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Exam #2 

Q1: Marxist geography 

 According to Marx, the characteristic feature of the capitalist mode of production is that 

goods are produced for profit, and not to meet a particular need. Money capital is used to buy 

labor power and means of production, e.g. raw materials, machines and factories to produce new 

commodities, which are then sold on the market, therefore generating new money, which is in 

turn used to start a new production cycle. Since the products are sold at a price that generates 

surplus, the entire process results in accumulation of capital in the hands of capitalists that own 

the factories in which goods are produced, constituting the one and only source of motivation for 

engaging in the production process (Henderson and Sheppard, 2006).  

Speeding up this process leads to a higher rate of accumulation, which is why the greedy 

capitalists strive to optimize the three circuits involved: The circuit of capital simply leads to its 

accumulation and has no relevant spatial dimension to it as it mostly flows freely without any 

restrictions within the capitalist society. The circuit of commodities “bursts through all 

restrictions as to time, place, and individuals” (Harvey, 1985), and is associated with costs for 

transport. As a product is ready to be turned into money only once on the market, which might be 

geographically separated from the location of production, transport costs can be seen as 

production costs.  

A reduction of transport costs through the advancement of technology and organization 

leads to the capability to expand the market. In addition, the cost of shipping raw materials to the 

factory decreases, which amounts in a reduction of means of production costs. These are the two 

reasons why industries strive for reducing transport costs, as they decrease the rate of capital 

accumulation. The lack of transport speed has the same effect: speeding up the circuit of 
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commodities ultimately speeds up the circuit of capital because products can be sold on the 

market in a shorter amount of time. Therefore, the spatial dimension of the circuit of 

commodities can be reduced to the temporal dimension of the circuit of capital, which is termed 

the “annihilation of space by time”. Thus, there is a dual need for industries to reduce transport 

cost and speed, as the ratio of surplus labor time to capital turnover rate determines profit rate. 

This does not mean that space is rendered irrelevant as it raises the question of how to organize it 

to fit the temporal requirements. 

The development of the credit system allowed money to circulate in space independently 

from the commodities it was equivalent to and therefore, is the chief mechanism of the 

annihilation of space by time. This enabled capitalists to engage in a new production cycle before 

they converted the commodities of the previous cycle to money at the market because they could 

buy labor power and means of production on credit. Therefore, the dampening influence of 

spatial constraints on the rate of profit generation was relaxed.  

The annihilation of space by time through reduction in transport time and cost allowed 

for the integration between geographically dispersed procedures while maintaining the profit 

rate, as commodities could be produced and sold in distant locations. However, in Harvey’s 

view, organization of production, location decisions and technological choices can achieve a 

similar effect, arguing that in competitive markets, one might expect the location of production 

to be sensitive to natural conditions which vary through space, such as fertility of the soil or the 

abundance of water for irrigation, consumption and energy production (Harvey, 1985). However, 

Marx rejected such an idea because he thought that productivity and location are socially 

determined through the use of technology: Soil fertility can be built up by the use of fertilizer, 

and the amount of water needed for energy production was greatly reduced by the invention of 
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the steam engine. He called the liberation of the production process from spatial constraints by 

the alteration of nature by humans “the second nature” in opposition to the pristine, unconverted 

“first nature” which was (still) free from human influence. 

Marx treated capitalism as a closed system and did not analyze foreign trade with regard 

to crisis formation due to internal contradictions of this mode of production. He stated that 

foreign trade could merely slow down the process of crisis formation, but not prevent it. Georg 

Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel opposed this view by arguing that capitalist societies are forced to seek 

new markets because of their internal polarization: Wealth is concentrated in a few (capitalist) 

hands, while laborers are condemned to an alienated existence leading to social unrest and 

instability in the bourgeois society. A society must also find colonies, so workers laid-off by the 

substitution of labor through machines can access property and therefore, return to an 

unalienated condition, simultaneously providing a new field for its industries. Hegel viewed the 

geographic expansion of capitalism, manifested through colonialism and imperialism, as a 

necessary external resolution, a “spatial fix” of its internal contradictions that ultimately lead to 

crisis and therefore, a shift in mode of production (Harvey, 1985). 

Hegel’s statement influenced Marx in his argumentation, recognizing the theme of an 

increasing polarization in capitalist societies, while rejecting the idea of a spatial fix. He argues 

that the “reserve army” of unemployed workers helps keeping wages down which benefits 

capital accumulation. Therefore, capitalists must be in control of labor supply and demand and 

create unemployment through substitution of labor by technology. In addition, the power of state 

and private property is used to exclude laborers from access to land, therefore maintaining the 

surplus labor pool. If laborers had the opportunity to escape their alienated existence by 
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migrating to new frontiers, control over labor would be undermined and the survival of 

capitalism severely threatened (Harvey, 1985).  

 

Q2: Feminist geographies 

Feminist geography focuses on the improvement of women’s lives through understanding 

the sources, dynamics, and spatiality of women’s oppression. In addition, it documents strategies 

of resistance against the oppression and has proven itself as a viable source of innovative 

thought. It has converted research into everyday social activities like commuting, wage earning, 

recreation, maintaining a family, as well as major life events like migration or illness. Feminist 

geography is not a uniform branch of research that is constituted by a set of theoretical 

frameworks and methodologies. Rather there are multiple feminist geographies and three main 

concepts: “Gender as difference”, “gender as a social relation”, and “gender as a social 

construction” share the concept of gender as the central part of their analysis (Dixon and Jones, 

2006).  

The concept of “gender as difference” focuses on differences between men and women in 

terms of spatial structure. It informs the geographic concepts of place, location, context and scale 

by transforming the question of “where things are?” to the more specific question “who is 

where?” We could compare unemployment rates for men and women and examine the processes 

that economically marginalize women. However, by acknowledging that these processes do not 

work equally across space, we could raise questions about place context, which refers to the 

combination of cultural, economic and political dimensions that characterize a particular 

location. Analyzing the different scales at which these processes operate, feminist geographers 

could investigate the influences of local social networks versus the influences of the global 
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economy on their ability to score a job. Inspired by humanist geography, feminist geographers 

examine gender differences in their sense of place, the interpretation and development of 

meaningful attachments to the places they live in (Castree, 2003), by e.g. comparing local 

neighborhood mental maps across genders and assessing differences in perception of danger and 

safety (Dixon and Jones, 2006).  

“Gender as a social relation” focuses on gender relations as the structured 

interdependences that routinely link the life experience of men and women. Patriarchy, the 

systematic oppression of women through gender relations, is the most studied structure and 

manifests itself in a variety of sites, such as school, family or the downtown nightlife. Marxist 

feminists study patriarchal and capitalist social relations, which result in women’s economic 

position in society, arguing that capitalism determines the specific form of patriarchy, be it at 

work or at home. For radical feminists, patriarchy is prioritized, men ground their prioritization 

in their control over women’s bodies, exercised through sexual relations or through the care for 

their children. Another relational setting of patriarchy is described by the term 

“heteronormativity”, which refers to the belief that heterosexuality is the natural form of sexual 

relations, while homosexuality is an anomaly (Dixon and Jones, 2006). 

“Gender as a social construction” focuses on discourses and how they form distinctions 

between groups of people, types of experiences, and aspects of meanings. Discourses are 

comprised of opposing concepts such as nature vs. culture, male vs. female, individual vs. 

society, and orderly vs. chaotic. The social process through “which these categories are produced 

and filled with objects and meanings” (Dixon and Jones, 2006) is referred to as “discursive 

construction”, through which we comprehend where things fit in the world, enabled by language.  
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Feminist geography rejects the “god’s eye view” of positivism to uncover the universal 

truth and argues that scientific inquiry does not exist outside of the realms of politics and 

ideology and therefore, is never value-free. Instead, it recognizes the situated knowledge and 

partial perspectives of researchers and the people they interview. The researcher-interviewee 

relationship is a big theme in feminist geography, as researchers in traditional social science 

operate as detached, omnipresent experts in control of the research process, and the object of 

their research (the interviewee). Instead, feminist geographers acknowledge their positionality, 

their world view from an embodied location, which means that knowledge is situated in the 

social, intellectual and spatial location by our history and experiences. It also means that we are 

positioned, by ourselves or by others, in relation to social processes of differences, such as 

gender, class, ethnicity and age and it enables certain nuances of research experiences while 

prohibiting others (England, 2006).  

Reflexivity is the self-conscious scrutiny of the researcher him/herself, and within 

feminist methodology, it extends to a consideration of power and its consequences within the 

research relationship. Our knowledge is never complete, and reflexivity makes us think about the 

consequences of your research (England, 2006). Positionality and reflexivity put researcher and 

interviewee into a team, where subject and object are not separated. Methods include interviews, 

focus groups, oral history and diaries/journals where sample size is usually small and 

snowballing (interviewees are asked to bring people suitable for this study) is common.  

Finally, feminist researchers argue that we are responsible for our research and its 

consequences, e.g. our intrusion into people’s lives by interviewing and studying them. We must 

acknowledge our own positionality within systems of oppression and privilege. Our work might 

expose what was previously invisible, which is information that could be used in harmful ways. 
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Finally, positionality and reflexivity raised the ethical dilemma of working with groups that the 

researcher does not belong to, e.g. with Latino immigrants as a withe male. However, we are all 

entangled in webs of privilege and oppression, difference and communality is always partial, and 

this is why we should not give up producing situated knowledge (England, 2006). 

 

Q5: Postmodern geography 

 Postmodernism is a “revolt against the rationality of modernism”, a view free from 

metanarratives that attempt to explain complexity with a few variables. It challenges the 

modernist Enlightenment assumption that the world is inherently ordered and suggests a more 

disordered, chaotic view of social and material reality, while suffering from “its inability to 

articulate succinctly a viable substitute for modernism” (Warf, 1990). Similarly, postmodernist 

geography is a critique of modernism, a rejection of modernist thought and is characterized by its 

“incredulity towards metanarratives” (Clarke, 2006). The term “metanarrative” (“the big story”, 

“the grand conclusion”, “the great outcome”) is a set of “overarching principles”, which aimed 

for explaining the world with a few variables, which legitimated a modern debate that claimed to 

be able to disclose the truth, and which ensured that acting based on knowledge of the truth was 

beneficial for society.  

For instance, the belief that freely operating markets would strive for equilibrium and 

eventually provide optimal allocation of goods and services constitutes the capitalist 

metanarrative, which postmodernists were unwilling to accept. Others include Marxism, 

Capitalism, and Fascism. In addition, Jean-Francois Lyotard denoted any science that draws 

legitimation from such grand narratives as “modern”, and therefore rejected it, arguing that the 

strive of modernity for a final understanding of reality (rationality), its dream of universal 
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knowledge, was not superior to pre-modern stories or myths which kept us going in the world 

(Clarke, 2006).  

Therefore, by asking the simple question “what proof is there that my proof is true?”, 

postmodernism also criticized science as a means of knowledge creation because the world does 

not always conform to scientific models, and therefore, threw scientific certainty into “spiralling 

doubt” (Clarke, 2006). However, postmodernism was not a new paradigm, as it was opposed to 

all paradigms and emphasized differences rather than similarities, uncertainty not certainty, and 

ephemerality instead of permanence (Warf, 1990). It was the view of a changing world, where 

characteristics like speed, change, lack of permanence, culture, symbolic capital, heterogeneity, 

particularity, uniqueness, contingency, rejection of the universal truth, lack of order, 

fragmentation and chaos produced a world where everybody was unique. Despite of this volatile 

view, according to Lyotard, postmodernism neither was the end of modernism, nor an epoch that 

followed after, nor in opposition to it. It was rather in a permanent nascent state, not hooked on 

truth, if it existed at all, not closing off possibilities, not brushing the un-representable under the 

carpet or off the map, and therefore, inherently geographical (Clarke, 2006). 

As postmodernism was opposed to overarching, unifying world views, it rejected 

Marxism too, which caused David Harvey to answer the charge by stating: “There is strong 

evidence that post-modernity is nothing more than the cultural clothing of flexible accumulation” 

(Warf, 1990). To him, the ever increasing speed of change, the volatility and the lack of order 

stood for a shift from capitalist Fordism to a new regime of flexible accumulation, which was 

characterized by more flexibility in labor processes, markets and consumption (Harvey, 1987). 

He described the changes for U.S. cities after the global crises in 1973 as perfectly in line with 

Marxist theory, which predicted an “urbanization of the countryside”. The rise of the 
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“entrepreneurial city” as a result of increased inter-urban competition in many dimensions led to 

a boost in innovation and investment by urban governments, establishing the city as a center of 

consumption (convention centers, Disneyland, downtown consumer centers), rather as a center of 

production.  

Harvey goes on and describes the effects of the new regime on social structures in urban 

areas: As a consequence of de-industrialization, many blue-collar workers were laid off, giving 

rise to unemployment and poverty, which was especially severe as public services were cut down 

under the capitalist regime. Consequently, communities helped themselves, creating an array of 

informal economic activities, such as homework, sweatshops and mutual aid systems. This 

development was consistent with the emergence of unregulated spaces in cities where such 

activities were tolerated. On the other hand, the more affluent population started to accumulate 

‘symbolic capital’ by collecting luxury goods that reflected the taste and distinction of the owner. 

Therefore, production had to be much more personalized and flexible than during the Fordism 

(Harvey, 1987). 

Focusing on the city of Los Angeles, Dear and Flusty (1998) make the case for a 

postmodern urbanism that contradicts the formerly dominant Chicago School model of urban 

structure. Asking whether we have “arrived at a radical break in the way cities are developing”, 

they draw the image of a de-industrialized, restructuring city, that appears to be lacking a 

common narrative, and provide a taxonomy of Southern California Urbanisms. It includes edge 

cities, privatopia, theme park and fortified cities. Introducing postmodern urbanism, the authors 

present “flexism, a pattern of econo-cultural production and consumption characterized by near-

instantaneous delivery and rapid redirectability of resource flows” within the global latifunda 

(Dear and Flusty, 1998). Flexism gives rise to the landscapes of “keno capitalism”, due to the 



Geographic Thought    11/11/2014            Alexander Hohl 

10 

apparently random development of urban land as the outcome of its inherent exogenous 

investment, which the authors admit, display a “jackpot-winning” pattern.     
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