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134 RICHARD WALKER

marxist achievement against misrepresentation .:.ﬁ <.,:.c:mmc_
judgement. But it must be done in an ecumenical spirit, if we are
to hold together and extend the broader leftist .:io:enEm._.m:Q
political project against both external attack and internal disinte-
gration. Because the two things, Zm_kxmm_ﬁ .::Q the left, are not
identical, one has to do some pretty nifty footwork to keep the
argument in balance. o )

I offer up my opinions in the form of nine “theses” for the left
academic trying to steer a course through stormy waters. It is by
no means easy to be constant in the search for an instructive social
science and a constructive politics. I therefore share with Harvey a
serious disquiet about prevailing views on theory and method in
the social sciences. But my overall assessment of left geographty, in
particular, is much more positive than his and I am more <<_:5m
to take the good with the bad in our collective struggle for en-
lightenment and social justice.

First Thesis: Real Knowledge is Possible

or
Yes, Virginia, there is not a Santa Claus

To begin, it is first necessary to detend the project of social science
itself. It may seem odd that the left, which has been so critical in
the past of the scientism of positivist method, ought now to be
defending social science against its detractors. After all, one of the
chief arguments of the left, under the banner of “critical :Ec&\:\
has been to unmask the illusion of neutrality in social observation
and the uses of knowledge in the interests of power (sec e.g.
Gregory, 1978). Yet the critics of Marxism now accuse it of being a
closed discourse, self-referential and no more privileged than
other voices (e.g. Laclau and Mouffe, 1985). This is an cx.:c._ja_v\
tricky problem because it involves a confusion of valid insights
about epistemology with questions of ontology: that is, .:E
human difficulty of acquiring real knowledge is transformed into
the insubstantiality of real objects and the impossibility of ever
knowing their ways-of-being. .
Central to the defense of knowledge are the arguments of philo-
sophical Realism, which have been taken up by the left in recent
years (particularly in Britain) in order to bolster the case against
Positivism, to refine the way we think about reality, and to ?.o.é:
over skeptics on the left. Roy Bhaskar’s “transcendental realist”
position has been particularly influential in the philosophy of
science (Bhaskar, 1978, 1979, 1986), and Andrew Sayer’s careful
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translation of Realism to social science has been immensely help-
ful to geographers (Sayer, 1984). I also recommend Scan Sayers
(1985) and Eftichios Bitsakis (1987-88) for the clearest arguments
that Realism /s materialism, as it has always been understood by
Marxists —~ that is, dialectical materialism (not cartesian or classic
malterialism). The great strength of the realist argument is not that
it agrees with Marxism, but that it makes sense of what scientists
actually do. That is, it shows why the experimental method, or
carefully orchestrated human practice, yields knowledge about
the natural world, and, in the process, refutes such speculative
philosophies (ideologies) of science as Humean empiricism, logical
Positivism and Kantian dualism (Bhaskar, 1978).

While not every realist is a marxist as regards theory of society
(e.g. Harrd, 1986), cvery marxist must be a realist = if they follow
Marx’s precepts as to ontological depth ('if everything were
apparent on the surface there would be no need of science’), social
laws (systemic processes that operate without being directly willed
or even understood by the people involved), and the possibility of
discovering the latter through systematic inquiry. In short, con-
temporary Realism, like Marxism at its inception, is a wholly
salutary reaction against various forms of philosophical idealism.
It has, furthermore, provided some essential clarifications about
open and closed systems, in opposition to empiricism and mis-
guided forms of holism. It is wrong to impute an anti-marxist vein
to transcendental Realism as developed by its principal progeni-
tors, as Harvey (1987) and Smith (1987b) do; it is wrong to
consider the most sustained philosophical critique of Humean
empiricism available to be a road back to empiricism (Archer,
1987), and it is wrong to say that the defense of science binds
Marxism and Realism to the “ontological and epistemological turf
of bourgeois science” (Storper, 1987: 423).

The opacity of reality to our meagre powers of reason and obser-
vation has led many to deny the possibility of certitude in human
knowledge. Mysticism, skepticism and Kantian dualism have
been some of the avenues of escape from the uncertainty and hard
work of the struggle for enlightenment. While Kant tried to rescue
reason from the skeptics and metaphysicians, he could not com-
pletely escape the limits of his own time, in which the scientific
understanding of the world was quite primitive, and philosophy
that much more speculative (Bhaskar, 1979: 5).1 As a result, he fell
back on thinking that reality is always just out of reach, knowl-
edge rattles around inside the prison of our heads, and truth is
ultimately unattainable (for further discussion of Kant, see Sayers,
1985). Modern-day Kantians, such as the reborn Wittgenstein
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philosophy (or what is commonly called “method”) cannot
provide an alternative to Marxism as a theory of society and
history because it contains essentially no theoretical statements
about human societies as they actually exist.

Thus, Realism does not stand or fall on whether one agrees with
Andrew Sayer’s altempt to write space out of deep social struc-
ture (Sayer, 1985), since Realism per se makes no claims about
space. Similarly, appeals such as Lovering's (1987) to a “realist
synthesis” on capitalism and the nation-state are misleading.
Even though the substance of his argument is quite sensible,
Lovering misrepresents the case as Marxism versus Realism, by
the device of equaling Marxism as theory of capitalism with Marx-
ism as a putative philosophical reductionism. Thus, the theoretical
question of the relative autonomy of the state from the capitalist
mode of production is misconstrued as cquivalent to the philo-
sophical question of totalism versus Realism, with the latter offer-
ing a “solution” to the question. But it does not. All Realism does,
in this context, is to provide some philosophical guidance against
hasty imputations of causality in open and complex systems, or
what Sayer (1984) has called “reading off” x from y without suf-
ficient regard to intervening cause z. Of course, reductionism is
wrong; but then, too, so is relativism and electicism, and Realism
offers equally strong warnings against them, by virtue of its
defense of necessary causes.

So where does Realism leave us? In about the same place as Marx
left us a century ago. As a philosophy, contemporary Realism con-
tinues down the same path as Marxism. First there are the puzzles
of relation, contradiction and relative causal weight between
things such as “the economy” and “the state” that still defy easy
theorization. For this, Marx made use of Hegelian dialgctical
reasoning, which is, simply put, a way of thinking that tries to
grasp the subtle and complex more faithfully than standard logic
or analytic philosophy. There is plenty of fuzziness in dialectical
reasoning, to be sure, but it offers some useful rules for groping
with an equally fuzzy reality. Realism in its contemporary form
has helped immensely in clarifying our vocabulary about the
dialectics of cause and contingency. I shall return to the question
of the dialectics of social life below.

Second, Realism provides the same sort of antidote for idealist
forms of reasoning about human society that Marx tried to admin-
ister through historical materialism. One meta-theoretical point
on which Realism and Marxism are indelibly linked is that of the
necessity of human praxis (labor) in the acquisition of knowledge
(hence Sayer’s repeated reference to the problem of “hard work”
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in social ch:nomFm: Sayer, 1987). A long standing pitfall of
human reason is the attempt to understand the world by recourse
to reflection alone. Whether it appears as religion, Hegelian ideal-
ism, “theoretical practice” or analytic philosophy, the error is the
same: the products of the human mind push aside the products of
human labor, which are the result of the interaction of mind and
active experience. As a consequence, real knowledge (convention-
ally called “science” according to the ideology of our day) is
jeopardized by the intercession of Divine Will, the World Spirit or
Professors of Philosophy. Marxists have undoubtedly been guilty
of idealism, as when the aphorism ““the state is the executive com-
mittee of the ruling class” is converted into an article of faith. On
the other hand, assertions as to the autonomy of the state are
equally subject to idealistic distortions. In cither case, nothing is
solved by philosophy alone. An appeal to Realism, while helping
to sort things out, in no way tells us how to weigh the relative
powers of state and civil society, or whether Marx and Engels
were closer to the truth than Theda Skocpol.

In defense of the much-maligned Althusser, it must be said that
realist philosophy is very much in line with the Althusserian
project of clarifying the language of cause and effect in marxist
social science. “Mechanisms and events” sounds a lot like
“structures and conjunctures”, and “levels and contingencies” a
lot like “relative autonomy and overdetermination”. Hence the
ease with which an ““Althusserian” such as Doreen Massey could
become a “realist”. A good deal of the difference has to do with
the particularities of French and English philosophical traditions
and the circumstances of the 1950s versus the 1970s. Ironically, in
the name of liberation from Althusserian structural-functionalism,
Lovering’s sort of argument replicates both Althusser’s achieve-
ment of having recourse to philosophy to help people think out
certain issues more clearly and his great failing of trying to resolve
too much, in the name of science, by means of philosophical
discourse alone. For all the problems of Althusser’s overphilos-
ophized analytics, of Marxian oversimplification of social com-
plexity, and the unforgiveable reductions of Stalinism in its
heyday, it is nonetheless possible and necessary to defend the
method of dialectical and historical materialism on the very
grounds set out by realist philosophy: as a way of coping with
ontological depth, multiple causality and openness in social
systems (compare Anderson’s (1980) defense of causal reasoning
against Thompson’s (1978) intemperate rejection of everything
Althusserian). In short, Marxism is still germane because of its
Realism.
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142  RICHARD WALKER

Yet, thinking and acting are reciprocal parts of human practice,
and while we think before we act, we also learn as we live. [deas
are shaped by the social circumstances in which individual lives
are played out, ordinarily in ways that contribute to rather than
undermine the social order. It is very hard to think one’s way out
of social convention, and societies are usually quite unfriendly to
those who do. Similarly, social circumstances are also imbued
with meaning, thanks to the evaluative powers of human beings;
but as long as meanings fall into systematic relation to objects or
to one another, they are potentially susceptible to interpretation.
The inverse of this position is that because social reality is inter-
preted by every person, social scientific ideas are but one more
such interpretation; social scientists hold no privileged position.
But social science is precisely about rising above practical com-
petence acquired in everyday life to scek deeper insight into the
way social systems operate (Giddens, 1979). There is, indeed, a
dialectic of science and ideology. As Bhaskar puts it (1979: 28): “In
contrast to hernieneutics, [Realism] can sustain the intransitivity of
both beliefs and meanings, while insisting on their susceptibility
to scientific explanation and hence critique, in a spiral (rather than
circle) which reflexively implicates social science as a moment in
the process that it explains.” 4

A third fallacious claim is that power irretrievably distorts
knowledge to its own ends (Foucault, 1979). This potent argument
correctly points to the force of power in human affairs, to the dis-
tortions inherent in the ruling ideas of any epoch or institution,
and to the harm done in the name of good-works imposed on the
powerless. But is there no way out, other than spontaneous resist-
ance or moral outrage by the oppressed? Power is neither as
complete as it appears in Foucault’s panoptical world, nor as
impervious to critique. Even Foucault has, in the end, to refer
to certain external gauges by which he implicitly condemns the
totalitarian efforts of the powerful (Dews, 1987). In the hands of
Lyotard (1984), concern with oppression gives way entirely to a
seductive celebration of the “post-modern” condition in which
nothing is secure, including truth. But might does not make right,
and the view that power creates knowledge is a tenet of fascism,
as various critics have pointed out.

Much worse than the well-intended efforts of post-structuralists
to take cognizance of social dialectics are those resolutions that
achieve clarity and certitude by abolishing the dialectics of social
life altogether. Whole methodologies and schools of thought have
been erected on this or that “solution” to the difficulties: holism,
methodological individualism, behaviorism, structuralism, action
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theory, historicism and. so forth. One particularly deleterious
movement from within the left is the so-called “analytical Marx-
ism” or rational choice theory. The only “real” social unit in such
formulations is the individual and the only form of collective
action is the game (as in game-theory). The leading light of the
movement, Jon Elster (1985), is very good at dissecting Marx's
logic with a sharp philosophical blade, but utterly incapable of
grasping what Marx was talking about or offering any positive
theory of history at all (Burawoy, 1986). If one wants to see re-
Q:,n:csmm:a at work in Marxism, here it is.

The point, then, is that the social circles in which academics
frequently go round (and round) are not easily squared by non-
dialectical methods. At the same time, just because squaring the
circle was a hopeless puzzle of the ancient Greeks does not mean
that one cannot say a good deal about the geometry of circles, nor
that one cannot treat the history of Greek society or Greek math-
ematics without getting bogged down in the meanings which
ancient geometers attributed to a bogus problem.

Fourth Thesis: Stay Level-Headed
or

The problem of ontological depth

A vital problem of explanation, to which the discussion of Realism
has contributed measurably, is recognition of intermediate levels
of causality. Therefore, a good deal of attention has been going
into middle level theories about the “meso-structures” of capital-
ism. Harvey’s critique misses the importance of this development,
I believe, but so, too, does much of the philosophical stage-setting
by those smitten with Realism. Even Bhaskar and Sayer, having
established the point about levels of reality, quickly move on.
The term “contingency” covers a very broad spectrum from
trivial happenstance to powerful (if subordinant) causal forces,
and must be understood as involving sets of intersecting mech-
anisms operating at various depths in social systems. For example,
left-handedness is a widespread condition with a certain causal
force, from playing bascball to coping with telephone booths. It
is, nonetheless, a rather shallow force, easily suppressed in most
societies. Gender is a much more powerful social relation lodged
much “deeper” in the social order and with greater efficacy in
human history. Althusser — dare I say it — was on to this with his
concept of “relative autonomy”, which has been very helpful to
more limber thinking on the left. The simple dualism of necessity
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146 RICHARD WALKER

are no more uselul than data about general social conditions. For
example, facts about the dollar’s fate on international currency
markets over a thirty year period are much less specific than facts
about my office, bul much more helpltul for understanding social
conditions in the world today. Specification is also not equivalent
to a more “powerful” explanation. It is, rather, a matter of what
one is trying to explain (e.g. is South Berkeley being gentrified?).
This is a valid purpuose, especially for local political interventions,
but must be complemented by studices of capitalism at the highest
levels of historic and geographical generalily.

Then, o, explanatory specification is not the same thing as
giving more credence to individual choice in history, because of
the structuration of agency, noted previously. This is not to say
that specific actions by the great orsmall, | litler’s orders to invade
Poland or Delorrest’s invention of the vacuum tube, do not
matter; they do, and even the grandest social theory must take
them into account — not as delails but as part of the historical
process which the theory claims to render more comprehensible
(see e.g., Mandel, 1986). Morcover, the situation of particular
people may provide a window into general social process (Cooke,
1987: 410). But the activities or thoughts of individuals hold no
privileged place in social processes. | therefore disagree with
Thrift’s emphasis on individual “subjectification”, as in the case
of wanting to know how the people could be made who would
carry out the genocidal acts of the Nazi camps (Thrift, 1987: 400);
on the contrary, il is more important to know, given that there are
always individuals around who will gladly butcher their fellow
humans, why they achicved such unrestrained freedom to act
under the Nazi regime. v

Finally, specification is not coincident with  the “local”,
although a reduced geographic scale is a good way to focus on
more specific circumstances. When Harvey and Smith warn of the
dangers of the localist turn, they are right to worry about getting
lost in undue specificity. Smith'is certainly correct that “there is
nothing philosophically, theoretically or politically privileged
about the local scale . . .” (Smith, 1987b: 381).7 Nonctheless, as
argued above, locality studies can be of good use for capturing
middle level and even large-scale processes, as Harvey’s work on
Paris and Baltimore and Smith’s on New York demonstrates.
Locality studies (i.c., rescarch that is place-specific) is part of the
bread and butler of our work as geographers. Done well, they
illuminate such processes as capitalisim, patriarchy or imperialism
(e.g., Warde, 1988; Cooke, 1984). After Sayer’s immensely helpful

defense of the “case study” of this sort against the aggregation

WHAT'S LEFT TO DO? 147

mania of the data-mongers and statistical generalizers (Morgan
and Sayer, 1985), it is tiresome to have to repel attacks from the
left on a necessary and reasonable practice by which one can get a
handle on difficult social processes. The problem in the case of the
CURS program is not the use of locality studies per se, but that this
project may well lack a coherent theoretical focus (or focii) and
thereby end up as a dissipative rather than integrative effort
(Gregson, 1987).

Fifth Thesis: Place Matters
or
Yes, Santa Claus, there is a Virginia

It is my impression that David Harvey came to a boil gradually
over Lhe last decade as the challenge to Marxism increased. But
the boilover came in the smallest pot, geography. This is unfor-
tunate because the left in geography is probably more vibrant and
less guilty of the sins Harvey exposes than the left of any other
discipline. Consider the neo-classical Marxism of John Roemer in
economics, the social democratic leanings of Adam Przeworski in
Political Science, or the latent Positivism of Eric Wright in Soci-
ology. In turning his heavy artillery against the closest target,
Harvey has done a disservice — comparable to that done by Russell
Jacoby when he carves up David Harvey for being an obscurantist
academic leftist (Jacoby, 1987: 56-57).

In fact, the left in geography has never had more to offer to the
field, to the rest of social science, or to public understanding in
general. The influence of left geography does not today rest as
much as it once did on the reputation of Harvey, as it now has a
considerably larger mass of proponents than a decade ago. In
addition, the focus of work has shifted from urban (especially
residential) to industrial change, with which Harvey has been
little concerned. Massey deserves special recognition for her
leadership in this direction (Massey, 1978, 1984). There is a large
corpus of work on industry and region that is just now coming to
a head, by Phil Cooke, Allen Scott, Michael Storper, Ed Soja,
Susan Christopherson, Kevin Morgan, Andrew Sayer, Gordon
Clark, Meric Gertler, and Erica Schoenberger, among others. Nor
m:cc_a one overlook contributions on other topics, such as Neil
Smith on gentrification, Margaret Fitzsimmons on agriculture,
Michael Watts on peasant transformations, or Suzanna Hecht on
Amazonian development. The list could be made very much
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Baltimore’s housing markets. One may have significant differ-
ences with these writers” explanations, but never without learning
from their thoughtful efforts and weighing into the balance how
their experience has pushed their thinking in specific directions.8

My own perspective has been dramatically shaped by the good
fortune of being a Californian. This amazing state is now to be
numbered among the mightiest industrial economies on earth,
having just caught up with Great Britain in Gross Domestic
Product, and serves as the core territory for the aerospace, micro-
electronics and entertainment industries, a troika of powers for
good and ill like none other in today’s world. While the rest of the
world but dimly perceives California as a place of sea and sun-
shine, we continue to send them such gifts as Ronald Reagan, the
personal computer and Star Wars. My geography helps account
for the overriding emphasis 1 have given to the processes of econ-
omic growth and geographic expansion in modern industrializ-
ation (Storper and Walker, 1989). One sees a similar emphasis on
capilalist dynamism in the work of Scott and Soja, from their base
of operations in Los Angeles, which they call “the capital of the
twentieth century” (Scott and Soja, 1986). Our strength in re-
directing geographic inquiry at this time will also be our weakness
for someone else “whose head’s in a different place” (as we say in
Californese). I can easily imagine being accused of being dazzled
by technology, enamored of Los Angeles sprawl, and lost to the
socialist tradition, owing to the hasty readings of rather foreign
experiences by those sitting in the midst of the decay of Liverpool
or Buffalo. Our problem will not appear to be theirs. For the same
reason, I think Harvey and Smith have been somewhat unchari-
table in their readings of the work of Massey and Cooke.

Sixth Thesis: The Intellectual is Political
or
The problem of commitment

If it is true, as the feminists say, that the personal is political -
because our individual lives bespeak larger forces of sex and
domination - then it is also true that our academic scribblings are
caught up in the winds of a political world. Intellectuals are more
the creatures of worldly conditions than their creators, little as we
like to acknowledge that. Harvey is correct to argue that left
thinking has been altered and even demoralized by the successes
of Thatcherism and Reaganism. How could it not? One could
remain resolute in the 1980s only so long in the face of disaster.
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It has been a hard decade, and not least in the way Marxism, at
the very moment of its triumphant return to intellectual life (and
the universities) began to erode as the primary force in critical
social theory. There are many reasons for this, which have been
better analyzed by others (Anderson, 1987; Jacoby, 1987). The
most important are the shifting political tides that produced
despair with the left in France and Italy and vicious defeats in
Britain and the United States; the absorption of left intellectuals in
the smothering embrace of the Universities; disillusionment with
socialism as practiced in a Breshnevian Soviet Union, post-Maoist
China and elsewhere; and the appearance of new challenges to
the established order from women, peace-activists or greens that
did not draw their inspiration, by and large, from the socialist
tradition. One could even add generation shifts to this list, as we
are now the greybeards defending an orthodoxy against restless
minds and insidious careerism. But the main reason has been the
political disarray of the left in the face of a resurgent right and a
wilting liberal and social democratic center. The result has been a
crisis of confidence in marxist theory, in socialist politics, and
even in unified explanation itself. One cannot dismiss a concern
with this regrettable trend as mere Stalinist rectitude; it is not just
old-fashioned piety to seek to reaffirm a vision of marxist expla-
nation and socialist practice in the face of a splintered and waver-
ing left.

Yet, here again, one must choose targets carefully to avoid
useless sniping and infighting among those who still care about
the left project. Harvey’s rather sweeping accusation of loss of
political will on the British left is uncalled for. It is striking how
vigorous debate and activity has been in the UK during the 1980s.
In scolding left geographers for losing their way in the desert of
Toryism, Harvey appears to exaggerate the role of will in social
change. He forgets the first political lesson of historical material-
ism: that agency must encounter opportunity provided by the
development and contradictions of the social order. Cut off from
successful political movements, hemmed round by an agile ruling
class, it is difficult to see a way out. Thatcher and the City must
stumble, or all the good intentions in the world won’t make an
iota of difference.

From this side of the Atlantic, things look a bit more promising.
Reagan is on his last legs, in more ways than one. His closest
associates are gone, many to jail. His Central America policy lies
in a shambles, having succeeded not at all in wresting power from
the Sandinistas or snuffing out the FMLN, let alone eliminating
Castro. Gorbachev is now the most popular politician in the
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154 RICHARD WALKER

Seventh Thesis: The Personnel are Political

or
Are we not men? We are scholars!

It is hard for intellectuals, with their broad horizons, to be suf-
ficiently attentive to the more restricted, but more immediate,
stage of professional life. Here, “transformative practice” may be
as humble as how one styles onesclf as a social scientist, how one
treats graduate students, or how one relates to women. As has
become painfully clear in the last few years, the Leading Lights of
left geography are largely white males. This bespeaks a pattern of
injustice in our profession and society at large, and it is uncom-
fortable, to say the least, to realize that the long struggle for a left
voice in the universities — as important as il is compared to the
empliness before - is not enough if it is only white and male (and,
one might add, upper middle class). Christopherson (in this issue)
rightly points out this festering sore on the “body academic.” A
major political task for those of us who have made it to professorial
rank is to recruit, train, hire and pay close heed to women and
people of color. And there is much left to do in securing real
commitment to, let alone carrying out, this task.

The persistence of sexism, arrogance and racism in geography
presents some awkward problems for the pursuit of knowledge. If
“we'’ are men, then social science will have a male tint. No doubt,
the practice of social science by white men is different from that
which would be produced by an academy dominated by women
of color, and there is no use in hiding behind the defense that “we
are all scholars” reasoning together. It is not enough to uncover
the injustices done by the different forms of oppression through
“the geography of women” or “the geography of race”, more-
over. Given the failings of theory and practice in regard to race
and gender, major transformations still must be made in the way
we see the world, and ourselves.

This does not justily the claims of certain ”post-marxists”, how-
ever, that the new social movements have rendered the classic
marxian concern with capital and class obsolete (Laclau and
Mouffe, 1986). Feminist theory has not replaced Marxism, but
rather transcended and transformed important parts of the left
world view and social science, in the way that progress in knowl-
edge always proceeds. As far as I can see, the method of the best
feminist thinkers remains firmly historical materialist, though not
always avowedly so. The works of feminists such as Gerda Lerner
(1986), Sandra Harding (Harding and O’Barr, 1987) or Nancy
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Hartsock (1983; 1987), for instance, have not only broadened our
knowledge of social history, but actually moved our grasp of sex,
class and science to a higher ground. Theories of racism have not
enjoyed the same explosive development as theories of gender in
recent years, bul there is nonetheless some excellent work being
done in the historical materialist vein (e.g., Montejano, 1987).

This brings me to the claim, raised at the Phoenix meetings of
the AAG, that Marxism has been at best irrelevant to — and at
worst complicit in — the evils of racism and sexism. Such a charge
cannot stand, whatever the shortcomings of marxist analysis and
politics. One cannot brush off so lightly the real contributions of
socialists to the fight against racism and sexism. The Communist
Party USA was well ahead of its lime on racial equality (Foner,
1978; Foster, 1952). Some of the most important contributors to
the study of race in the United States have been white, male marx-
ists, such as ’hil Foner, Eugene Genovese, Herbert Aptheker and
Herbert Gutman. Many of the Freedom Marchers in the 1950s and
60s were former communists or their offspring (not to mention
Rosa Parks). And many leading feminist scholars, such as Nancy
Hartsock, Barbara Epstein and Donna Harraway are explicitly
socialist-feminists. Admittedly, many marxists have in the past
argued that race and patriarchy are secondary “diversions” from
the real business of overthrowing class oppression, and the male
left in the 1960s was notable for its unreformed gender politics.
But it can hardly be said that the male left of the 1980s is per-
niciously unfeminist or racist, whatever its continued failings on
those scores. Finally, even if the left were no more virtuous than
the society in which it dwells, that does not make it a significant
cause of racism and sexism.

I must once again vigorously defend our hardscrabble bits of
real learning against false accusations of corruption. Because there
is an external world against which to judge the claims of human
knowledge, it is possible to sift the wheat from the chaff in every-
one’s views. Different standpoints generate different viewpoints,
each containing some truth and some falsehood. In this, gender,
class or race position are no different than locale. We must, of
course, criticize strenuously both the errors and the blindness
engendered by the condition of being white, male or bourgeois. A
claim can also be made that the eyes of women or of blacks see
reality more clearly; the oppressed do, in certain ways, speak for
the liberation of all humankind. But it is not true that science is
inherently a masculine, oppressive enterprise, nor is it enough to
deconstruct white man’s geography. We must reconstruct knowl-
edge and social relations on a higher plane by building on the
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movement of the strictly modernist type. For the social sciences,
the solvent of all these clever “discourses” has so corroded the
hard outlines of reality that explanation and political action have
themselves been put in jeopardy.

Ninth Thesis: Let Us All Hang Together
or
On being inside a collective project

The debate about Marxism in geography has swirled around the
head of David Havvey (Socicty and Space, 1987) because Harvey
epitomises “Marxist Geography” for many people. Because great
thinkers are important, it is right to focus on them; but even the
best minds cannot do it all by themsclves. Hence the project of
building and sustaining a left presence in geography — and more
generally — is of ncecessity a collective one. It is important to
acknowledge the collective nature of the left project, and to
maintain considerable tolerance for the paths other left scholars
travel.

One of the insoluble dialectics of social life is that of criticism
and consensus in any collective project. The subtleties of this have
suffered in the current debate. From one perspective left geogra-
phy appears as a closed discourse around a marxist orthodoxy,
badly in need of fresh voices from outside (Saunders and Williams,
1986). From the opposite perspective, the left is badly fragmented
and adrift in the political winds, and much in need of new injec-
tions of marxist theory (Harvey, 1987). Both are lopsided rep-
resentations. ,

Although the left in geography still revolves around a marxist
core (Thrift, 1987), many divergences and disagreements are in
evidence. Indeed, the sources of discord could be very much
greater than they are, if we were all to vent our spleen about every
failing of reason or politics on the part of our colleagues. In this
glass house of academe, it is altogether too easy to see the short-
comings in one’s associates. Let us reason together. Every group
must be open to new ideas, internal criticism and debate. In a
collective venture, one has to be tolerant or find oneself alone.
Squaring oft in angry debate can be quite detrimental to the con-
ditions of intellectual labor and the broad aims of left politics
(Sayer, 1987). Both Harvey and Saunders and Williams think that

we've all been far too chumimy, and need a bit of shaking to regain
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our collective senses. Frankly, I thought the right had been jarring
our sensibilities quite enough, thank you. \

On the other hand, we must be intolerant of what are plainly
wrongheaded ideas that lead away from the truth and back from
progress already made in left social science and geography. I
choose to end, therefore, where the Harvey debate began, its
proximate cause being an editorial in Society and Space by Peter
Saunders and Peter Williams (1986). [t is remarkable that anyone
took this bit of scribble seriously. Yet both Harvey and Sayer
respond to Saunders and Williams in virtually the same breath as
they respond to each other. This is nonsense. The Saunders-
Williams diatribe against Marxism (always referred to by a code
name, “The Orthodoxy”) is a petly, scurrilous piece, which
cannol be put on the same level as the differences between
Harvey and Sayer. [t lamely repeats every hackneyed attack on
Marxism we have heard for years: that it cannot be empirically
disconfirmed (p 393); never engages with work from other points
of view (p 394); cannot deal with unique events (p 394); generates
its own findings without regard to empirical rescarch (p 394); has
a unique pipeline to reality (p 395); has its theory of capital contra-
vened by pension funds, corporations and public shareholding
(p 396); ignores the state (p 396); fails to see that socialism is not
the popular choice of workers (p 396); pays no attention to what
people actually say or think (p 397); clings to an outdated cat-
egory, class, and lumps everyone indiscriminately in two classes
(p 397); treats gender and race as secondary factors and political
caricatures (p 398); is blinded by political programmes (p 398).
Harvey rightly draws the parallel with what was said of Owen
Lattimore, but I can bring it closer to home: this sounds remark-
ably like the report by which the University of Calitornia rejected
my tenure case twice round. So now, who's the orthodoxy, and
what is the new conservatism?

To contest Saunders and Williams on every point would mean
repeating everything Harvey, Massey, Sayer, Cooke et al have
said over two decades. Suffice it to say that on the broadest philo-
sophical grounds their Popperian position won't hold (cf. Popper,
1964). That is, calls for open competition among theories (1987:
427) do not resolve anything; the invisible hand fails in the market-
place of ideas, too. Theories are judged by reference to reality not
just to cach other. For this reason, I am also suspicious of Michael
Dear’s liberality in maintaining that the journal Socicty and Space
must “keep its pages open to all theoretical persuasions” (1987:
365). He cannot possibly mean this, except as a polite bow to
civility: are Jeanne Kirkpatrick and Nathan Podheretz to be
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