QUESTIONS OF THEORY

Ordering Framework Concepts of Theory

Recognition of the theory-laden nature of observation has made empiricism difficult to defend. Yet when fundamental assumptions are threatened the tendency is always to make marginal changes that have only superficial effects on methodology. It is in this spirit that Sayer draws attention to the adoption of what he calls "ordering framework concepts of theory" in mainstream social science. This is an approach which, according to Sayer, makes reference to concepts but fails to go about examining them critically, identifying precisely what they mean, what those meanings depend on in terms of empirical contexts, etc.

More specifically he defines theory according to the ordering framework concept as: providing an ordering of objects which spells out their relations to one another; the concepts of the objects, however, are assumed to be of secondary significance and to be relatively unproblematic.

Examples would include a number from economics such as the relations between:

   a)
the division of labor and the size of the market;

   b)
supply, demand and price;

   c)
number of suppliers, competition and monopoly;

   d)
the division of the product according to returns to factors of production.

Some of these orderings might be expressed quantitatively, or at least algebraically so that if (e.g.) one knows wages and rents and total product one also knows profits.

Concepts of this nature guide observations by virtue of the sorts of questions they ask, hypotheses they suggest: thus, we know that to understand a particular set of prices we need data on both supply and demand. Consequently it can be argued that observations are not made in a theoretical vacuum.  

A number of examples also from sociology and political science:

   a)
urban size and population diversity;

   b)
class, age, gender, union membership and voting preference.

In this approach to theory the meanings of the concepts being used are assumed to be of secondary importance: the objects to which they refer are deemed to be relatively simple and transparent. Consider critically in this regard the concept of "capital" which is used in mainstream economics:

   
Is capital merely a sum of money that has been saved? If so, what makes the activity of saving meaningful? Is it the possibility of investment and obtaining a return on that investment? Then in what circumstances, in what contexts, might the intertwined activities of saving and investment be meaningful? Is it simply a context in which prices are high enough to yield a profit? But then doesn't that problematize the concepts of price and profit? Under what circumstances do those categories make sense? (One possible answer: ones in which immediate producers are separated from the means of production)

This type of analysis could be extended to other categories like "consumption". The tendency again is to take this for granted, both the fact of purchasing what one consumes and the specific goods that are consumed. But just as in the case above one could inquire into the meaning of consumption which would lead one, in turn, into such areas as culture, advertising, alienation and -- worse yet! -- why people have to earn specifically a wage before they can consume. Why aren't they able to consume what they produce?

In both these examples failure to interrogate meanings, taking concepts for granted, protects the analysis from awkward political questions. Questions of right or wrong, truth or falsity, the politics of constructing subjectivities, are nicely excluded: which is in accord with the positivist argument that science is about facts and not about values.

Theory as Conceptualization 

Sayer’s alternative to theory as ordering framework is theory as conceptualization. Assuming a particular object, relationship, practice, or meaning, for example conceptualizing them requires answers questions as:

· what are their historical, geographic, preconditions? how did particular meanings with respect to which people act, arise? Assuming a practice like deskilling, migrant labor, or shifting cultivation, what did or does the world have to be like to make them possible? What are the preconditions for male hostility to women in job markets? What are the preconditions for nationalism? What had to happen in order for states to create specific departments dealing with questions of housing / regional development, etc.?

· what is the structure of an object? This refers us back to structural analysis and involves identifying the different, internally related parts of an object – agents, practices, meanings – and perhaps deciding on the basis of the exercise that the concept of the object we started with is incoherent; that (e.g.) existing concepts of fordism / post-industrial society / the suburb / the world city / gentrification / subsistence society need serious revision. 

· what does that structure imply in terms of explaining what happens? In terms of explaining (e.g.) particular social practices or discursive constructions? How does it structure / facilitate the actions of agents? In what various empirical forms are those actions manifest?

· above all, conceptualization for Sayer involves abstraction, and rational abstraction rather than abstraction on the basis of formal relations. This involves a particular concern with separating out relations that are internal or necessary and relations that are external or contingent. We should note, however, that necessary relations do not have to be symmetric: we can ask about the necessary conditions for something, without implying that that particular something is also necessary for the preconditions to exist.

This critical realist approach to conceptualization and therefore to theory has a good deal to recommend it, as is clear from Sayer’s own papers. Among other lessons that we can draw from it, we should pay careful attention to the following:

1. Fundamental Ontological Categories

Inevitably our work will involve, at varying levels of abstraction, ideas about nature, society, people, space, and time. We need to be clear on what these distinctions mean and how they relate one to another. I approach this question through these relations:

1.1 People and nature: People are part of nature. Like other animals, our material reproduction depends on an interaction with the rest of nature. We are part of food chains, therefore, as well as of (e.g.) the hydrological cycle, 
 nitrogen, carbon cycles, etc. Unlike other animals, however, we are able to intervene in food chains, the various cycles, which we do, for good or ill, through labor. We have the unique capacity to develop understandings about the rest of nature, act on those understandings, ‘solve’ imminent problems in our relation with it, and generally revolutionize our relation to it.
 

1.2 People and society: Their social relations are a necessary precondition for the labor of humans. There is a material side to this. People work with each other through a division of labor, for example. Access to the means of labor and the means of production, including nature, is mediated by socially determined rules; these may be formalized as property rights. 

These material practices, however, are mediated by what are called ‘intersubjective meanings’ – shared understandings. In order to coordinate a division of labor, for example, or to exercise property rights, people have to know what is meant when asked to do so-and-so, or when faced by a sign that says ‘Trespassers Will Be Prosecuted’. Meanings are constitutive of material practices. People can’t do things unless they ‘know’ what to do, understand that when working with sharp blades, they need to exercise caution, and so on. But these meanings have to be shared and, in order to condition practices that are not only material but also social in character, they obviously have to be socially produced and negotiated, and held by those engaging in the practice. It is said of such meanings that they are ‘inter-subjectively held’.

In this regard people are different from other animals. Recall here what Marx said about the labor process:

“We presuppose labor in a form in which it is an exclusively human characteristic. A spider conducts operations which resemble those of the weaver, and a bee would put many a human architect to shame by the construction of its honeycomb cells. But what distinguishes the worst architect from the best of bees is that the architect builds the cell in his mind before he constructs it in wax. At the end of every labor process, a result emerges which had already been conceived by the worker at the beginning, hence already existed ideally. Man not only effects a change of form in the materials of nature; he also realizes his own purpose in those materials. And this is a purpose he is conscious of, it determines the mode of his activity with the rigidity of a law, and he must subordinate his will to it.” (Capital Vol 1, pp.283-284. Penguin edition).

In other words, people have reasons for what they do. Their labor is purposive. Bees don’t have reasons.
 Instead of acting, in the sense of engaging in something purposive, they merely behave, though presumably their ability to do this has been determined by evolutionary selection of the appropriate genetic traits. Note, however, how this capacity for thought depends, in turn, on inter-subjectively held meanings. Understanding and reasoning depend on conceptual thought and the latter depends on language, which is a social production.

Since they pertain to material practices, meanings also have to ‘work’. But this is not just a technical issue: does such and such a manipulation of raw-materials, the use of drills, saws and so on in particular ways, result in what you intended: a table? Labor, recall, is not just a technical matter of bringing the worker into contact with instruments of labor and objects of labor. It is also social involving things like who owns the instruments of labor, the labor power, the objects of labor. Capitalists may want workers to be ‘punctual’, to keep ‘good time’, to be continually active. Workers have to learn the meaning of punctuality, and keeping good time, to avoid lengthy visits to the rest room and so on. Today we accept these meanings of wage work, but at the dawn of the capitalist era they were strongly resisted. Only by dint of sanctions, particularly the firing of the recalcitrants, and the narrowing of the alternatives to wage work (laws against poaching, the creation of the punitive workhouse system) were they accepted. The same goes for private property. The idea of exclusion was initially contested and only the sanctions of the law allowed for the widespread imposition of its meaning. Today in South Africa this meaning is still being contested by illegal grazing and hunting by Africans on the land of white farmers and by the burning of corn and haystacks.

Note finally how meanings also presuppose certain material practices. Such practices as ‘retirement’, ‘old age pensions’, and the common fact of relative infirmity, ‘old people’s homes’, senior citizen rates in cinemas, make the idea of a particular stage of the life cycle that we call ‘old age’ meaningful. Historically the idea of ‘childhood’ as a stage of life secluded from the world of work, a stage of innocence, is relatively recent. Again, it is conditional upon certain material practices: the introduction of mandatory schooling, the emergence of children’s literature that accompanied child literacy, the specialization of health care and the recognition of children as posing unique challenges, among other things.

1.3 People, society and nature: Since labor is always socially mediated and since it has to do with material interventions into nature, the harnessing of natural forces and substances, their conversion for human use, any conceptualization of the relations between people and nature has to be social from the start. There is, nevertheless, a stream of thought in work on people-nature relations that brackets, inadvertently or not, those social relations of property rights, material incentive frameworks, shared understandings and the like (see Appendix A). 

Malthus is an example; no social relations there, just a biological relationship between people, and between people and their food supply. Obviously people have intervened in this relationship through various practices ranging from birth control measures to raising the productivity of the land. All these are social in character. Birth control was something that had to be fought for before it was accepted, and there is still resistance to spreading information about it. There is also a literature that claims that technical change in agriculture, at least in pre-capitalist societies is a function of population increase. But where did the knowledge of new techniques come from, get diffused, overcome social prejudice perhaps? For further discussion of this crucial point about people-nature relations, see the Appendix.

2.The Dangers of Dualistic Thinking

It is common for us to structure our thinking about the world in terms of opposites. Some examples:


individual / society

fordism / post-fordism


local / global


city / suburb

culture / economy

industrial society / post-industrial society


state / economy

capital / labor


place / space


colony / empire


core / periphery

nature / people


social / natural


society / space


agency / structure

ideal / material


urban / rural

One problem with these, however, is that often (not always) they are not separate terms but they are internally related one to another. Some of these are obvious – how can you have colonies in the political sense without empire, cores without peripheries, or cities without suburbs and vice versa?  Some are less obvious. Examples:

· Individuals are never separate from societies. Individual actions cannot be interpreted outside of those social relations that enable them to do what they do (how can one be a father, act like a father, without a family?) and which constrain them in what they do (to act as a father demands attention to the norms determining what fatherhood consists of, as opposed to motherhood).

· Culture and economy: Economies are mediated by meanings / understandings and therefore discourses. People have to be socialized into the ways of the market, learn values such as punctuality, accept the fact that management has its privileges. And if you are ‘management’ you need to learn, among other things, how to dress the part, relate to other members of ‘the team’. By the same token, culture is inseparable from the economic. Apart from the fact that you can’t have artists, a record industry, novels, the media in general without an audience able to pay for them, it is in what is commonly taken to be the cultural sphere that tensions emanating from the economic are played out: as in high-brow and low-brow, working class vs. bourgeois culture.

As Sayer (Area reading) points out, these dichotomizations of the world have an appeal and rhetorical force because of their simplicity and their ability to bring lots of other concepts of difference together. This is particularly so where several sets are lined up in parallel so that their senses mingle and reinforce one another. For example:


central city/suburb


black/white


lower class/middle class


weaker schools/better schools

 
high tax rates/low tax rates

One from the globalization literature:


local / global


agency / structure


polity / economy


concrete / abstract

And one from Allen Scott’s work:


small firms/large firms


labor intensive/capital intensive


unstandardized outputs/standardized outputs


unstable linkage structures/stable linkage structures


vertical disintegration/vertical integration

These sorts of contrasts are often empirically highly questionable. To take the first one above: Are there no blue collar or high tax rate suburbs? Do no whites live in the central city? Are there no poor schools in the suburbs? Likewise to take the second one: are there no small firms that are capital intensive or large firms that are part of wider networks of suppliers and client firms (i.e., vertically disintegrated labor processes)? Critically consider the globalization example yourselves. Note that, as Sayer remarks, “The greater the number of dualisms aligned in this way the smaller the chances of capturing the actual differentiations of the world without distortion”.

Sometimes what is being opposed are located in different periods of time, as in fordism and post-fordism or the industrial vs. the post-industrial city. The latter is illustrated by concepts that John Mollenkopf uses in his book The Contested City:

    

    INDUSTRIAL CITY

POST-INDUSTRIAL CITY



Centralization of population
    
    Dispersion of population




 The factory


     
  The office




Old minorities

                     New minorities



    Independent institutions
   
Interpenetrating institutions




  Weak state
           

           Strong state



       Industrial economy

        Service economy 

           
   
   Low consumption levels

       Mass consumption

Not all of them are as bad as this one. It lumps together different contrasts with little in the way of what causally connects them. Just what do old minorities have to do with an industrial economy and new minorities with mass consumption, for example? Some of them, like those coming out of the regulation theory literature, contrasting fordism with what preceded it and what is following, are a little better, grounding the contrasts in changes in underlying conditions. But even then they show undesirable tendencies to oversimplification. There may be greater elements of continuity over time than this sort of slicing up of difference allows, for example; and what has been abstracted out as characteristic of an earlier period may survive into what has been defined as distinctive to a later period. Referring once again to Mollenkopf’s industrial vs. post-industrial societies: have factories completely disappeared? And were there no offices in the period he characterizes as ‘industrial society’?

3. The Importance of Contextualization
To theorize is to refer something – a practice, a meaning, a relationship (e.g. new spatial divisions of labor, a land-use technology like the green revolution) to the conditions that made it possible. These conditions will inevitably have some time-space distribution. Identifying geohistorical contexts therefore becomes an important aspect of our theorization. How is one to understand, for example, the emergence of environmental discourse in the last thirty years or so, and the concurrent formation of branches of the state to deal with ‘environmental’ issues? Or alternatively that of housing as a focus of state attention, the way states have organized themselves in order to deal with housing questions (not just provision of public housing, rent vouchers, but also tax breaks for homeowners), the way they have organized themselves (central / local division of powers, for example)? These are things that have varied not only over time but also over space. There have been important differences in housing policy between the US and France, for example. So exactly what have been the geohistoric conditions for these variations? And to what extent can contexts be regarded as isolated from one another? Isn’t it the case that policy ideas are transmitted from one country to another, but re-worked before being implemented?

The importance of contextualization goes further than this, however. When you put something in context you do so with respect not just to the concepts you bring to it from your understanding of social theory, but also in terms of the particular concepts that are drawn upon by agents acting within that context. In other words, part of your task is to problematize the meanings you are dealing with and with respect to which agents acted and interpret them in terms of your own understandings. It is far from likely, for example, that in a developing society ‘labor’, or ‘land’ mean exactly what they mean in a developed society. ‘Land’ may not have, for example, those commodified meanings attached to it which we are used to and its symbolism may be much deeper and more complex. Likewise ‘the countryside’ may have very different meanings for a migrant worker in South Africa than what it means for an English retiree to Wales.

4. Necessity vs. Contingency

Sayer is particularly good at bringing the distinction between what is structurally necessary and what is contingent, what affects the – always contingent – outcomes of social action, to bear critically on what others have written. There are common tendencies, for example, to hypostasize what are transient forms. Two examples:

· That a necessary feature of capitalist development is the deskilling of labor processes. As Sayer points out (in his ‘Industry and Space’ paper) capitalists have no necessary interest in deskilling workers. What motivates them is profit, and if re-skilling workers is required in order to meet that end, it will happen.

· That a necessary feature of capitalist development is globalization, as measured by trade as a percent of global product. Much is made of the magnitude of globalization today but until very recently, it had yet to approach the levels it had achieved at the turn of the century. What people forget is a tendency towards withdrawal from world trade lasting from the late ‘twenties to the ‘late sixties. This period included the ‘golden age of capitalism’ during the ‘fifties and ‘sixties – a major period of capitalist growth, suggesting that accumulation does not depend on continuing expansion of international trade.

These errors result from a persistent tendency on the part of theorists to underestimate the diversity of forms through which the causal properties entailed by particular structures manifest themselves when acted upon. Certain sorts of outcome then become identified as the only ones possible, and therefore necessary in character. So, for example: 

· Cost competition is not the only form of capitalist competition; firms also compete through the development of new products.

· Capitalist development, Marx notwithstanding, is not accompanied by increased centralization of ownership of firms in few hands, and the concentration of production in ever-larger workplaces. Small, independent firms survive and so do smaller workplaces. In retrospect this myopia about workshop size is linked to Marx’s emphasis on cost competition and therefore on economies of scale.

· As a result of the influential book by Pierre Gourou (The Tropical World), there was a view back in the ‘fifties and ‘sixties that the only practical response to the challenges of tropic soils was shifting cultivation. We now know that that is not so. 

5. Agency and Structure
One of the most vexing, difficult, issues in social theory, including human geography, has been the relationship between structure and agency; between, that is, assigning causal responsibility to what might be called ‘social influences’ on the one hand and the creativity of the individual on the other. A good deal of mainstream work licenses a view that might be called socially determinist: people act as they do in virtue of their social positions. Voting studies in which voting preference is cross-classified with measures of class, age, gender and so forth provide an example; likewise those studies in the so-called geography of crime which correlate crime rates with aggregate poverty levels across neighborhoods and the like. 

These approaches have been criticized because of their failure to incorporate the sheer unpredictability of individuals, their ability to go against the current, to develop new ways of looking at the world and to act on those ways. This in turn, however, risks the opposing sin of voluntarism. This is notably apparent in what have been called ‘great men’ theories of history; the idea, that is, that history undergoes sharp changes in its concrete trajectory as a result of the interventions of particularly prescient, charismatic, strong-willed or whatever, men (rarely women, apparently). So we have the view that the world would have been very different without (among others) Napoleon, George Washington, Charles de Gaulle, Abraham Lincoln, Hitler, Stalin, Winston Churchill, Mrs Thatcher (maybe there are ‘great women’!) and on and on. There are also geographic versions of this; ‘great men’ theories of human geography – without Henry Ford, then no Detroit; without Nuffield, no automobile plants in Oxford, without Bismarck, no Germany, without Levitt, no mass produced suburban housing, without Hewlett and Packard …

There is an obvious retort to this. As Marx notably said:

“Men make their own history, but not of their own free will; not under circumstances they themselves have chosen but under the given and inherited circumstances with which they are directly confronted.” 

This is very important. People can only do what they do with the various raw-materials, social and otherwise, to hand. What they do is socially conditioned. Hitler could only do what he did in virtue of the demoralized state of the German people; take away the depression, the punitive terms of the Versailles peace treaty, and the chances of a Hitler would have been very small. And so too is it with people making geography; Henry Ford succeeded in virtue of the propitious location that Detroit occupied, close to the center of American consumer markets, accessible to coal and iron ore for the manufacture of steel at his famous River Rouge plant, and in a town that already occupied a niche in the production of personal means of transportation in the form of horse drawn carriages. And if it had not been Henry Ford then it very likely would have been someone else. His major contribution was the assembly line but this had already been prefigured in the meat packing industry, so it is unlikely that, given the intense competition of the capitalist marketplace, that someone in the auto production business would not have alighted on it sooner or later.

There have been attempts to combine the roles of social structure and agency respectively. According to one popular version, people create societies and then those social forms react back upon, condition, the activities of people. One can certainly see how, indeed, people invent / create new social forms: how things like the joint stock form have to be legislated, how the idea of insurance evolved over time through many, many incremental acts, how social environments are brought into being through acts of government or private firms: think of the implications of the automobile for social life, for example. So by the same token, those social forms affect human actions: insurance affects people’s saving habits, the joint stock firm, their investment practices and so on, and so on. 

This might, therefore, seem an appealing way of negotiating the problem posed by the co-existence of agency and social structure. Social structure clearly has effects and so does agency. But there are certain difficulties with it. 

· First, people don’t create the social forms that then feed back and influence them. Many of those social forms were there before they were. They preceded them. They were surely the product of human activity; social forms don’t just appear without human intervention. But many are the product of previous generations, modified by later ones, and so on.

· Second, a lot of practice is not about producing new social forms but about reproducing them. When you deposit money in a bank account you are helping reproduce the banking system; when you purchase an automobile you are, whether you like it or not, helping to reproduce the extraordinary low density suburbanization of American cities; when people take on certain jobs they are reproducing the division of labor, and so on.

· Third, people don’t create social forms out of nothing. They draw on existing social structures, including those that are the legacy of past human activities.

In sum, social structure is the reproduced and transformed condition of human activity. It is in virtue of social structures that people are able to act, but when they act they may be reproducing rather than transforming them. This is what is called the transformational model, and was developed by the major figure in critical realism, Roy Bhaskar, but it has been mirrored by the formulations of a number of others, including Anthony Giddens. It is a highly abstract formulation which raises many questions when you come to apply it, but attention to it ensures that some silly mistakes can be avoided.

Pluralism and Monism

It seems that when we go about explaining something there is a tendency to opt for explanations of a more pluralistic character; a tendency, in other words, to theorize the human world as the outcome of the interplay of diverse forces, as opposed to theorizing it as the outcome of one force which mobilizes others as conditions of its own effectiveness. One of the reasons for this is our desire to avoid the charge of reductionism: reducing explanations to one major force in the world, whether it be the economic, the cultural, the state, or simply ‘great men’. The fact that there is novelty in the world also suggests the dangers of monism. I would suggest, however, that monistic explanation of the Marxist form, once we understand it, can provide greater purchase on the world than we might imagine.

1.Pluralism

1.1 Mainstream Approaches

Spatial-quantitative work is highly pluralistic in its approach to explanation. Consider the format of multiple regression and its language. It takes a number of independent variables and calculates, among other things, the percent accounted for when holding other variables constant. Of course, there is the problem of intercorrelation, suggesting that the assumption that the variables are ‘independent’ of one another might have its limits. But through principle components analysis we can get rid of this problem of intercorrelation (since the components will be orthogonal to one another), but we are still left with a multivariate explanation. We can examine the residuals from the regression, but this gets us searching for yet other ‘independent’ variables to throw into the mix. This pluralistic approach shows up elsewhere. Consider the idea of taking some spatial variation and decomposing it into variance ‘originating’ at different spatial scales: an apportioning of different causes to different geographic scales. 

This is not, however, to characterize mainstream approaches purely in terms of spatial-quantitative work. Multivariate frameworks are pervasive in the social sciences regardless of the particular technique being used. Supply ‘factors’ are independent of  ‘factors’. The relative scarcity of the different factors of production determines the nature of the labor process (whether it is labor-intensive or capital-intensive, land extensive or land intensive, and so on). Whether a country ‘develops’ or not depends on a host of different, not necessarily related, conditions like savings, institutions, market size, the educational system, and so on. And the very organization of the social sciences suggests a variety of causal factors and reinforces the idea in our minds: the political, the economic, the social, the spatial, the cultural. 

1.2 Critical Realist Approaches

As critical realists have pointed out, mainstream approaches to explanation feed into and are supported by, ordering framework approaches to theory. The search is for empirical generalizations which can then provide the basis for further empirical studies. Theory, the examination of concepts, scrutiny of the theoretical frameworks on which observation is based, tend to get side-lined in favor of identifying variables, measuring them, and getting on with the analysis.

The critical realist approach is to emphasize the importance of abstraction, particularly of those structures of social relations which, through the causal powers and needs that they entail, are the necessary conditions for human activity. What is then observed in the form of particular events is a result of how these causal properties, when exercised, acted on, interact with contingent circumstances. The process of abstraction of structures of relations is therefore crucial to critical realist approaches to theorization. But since it is abstraction from, it inevitably results in pluralistic thinking: thinking in terms of numerous structures of social relations like the division of labor, the state, the family and so on (read Sayer on the division of labor in Sayer and Walker). An example of this sort of analysis in action is provided by Sayer and Walker in The New Social Economy where they demonstrate the supposed neglect of the division of labor by historical materialists and the sorts of analytic insights that derive from paying attention to its independent role in understanding social forms. Another instance is given by Paul Robbins’ paper (‘Why We Were Never Modern’). Along with ecological structures of relations we have the state as operating independently of capital, among other things.

2.Monistic Approaches: Historical Geographical Materialism

Several key ideas that need to be noted here:

2.1 The prioritization of processes / flows / relations over things in our understanding of the world: David Harvey, in a chapter on dialectics in his book Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference, is especially good on this. Think of the person, for example, as constituted by diverse processes and relationships: relationships with nature via the food chain, gender relationships, relationships within a division of labor. Alter these, and the person changes. Ultimately, of course, the person dies and ends up being recycled into various chemical cycles, the hydrological cycle and so forth. Likewise, people retire and their places in the division of labor are taken by others – a process through which each of us is constituted by our social relations with others. The same logic applies to other things that we might think of, like cities, or factories. There is a material process through which they get constructed, there are natural processes of decay which have to be countered by additional material processes of repair and replacement, and there are the various social processes of, for example, capital flow, the movement of labor, without which nothing would get built in today’s society. And of course, there is the state which protects the building from destruction by fire, among other things.

2.2 The primacy of the relation to nature: There is a ceaseless metabolism between ourselves and nature. There has to be, otherwise the biological processes that maintain us physiologically, would be disturbed. Our needs develop, of course, so that it is not just our biological survival that is at stake, but our position as (e.g.) capitalists or ‘respectable citizens’. But it is only through a relationship to nature that these needs can be satisfied. 

This relationship assumes the form of labor. It is through labor that we transform nature, harness natural forces, so as to produce the materials that can satisfy our needs. But labor, and therefore production, always has its conditions. Production always has, among other things, social, political, spatial and discursive moments. Production is social because, among other things, it always occurs through a division of labor. It is political because there has to be some overall coordination. It is spatial since production involves coordination over space; bringing together the elements of the labor process, exchanging with others in the division of labor. These are necessary preconditions. Production couldn’t do without it. At the same time, without production there would be no ‘political’, ‘discourse’, ‘social’ or ‘spatial’. Production conditions them and their development (see Appendix B).

2.3 Contradiction and change: The world we live in is constantly changing; always in flux. Change also has direction. The ability to produce has shown constant improvement over the span of human history. Social life has also become more differentiated, as in the division of labor. How to explain change and its directionality? The crucial concept here is that of contradiction. 

In our material activity we encounter barriers. Our understandings of the environment may not be appropriate to the objectives we seek to achieve. In production we develop new needs for which there is as yet no complement in terms of something that would satisfy that need: needs to store things, to preserve foodstuffs. Or alternatively, our agricultural technology is not sufficient to the challenge of our numbers (the problem that Esther Boserup concerned herself with). It is through overcoming these contradictions that development occurs.

It is through the suspension of contradictions that our social interdependence develops: the division of labor and therefore exchange; the increasing elaboration of the state and its reach, for example. Marx laid great emphasis on the development of the division of labor and therefore of exchange. In the contradictions it encountered and in its further development, exchange led to barter which in turn led to money. Money, of course, led to a rapid increase in exchange because of the way it facilitated it. It also posed new contradictions of its own: the contradiction between money as means of exchange, for example and money as store of value – since if people were saving money there would be a shortage of currency for purposes of exchange, bringing saving ultimately to a halt. This contradiction in turn paved the way for the development of money supply management and the rules that central banks follow so as to suspend that particular contradiction, though of course it generated contradictions of its own, creating the conditions for further development.

2.4 The role of agency: This might make it seem that the social whole determines the parts, that contradiction generates change that will allow its suspension, and so on. The understandings that people have of the labor process, the labor process itself, are social in character and this might seem to limit what happens. But note that how contradictions are suspended is open. There are many, many ways in which a crisis of realization in the capitalist economy can be resolved, for example. The concrete trajectory of society is open. There are inventions, innovations in the realm of social organization, for example, which promise to facilitate the further development of the social whole. But what they are depends on individual acts of creativity; not out of nothing, of course, but out of the resources, discursive, material and so forth, inherited from previous generations, but nevertheless, what happens in terms of the concrete is by no means predetermined. What is inherited facilitates but does not prescribe. And to the extent that something, some discovery, some historical tradition, seemingly anomalous institution, works in terms of suspending a contradiction, then it will be internalized as part of the social whole; adopted by others as a condition of their social practice. To quote Marx:

“ … production does indeed have its determinants and preconditions, which form its moments.
 At the very beginning these may appear as spontaneous, natural. But by the process of production itself they are transformed from natural into historical determinants, and if they appear to one epoch as natural presuppositions of production, they were its historic product for another.” (Grundrisse, p.97).

APPENDIX A: Ecological Theories Of Social Change
A subtheme in social science includes theorizations of social change in which the critical relation is between people as biological organisms and animate and inanimate nature. For example: the growth of population brings about changes in agricultural technology and organization and hence in food production; deforestation and the medieval fuel crisis in Britain led to the exploitation of coal, which in turn led to the invention of the steam engine (to pump out mines), which in turn led to the establishment of factories; the crisis of feudalism in Western Europe, the emancipation of the serfs due to their 'increasing bargaining power' with feudal lords, was a result of a demographic crisis which in turn was a result of the Black Death (though interestingly it did not necessarily result in emancipation since one feudal response to the declining availability of serfs was to bind them to the estate even more tightly than they had been before).

An immediate critical response is that it we can only understand our relations with animate and inanimate nature in terms of those relations we have with each other that are social in character: relations like property relations (not necessarily private property relations), a division of labor, language and other dimensions of inter-subjectivity. Consequently particular ecological contexts (like areas with 'Mediterranean climates') and problems are not interpreted in the same way and are not necessarily used/solved in the same sorts of ways. Consider likewise how our biological relations with each other, as in sexual reproduction, are socially mediated by all sorts of rules and in many different ways.

But while we should resist over-naturalizing our relations with each other and with the rest of nature we should also resist over-socializing them. We cannot do things with nature that are contrary to natural forces, though this does not mean that our relation with nature is fixed and immutable. We are discovering all the time new things about the potentials, as well as limitations of nature. If our knowledge had been immutable then clearly there would have been no Industrial Revolution.

The issue of our relation to nature arises at numerous points in social theory, and not just in ecological theories of social change. Evaluation of debates about gender discrimination clearly have to confront the issue. Women and men are biologically different but what difference does it make? Some feminists, for instance, believe that in the past it made a big difference though this may now have attenuated as a result of (e.g.) the availability of bottled milk and prenatal counseling. An example of a (somewhat contentious) account of women and paid work that places emphasis on women's biological liabilities is given in Brenner and Ramas 'Rethinking Women's Oppression', New Left Review (1984), No.144, 33-71. 

APPENDIX B: Essential Moments of the Social Process

In thinking about social processes, as we must if we are to come to terms with the particular human geographies we are interested in, it is helpful to think of their essential aspects. Harvey in Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference (Chapter 4: 78-79) lists six of these. We could do worse than think about how they are relevant to our particular problems and how they relate one to another. So, and in no particular order:

1. A Discursive Aspect: By discourse we refer to the various coded ways in which people communicate one with another. Not just language but also landscape, for example. Ever thought why in medieval European cities the cathedral was always at the center? Or why in the case of some Southern towns a major highway has been named after ‘Martin Luther King’ but in others, it is only a little used side street that has been so renamed? 

2. A Power Relations Aspect: Social relations are sanctioned and the resources brought to bear in that sanctioning – the power of knowledge, of money, of the law, perhaps – are unevenly distributed. Some are more dependent than others and are dependent on specific others.

3. A Material Aspect: Social processes take into account the material aspects of nature, including other human beings; what they are materially capable of, susceptible to. We see this very plainly in production and reproduction (both social and sexual). The labor process involves bringing things together with complementary material properties, and the success of the labor process depends on getting the mix right; you wouldn’t use a carpenter to rewire a house. But material possibilities and constraints also form a necessary aspect of other social processes (think about it in connection with such disparate forms of activity as sport, punishment, schooling, driving a car). What we call technology is a material aspect of the social process and it obviously conditions the social process, as in the role of telecommunications.

4. The Imaginary: We cannot understand any social process without some ideas about what animates the individuals participating in it; ideas about values, needs, desire, belief and fantasy. This includes the interpretive frameworks through which people develop an understanding of the world and a set of beliefs on which they can act with some confidence. It also includes the variable meanings we assign to different consumer goods and to the simple act, say, of eating; more than just nutrition, it is also often a social occasion.

5. The Institutional: This refers to relatively durable forms of organization of social relations. This can include rules governing markets, the upbringing of children and the like. It also includes corporate bodies like states, firms, NGOs, universities, and families which, through their rules, organize large areas of social life.

6. Social Relations: Social processes are, well, social. They involve relations of cooperation as in divisions of labor, the family, recreation, the firm, and the relations, like those of commodity exchange, into which people enter in order to produce. Cooperation is rarely on equal terms, however, so social relations are also structured hierarchically: gender, age, caste, and the like.
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Now note the following about these six different aspects.

First, they are not just related one to another; they are internally related. Material relations are invariably social relations, rule governed, discursively mediated, incomprehensible without some understanding of people’s beliefs and values, and structured by power relations. Discourse is shared so it is simultaneously social, it is a material process involving technologies of production and dissemination, it is infused with power (discourse for whom?), it reflects the values of at least some, is institutionalized through (e.g.) firm structures, rules governing the validity of discursive claims, etc. The same applies to the other aspects of the social process: test it out for yourselves.

Second, there is a missing ‘aspect’ from Harvey’s discussion. Strangely it is the spatial. But again, note how each of the six aspects defined by Harvey has a spatial aspect, and necessarily so since all social interaction is over space and areal differentiation means power differences (the oil of the Middle East), the geographic differentiation of discourse and so on. So seven necessary aspects to the social process?

� Even the Pope is 69% water.


� Other animals don’t have industrial revolutions!


� And nor do other non-social objects – non-social in the sense of not concept dependent for what they do – like atoms, chromosomes, cloud droplets.


� I.e. ‘aspects.’
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