.  
 
There is frequent appeal to ‘power relations’ as in 
her idea of power geometry, without specifying 
what the idea amounts to. One can glean that it 
has to do with class in a very broad sense: not just 
the capital-labor relation as in the separation of 
headquarter from production functions to create 
new spatial divisions of labor; but also the 
inequalities of stratification. Power is not always 
exercised intentionally. Those with cars are 
undermining the viability of public transport and 
hence making life more difficult for those without 
– notably the poor and the elderly; but that is not 
their goal in using a car to go shopping, to get to 
work, and so on. People with money generally, 
have a power to move lacking to those without.  
 
Power relations also work through systems of 
representation; something especially apparent in 
her later work and her interest in discursive 
effects. So, in Rethinking the Region: “As part of an 
imaginary regional geography of the UK, the 
south east holds pole position in a discourse of 
dominance.” (p.10; my emphasis.) In World City, 
London continues to get more than its fair share 
of money from the government by telling a 
particular story about its significance for the 
balance of payments, how, unlike other parts of 
the United Kingdom, it has worked for its success; 
and claims that it exploits the rest of the country 
are met by counter-claims that it is London itself 
that is exploited.  
 
As an expression of power relations, the idea of 
exploitation is central. The idea of being able to 
get back more than one contributed as in her 
argument in World City about how London 
actually receives more in public expenditures than 
the taxes it sends to central government. There is 
a clear suggestion in Spatial Divisions of Labor, that 
the social relations being stretched across space by 
the creation of clone or even parts-process 
divisions are exploitative ones: a relation between 
those doing the managing and those doing the 
producing. In a chapter in the book Uneven Re-
Development (1988: 251) she also refers to the 
unequal exchange that can occur between firms: 
between those with some market power and those 
without. In short ‘power relations’ occur between 

a wide variety of agents – between firms, between 
capital and labor, among the different workers 
themselves, even between different regions. Its 
modalities are also several fold, including market 
relations, corporate organization, and discourse.  
 
The geographic context in which ‘power relations’ 
are exercised also seems to change over time. The 
displacement of the classic regional division 
between coalfields, ship building and steel towns 
by clone and part-process spatial divisions of labor 
is central to her earlier imaginary (Massey 1979), 
but quite why one was replaced by another, how 
the economy had to change to make it possible – 
the rise of secondary industry, perhaps, and what 
it had to do with geohistory? (Taylor 1999) – goes 
unremarked. Her conception of geographically 
uneven development lacks a sense of the levers of 
change, other than, in her later work, the shifting 
relations of places in space-time. 
 
A point of critical entry into her thinking is, in 
fact, through her concept of exploitation. This is 
exploitation of a secondary sort: a redistribution 
of a surplus already extracted, rather than the 
primary exploitation that occurs within the 
workplace where the worker yields up more value 
than is received in the form of the wage. It is in 
fact into the sphere of the workplace and 
production that Massey rarely strays and this is key 
to understanding what a historical geographical 
materialist must regard as the central weakness in 
her conception. 
 
It is true that the division of labor refers to 
production and the way it is organized. She was 
also aware of processes in the workplace that 
facilitated its geographic reorganization, as in her 
references in Spatial Divisions of Labour to the 
deskilling of the labor process. But quite why 
divisions of labor get reorganized, exactly why it is 
that capitalists seek to reorganize the labor 
process, remains for her, offstage. In short, while 
she is strong on relations, including the sort of 
relation between capital and labor represented by 
new spatial divisions, the idea of production 
relations, of the relations governing the act of 
physical production and the division of the 
product between the immediate producers and 
those owning the means of production, is absent. 
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This is absolutely crucial for understanding the 
shortcomings of her approach. 
 
For Marx everything started with, and returned to, 
production. It is at the heart of the social process 
and its different moments, including geography, 
discourse, and the division of labor. Capitalism 
gives its own distinctive dynamic to the process. 
Production for exchange now takes precedence so 
that the accumulation process becomes the key to 
understanding the social in all its manifestations, 
including the geographic. On the one hand, 
constant transformation of the contours of the 
space economy as new profit centers open up, old 
ones decline and the circulation of money capital 
and labor power shifts from place to place; but on 
the other, and in some contradiction to that 
tendency, the immobilization of production in 
particular places: the need to be fixed in order to 
produce, therefore, but with no assurance that the 
value so produced will continue to circulate 
through the social relations of any particular place, 
region or country. 
 
Central to understanding this is the idea of 
contradiction and how capital’s production 
relations are implicated in their emergence and 
constant reproduction, if in new concrete forms. 
Under capitalism the immediate producers now 
appear in the form of wage labor. Separated from 
the means of production they can only be reunited 
via the power of money wealth. But once the 
capitalist-to-be lays out money for labor power 
and means of production, she is committed to 
getting that money back plus a surplus for her 
own subsistence. The product has to be sold, but 
there is no assurance that it will be. To save 
money against potential losses, to drive down the 
price so as to compete with other producers, the 
struggle with the workers has to be engaged.  

The central contradiction results from the search 
for profit which necessarily entails undermining 
the ability and willingness of the workers to 
produce and so create that surplus value that will 
be appropriated as profit. In the chapter on the 
length of the working day in Capital Volume One 
Marx highlighted the resistance of workers to 
extensions which threatened their health. Low 
wages then condemned workers to insalubrious 
housing conditions promoting resistance in the 

form of demands for sanitary legislation and then 
for the wages to pay the increased rents that go 
with sanitary housing. As the labor process is 
simplified in the interests of promoting greater 
worker productivity, the sheer repetitiveness and 
meaninglessness of the work undermines worker 
motivation. Labor turnover increases which then 
adds to the capitalist’s costs of recruitment and 
disruption to production. Capital’s struggles with 
the working class encourage mechanization which 
has the contradictory effect of expunging from the 
labor process, that single element, labor power, 
capable of producing a surplus product. The 
contradiction is transferred out of the process of 
production into consumption. Every capitalist 
sees her own workers as a cost to be minimized; 
while seeing the employees of other capitalists as 
their market. The net result is to undermine 
effective demand.8 
 
Downward pressure on profitability results in a 
savage competition to make sure that failure will 
be visited elsewhere, and a transformation in the 
concrete forms of capitalist development: new 
products, new technologies, an overturning of 
divisions of labor, a widening of markets in an 
often vain attempt to unload the product, and the 
exploration of reserves of cheaper labor elsewhere 
in the world: anything to steal an advantage over 
rivals. The capital-labor contradiction gets 
reproduced while appearing in still newer forms: 
in the contradiction between the ongoing 
socialization of production and the private 
appropriation of the surplus for the very private 
purpose of further accumulation (so forget about 
diverting it to satisfying essential use values); and 

 
8 “Every capitalist knows this about his worker, that 

he does not relate to him as producer to consumer, 

and (he therefore) wishes to restrict his consumption, 

i.e. his ability to exchange, his wage, as much as 

possible. Of course, he would like the workers of 

other capitalists to be the greatest consumers possible 

of his own commodity. But the relation of every 

capitalist to his own  workers is the relation as such 

of capital and labour … It is forgotten that, as 

Malthus says, ‘the very existence of a profit upon any 

commodity pre-supposes a demand exterior to that of 

the labourer who has produced it’, and hence the 

demand of the labourer himself can never be an 

adequate demand.” (Marx 1857-58; 1976: 420.) 
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then within the state as it assumes increasing 
importance in managing class conflict and 
struggles around the division of the product. 
 
In short, contradiction generates ever newer 
attempts to transcend it, but ones doomed to fail 
given that the contradiction is fundamental to 
capital’s production relations. As transformation 
occurs in one aspect of the social process, so must 
it be in all its aspects if the transformation is to be 
made. Change reverberates through society as a 
whole: through the labor process, modalities of 
class struggle, the discourses through which 
people try to make sense of what is happening, 
through the relation to nature and through 
geography, geopolitics and lots more. 
 
 
Uneven development from all angles, its 
geography, its geopolitics, the way it is 
understood, power relations and the spatial 
divisions of labor that Massey emphasized, how it 
relates to nature, gets changed. On the one hand, 
and most obvious, are the changes in the 
geography of the space economy: new products, 
new sectors, the changing structure of capitalist 
opportunity in terms of markets, labor power, 
raw-materials, make their impression through new 
growth regions and rust belts, and new patterns of 
urbanization. On the other, though, and given less 
attention is the restructuring of localities: how, in 
order to defend values in place, their future gets 
contested, and not always unsuccessfully. This is 
partly a matter of capital’s geopolitics: attempts to 
create a geography that works for particular 
places; but also, and often alongside that 
geopolitics, the reinvention of a city or locality. 
The structured coherence appropriate to an earlier 
economic base, gets reworked. Reassuring 
fragments remain, even while serving new 
purposes. And the stories that justify what is 
happening, get rewritten, celebrating globalization, 
the regional policies of the welfare state (Cox 
2016: Chapter 4), or whatever. 
 
What this provides is a strong sense of the logics 
of capitalist development and how they condition 
a geography that is constantly shifting in 
unpredictable ways and how the future of 
localities has to be reconceived: totalizing but not 
in the deterministic and teleological senses that are 

so often assumed by critics, including Doreen 
Massey. Contingencies emerge and can change the 
concrete course of development as they become 
assimilated to other of its forms. Massey captured 
some of this: discourse, the division of labor, 
power relations, but not in their internal relations, 
how they could not be understood apart from 
each other and how they had to move together. 
She obviously recognized the importance of 
change but had no structured approach to why 
change was inevitable. She discussed the changing 
locational requirements of capital but did not 
evince much interest in why they changed aside 
from various contingencies. Her work would have 
been enlivened through a concept of (spatial) 
contradiction. She was occasionally sensitive to it, 
as in Rethinking the Region and the contradictions 
between the Southeast and the rest of the country, 
but it was not an enduring aspect of her thinking. 
Her contributions were certainly of critical 
significance. She awakened us to relations hitherto 
ignored. The sense of a whole, though was 
missing. She emphasized particularity but not the 
way in which it is the logics of capitalism that 
create it, albeit by working with materials of a 
contingent sort,  and how it is then put to work in 
struggle on a global scale.  
 
CONCLUSIONS 
Doreen Massey had an extraordinarily fertile 
mind. As a discipline, human geography has 
benefited immensely, particularly in its more 
critical variants. She was, in fact, in her methods 
and theoretical framings, much closer to critical 
human geography than she was to historical 
geographical materialism. Nevertheless, whether 
intended or not, her contributions point to 
continuing weaknesses in the latter. In conclusion, 
I would like to list three of these.  
 
First is her insistence on the importance of 
patriarchy and the short shrift given to it by some 
of the early work in historical geographical 
materialism. Her position was, and in accord with 
her critical realist leanings, that it was a separate 
structure of social relations alongside capitalism 
and perhaps other structures. The weakness of 
that position is that to the extent that it is argued 
out, it is through the sort of process of abstraction 
favored by critical realism (Foord and Gregson 
1986) and from a Marxist standpoint, this is a 
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questionable approach (Cox 2013.) Rather 
patriarchy is something that has been reworked to 
capitalist purposes; internalized as part of a modus 
operandi. It has changed within the context of the 
overall development of capitalism and that change 
is inconceivable outside of that development or 
indeed, as one saw in the case of the Soviet Union, 
its suspension. This remains, though, too much of 
an article of faith. Serious empirical work needs to 
be done. There are certainly some stimulating 
claims like that of Brenner and Ramas (1984) on 
the way in which the classic gender division of 
labor was used as a vehicle through which a 
working class family might aspire to an improved 
standard of living. There are also clear historical 
cases of how capitalist development mobilized 
patriarchy for its own purposes, and changed its 
meaning: the case of gold mining in South Africa 
and its dependence on migratory labor, in turn 
dependent on patriarchy, is a case in point (Cox 
2016b.). But it remains the case that it continues 
to be marginal to the optic of Marxist research. 
 
Second there was, to paraphrase the title of an 
article she wrote with Nigel Thrift, her ‘passion of 
place’ (2003.) She was intensely interested in the 
particularity of places. Her contribution to 
understanding them was a major achievement. As 
historical geographical materialists we might 
disagree with an understanding that short shrifts 
the role of capitalism in mobilizing and molding 
the forces constitutive of that singularity to its 
own advantage. The fact is, though, she was 
interested whereas the Marxists, by and large, have 
continued to be more focused on the broad grain 
features of capitalist urbanization and region 
formation.9 There are certainly stimulating studies 
of particular instances, like Mike Davis on Los 
Angeles, but nothing that would focus on 
particularity in a more systematic way in the way 
that Massey did. It should be possible. Massey’s 
evocation of the chance juxtaposition of forces 
needs to be reworked: it is important to explaining 

 
9 There are some impressive studies. David Harvey’s 

book Paris, Capital of Modernity (2003) and Gareth 

Stedman-Jones’s Outcast London (1991) are two 

such instances. But aside from a general framing of 

capitalism and national politics, both were focused on 

their respective cities as arenas for the playing out of 

class struggles and the more local forces conditioning 

them. 

the particularity of places but, as discussed earlier 
in this article, what gets drawn on from the myriad 
possibilities, depends on the local accumulation 
process and the direction given to it by growth 
coalitions, major employers, city government, 
often working together. Capitalist cities are 
particular, but that particularity is a fundamentally 
capitalist one. 
 
We can extend this argument further. A curiosity 
of Massey’s work on the particularity of place was 
that in her empirical work, she never extended her 
ideas to that of ‘country.’ Her work was, with the 
exception of some research on Nicaragua, 
steadfastly focused on the United Kingdom. For 
any geographic research this seems to me to be a 
serious shortcoming. How might her work on 
London and the Southeast have been illuminated 
by some comparisons with Paris and the Ile de 
France? Or her work on changing spatial divisions 
of labor with some knowledge of the American 
case where there was absolutely no regional policy 
at all to oil the wheels of the dispersion of branch 
plants. This though is also a lacuna in Marxist 
work and one crying out for attention. National 
capitalisms vary and that particularity is 
incorporated into the circulation of capital on a 
global scale, not to mention its geopolitics and 
attempts to impose particular national visions on 
countries elsewhere. Even while Massey did not 
seem to take ‘country’ into account in her work, 
her more general insistence on the importance of 
the particularity of place should act as a clarion 
call for historical geographical materialism. 
 
Thirdly and finally her insistence on the 
particularity of places has lessons for how we 
might understand uneven development. It can 
impede or it can advantage. The downright 
exceptionality of the US served it well for a while. 
In part it was a matter of the size of its internal 
market and a relative self-sufficiency in natural 
resources. These were coupled with a social 
formation particularly favorable to capitalist 
development and one that owed something to a 
national identity that tried to set it apart from the 
countries of Western Europe (Cox 2016: Chapter 
8.) Its emergence from World War II as the 
country that made the ultimate difference, and in 
virtue of its wealth, then allowed it to dictate a 
postwar settlement that seemed to serve it well. 
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But the burdens of global hegemony, and a refusal 
to shift from a more passive sort of state to a 
more active one, would catch up with it: first in 
the challenge of France, Germany and Japan in 
the 60s and 70s; and later with the rise of East 
Asia. This now promises to have geopolitical 
repercussions which will hamper the ability of 
American capital to create the sort of world that it 
can take advantage of. 
 
In short, we should take Doreen Massey’s work 
very seriously indeed. She worked outside the 
Marxist mainstream and it is not difficult to be 
critical. But she continues to be a more than 
simply useful counterpoint, a foil for our own 
theorizing. Her emphases and understandings are 
ones which we can turn to our own purposes. She 
stressed things that we have neglected for too long 
and whether intended or not, set out an agenda 
for the deepening of our understandings in 
historical geographical materialism. 
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