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1. Introduction

«The evidence is building of a need for a theory of “difference” whose geometries, paradigms, and logics break out of binaries, dialectics, and nature/culture models of any kind. Otherwise, threes will always reduce to twos, which quickly become lonely ones in the vanguard. And no one learns to count to four. These things matter politically.»

(Donna Haraway 1991:129)

«The talk is about race, gender, nation (…), but rarely is there any reference to class, either as an aspect of the politics of difference or as something that might be formative of it.»

(Kevin Cox 2005:12)

During the last century political geography as a sub-discipline has undergone significant changes. From an initial focus on regional and quantitative geography in the first half of the twentieth century, the second half of the century witnessed a process of ”socialisation” where Marxist, humanist and post-structuralist thought engaged with the field. “Socialisation” refers to the notion that political geography was influenced with a range of perspectives originating from social theory. Hence, the idea that space cannot be separated from social process was firmly established with cross-fertilization between political geography and Marxian political economy. Later humanist approaches became evident from 1965 onwards as shown by Stokke (1999). As post-modernism shoot pace during the nineties, ideas of de-construction gained momentum and parallel to this, also a feminist critique of what Johnston (2005) terms a “disembodied masculinist geography”. The idea was that the core concepts of geography and its research practices served to marginalize women’s voices and interests, the result being that questions of power and its gendered dimensions stayed unchallenged (Robinson 1998). Some feminists have criticised radical theory for failing to take into account other axes of oppression, and argued that neither a narrow feminism nor an economistic Marxism serves to explain or change modern society (Hartmann et. al 1981). 

The main objective of this paper is to discuss what feminism can offer political geography, especially with regard to issues of truth and power. The statement is that the feminist intervention in political geography can serve to reconcile the goal of political geography of producing significant knowledge of power relations and the goal of feminism of producing knowledge that can change oppressing gender systems and relations.
2. THEORY

2.1 Political geography

Geographers are concerned with the spatial organisations of phenomena; how processes shape the world in spatial ways and the implications such spatial organisations have for particular issues and people (Staeheli & Martin 2000). A key feature within political geography is the study of power and its spatial representations. Kristian Stokke (1999) distinguishes between spatial, radical and critical approaches to political geography. At the dawn of political geography, studies of power relations on a macro-level between states were predominant. This tradition can be labelled spatial political geography, and geographers within this approach often tend to see states as fixed and given, taking on an activist stance in order to achieve state dominance in a world characterized by competition and conflict. Political geographers in the critical tradition on the other hand question the purpose and legitimacy of the state. Hence, within the critical account of political geography, multiple notions of power are considered along a critique of scale: Power is considered a two-fold process also negotiated on the scales of the bodies and global networks (Herb 2008), implying that the embeddedness of power on a micro-level is now constituted within political geography. While the spatial approach is concerned with territoriality and its impact on political processes, and the critical approach extends the sphere of power to informal politics outside state and government, the radical approach remains concerned with formal politics and traditional themes such as geo-politics, state formation and nationalism. The radical approach differs from the spatial, however, in that the centre of analysis is not that of territory but with how capitalism as a mode of production shapes geographical class relations between centre and periphery (Stokke 1999). In this paper I follow Stokke’s (1999) threefold distinction. I subscribe to the idea that power and politics is indeed situated, and in line with the critical tradition, I also believe that power is a process involving multiple scales and actors, rather than a product of a nation’s or a class’ dominance over another.

2.2 Feminism 

Feminism is not a straightforward concept, rather “it has different meanings for different women and different people” (Feminist Pedagogy Working Group 2002:21). One could also add that feminism is operating in a time-space continuum, suggesting that it has different meanings at different times and across space. The political scientist Beatrice Halsaa distincts between feminism understood as a) a political ideology, b) a social movement for change of unequal gender relations and as c) a body of philosophy and research about these gender relations.
 The scope of this paper is limited to dealing with feminism as a body of philosophy and research about gender relations.

In order to gain a proper understanding of the contribution of feminism to political geography, I find it useful to briefly outline some of the debates and controversies through which feminism has evolved since the dawn of Enlightenment thought. Together, these controversies form the background over which the academic positions have developed. The reason for that is that very much of what feminism is about – a critique of systems and mechanisms creating women’s subordination – is also central for understanding what political geography can derive from a closer engagement with feminist perspectives.

2.2.1 Overview of feminist debates

In addition to the definition of feminism outlined above, feminism can further be conceptualised historically and thematically into first, second and third wave feminism. The development of first wave feminism evolved in the 18th century where the ultimate goal was gender equality between women and men. First wave feminism was inspired by late 18th century Enlightenment and thoughts of freedom and liberty. Spatially, this feminism had its origins in Europe where key philosophers like Mary Wollstonecraft argued that civil and political rights should be extended to women. On a note on women’s right to education she states that society and culture have rendered restricted space for women to acquire the same level of independency as men. Confronting the French philosopher Jacques Rosseau, Wollstonecraft (1992) writes:

(…) I firmly believe that all the writers who have written on the subject of female education and manners from Rosseau to Dr Gregory, have contributed to render 

women more artificial, weak characters, than they would otherwise have been; and, consequently, more useless members of society.” (Wollstonecraft 1992:31)

How feminism differs not only across time and space, but also according to race and class, becomes evident a century later, when second wave feminism engages with the issue of class. According to these feminists, the cause of women’s subordination to men is found in the organisation of production and reproduction. Hence, the key to women’s suppression is not primarily that they are denied equal rights to men, but that they occupy a subordinate position in capitalist society. Therefore, women’s economical independence was the ultimate goal of second wave feminism, and was deemed more important than reformation of the existing systems of power.  At the same time, third wave feminism was in the wake as black women affiliated with the anti-slave movement in the US contested what they considered to be a “colour-blind white liberal feminism”. The category “woman”, they argued, had been constructed as proxy for “white, middle-class or elitist woman”. Racism was seen as secondary to patriarchy and, at best, the problem of non-white women. During the 1960’ies and 1970’ies, many African-American feminists embarked upon so-called “black feminism”, indicating that the fight against patriarchy also had to encompass a fight against racial discrimination (Collins 2000; Feminist Pedagogy Working Group 2002). 

One of the most poignant and powerful critiques of white complacency came in 1980 from the radical black lesbian feminist Audre Lorde, who stated that “…by and large within the women's movement today, white women focus upon their oppression as women and ignore differences of race, sexual preference, class and age. There is a pretence to a homogeneity of experience covered by the word sisterhood that does not in fact exist” (Lorde 1984: 116). Third wave feminism coincided with post-modernism from the 1980´ies onwards, and is concerned with identity politics, destabilization and reconstruction of gendered hierarchies. Third wave feminism is characterised by plurality rather than a singular understanding of what the feminist subject should be, as demonstrated by the feminist critique from post-colonial studies and gay studies. They emphasize how race and sexuality is not coincidental, but central to how gender is shaped and reproduced. Spatially, third wave feminism expands to include women outside the core of Anglo-American and European continental thought, namely those of the “global south” (Code 2000).

In academia, feminism has likewise become a theoretical project aimed at “producing critical-constructive analyses of systemic power structures, theoretical presuppositions, social practices, and institutions that oppress and marginalize women” (Code 2000:xix). Harding likewise distinguishes between the academic feminist approaches of empiricism, standpoint theory and post-modernism (Harding 1991 quoted in Peet 1998). For this purpose, feminism is understood as time-and-space-contingent, and as a multiplicity of perspectives on gender and power. As this paper takes on an examination of feminism’s contribution to political geography, it is therefore feminism in Code’s and Harding’s conceptualisation of feminism as a theoretical project that is relevant.

This serves to illustrate that feminism is not a static concept, rather its projects and meanings are deeply rooted in history and geography. How feminism is applied varies according to economical, social and political conditions, the result being that new meanings and subjects have been included in feminism(s) over time. In the following section I will discuss some of the theoretical advantages and disadvantages that arises when feminism engages in academic debate with political geography on matters of truth and power.

3. FEMINIST ACCOUNTS OF TRUTH AND POWER

Simply speaking, ontology asks the question “what is reality like?” The aim is to articulate a theory of reality, the entities that belong to it and the relationship among those entities (Code 2000). For feminism, therefore, the theoretical project has been to provide an understanding of the gendered nature of reality.
In political geography, feminists have raised ontological attention to the scope of political geography and the lack of representation of women’s experiences of spatial organisations and politics. An interest in the status of women and how their lives are marginalized within research has been at the core of feminist geography (Kofman 2008). Therefore, studies of women’s lives and attempts to mainstream their experiences through the theoretical project of “giving voice” have been central. Examples include studies of female farmers in England (Whatmore 1991 quoted in Robinson 1998), welfare mothers in the U.S (England 2008), gendered struggles over landscape, agriculture and socio-political rights in Gambia (Carney 1996 quoted in Robinson 1998) and unemployed women in Australia (Johnson 2002), to mention but a few. 


Political geography is concerned with the constitution of political scale. On this matter, feminist geographers have shown that an extension of scale to include the body and the household as arenas for geographical analysis can prove useful. In a harsh critique of “the masculinist geography of the twentieth century”, Staeheli & Martin (2000) explain that because geography initially was devoted to the task of codifying and systematizing knowledge from geographical remote and dangerous areas in the world, women were to a large extent excluded from defining relevant political scales for geographical inquiry. This is perhaps most true for regional-spatial political geography whereas the critical political geographic tradition is more compatible with the feminist concern for the multiplicity of scales and identity. Eleonore Kofman (2008) is, however, not impressed by the place rendered for feminism in political geography. Critical geo-politics, she claims, tend to take gender relations into account before retreating to business as usual. Others fail to treat feminism beyond their status as a social movement, while feminism as a mode of analysis could provide other insights and questions. 


I would argue that Kofman is right in her claim that feminism should be understood broadly. Treating feminism, defined at the outset as “time-and-space-contingent, and as a multiplicity of perspectives on gender and power” would in my opinion both expand our access to what factors determine human existence. Treated as a mode of analysis, feminism can thus provide political geographers with a more complex and nuanced picture on what should be the foundation for social justice. This can be achieved by including voices of the marginalized and silenced, which is the goal of feminist epistemology, discussed next.

Whereas ontology asks questions on what the world is like, what epistemology basically does is to ask questions on how one can obtain knowledge about the world. Hence, feminist epistemology is about those techniques and research methods that are used in order to make sense of the world and its gendered/powered dimensions. Lorraine Code (2000) describes the relationship between epistemology and feminism as a necessary precondition for engaging in emancipatory projects:

“Feminists have to know women’s experiences and the circumstances of their lives, not superficially, but in their social-structural implications, and to explain the absence of women – as knowers and known – in public knowledge, where women still claim minimal epistemic power and authority. These activities require knowing social and discursive structures well enough to show how they sustain hierarchical distributions of power and privilege. Thus epistemology is central to feminist theory.” (Code 2000:170) 

Sandra Harding outlines three directions in feminist epistemological attitudes towards science: feminist empiricism, feminist standpoint theory and feminist post-modernism. The sexist bias produced in science can, according to feminist empiricism, be overcome by a stricter adherence to existing norms of inquiry. When science produces representations of the social world only shared by men, this is in fact neither an objective nor a representative mirror of reality. Acknowledging that the social world is a construction that is experienced differently by men and women, feminist empiricists suggest that the point of view of women should be given equal status to that of men. This will enhance objectivity and hence generate better science (Peet 1998). 

Standpoint theory, on the other hand, insists that scientific truth cannot be achieved only through a narrow focus on the correct use of methods, because very much of the sexist bias is produced at other stages of inquiry, including identification and formulation of problems and hypotheses. Hence, feminist standpoint theorists prefer feminism should play its part in the context of discovery whereas feminist empiricists seem satisfied with application of feminism to the context of justification (Peet 1998). Standpoint theorists contest epistemic neutrality, exposing the patterns of dominance and subordination in which knowledge is produced and legitimated (Code 2000). The notion of epistemic privilege is derived from Marxist theory, the idea being that the proletariat, due to both its marginality and centrality to the capitalist system, has access to a special knowledge about how the mode of production suppresses them. Drawing on Marx, Georg Lukács (1971) elaborate on the position of workers as both marginal and central to capitalist production and thus able to acclaim epistemic privilege about society (Bergene 2008). Elizabeth Anderson (2007) writes: 

“Oppression gives them [the workers] an objective interest in the truth 

about whose interests really get served by the capitalist system. Centrality 

gives them experiential access to the fundamental relations of capitalist production. Because, under capitalism, the standing of all other classes is defined in relation to 

them, in coming to know themselves and their class position, workers come to know 

their society as a totality.”

(Anderson 2007, my italics).

Translated into feminist standpoint theory, Sandra Harding (1998) states the following about women’s epistemic privilege under patriarchy:

“Insofar as women and men interact with different regularities of natural and social worlds, have distinctive interests in those regularities and in others that they share, 

stand in different relations to available discursive resources (metaphors, models, narratives, etc.), tend to organize differently the production of knowledge and occupy 

a distinctive location in their culture’s diverse and complex power relations, they will tend to produce and sustain different patterns of knowledge and ignorance” 

(Harding 1998:107, my italics).

Though feminist empiricists and feminist standpoint theorists agree that women’s voices are central to science, and that a specific female knowledge can indeed be separated from other types of knowledge because of social situatedness, stand point theory differs from the former by being much more radical in that it claims so called “epistemic privilege” to women (Anderson 2007). Furthermore, the emancipatory project of feminist empiricism is not as outspoken and radical as feminist standpoint theory. While the empiricist strategy is one of mainstreaming “the woman perspective” into the general research, the standpoint theory rejects the ontologies and epistemologies of the mainstream altogether (Harding 1986 quoted in Peet 1998).

The third epistemological approach, post-modernist feminism is a challenging one, in that it totally rejects the claims of the former that women have a common experience that is possible to trace and interpret scientifically. Similar to much of the scientific work categorized as “post-modernist”, universal theories of women’s oppression are by post-modern feminists considered authoritative and imperialist because they neglect embodied experiences of individual women and the multiple nature of oppression, including those not caused by patriarchy (Anderson 2007; Peet 1998). According to Anderson (2007) post-modern feminists accuse feminist empiricists for “presuming the existence of an individual, trans-historical subject of knowledge outside of social determination”, even though the epistemology that feminist empiricists adopt has long since abandoned that conception of knowers in favour of viewing knowers as “socially situated” (Anderson 2007; Haraway 1988;1991). 

So, how can these feminist accounts of truth inform political geography? Many of the insights provided by feminist epistemology concern science in a wider sense and are not reserved for human or political geography. For example, the empiricist critique that women are pushed out of the context of justification (testing of hypotheses and interpreting evidence), and that their representation in the social world is left invisible by the sexist bias in research, is by no means exclusive features of geography. Rather, this feminist empiricist critique applies for any rationalist or positivist science. Likewise, standpoint theory can too be interpreted as a critique of class- and gender blind social research, but again human geography and the sub-discipline of political geography does not stand out as more ignorant towards these aspects of social reality than other academic disciplines. On the contrary, what radical political geography attempted to do by conceptualising space as relational, rather than absolute, was to expose patterns of power, especially with regards to class and production (Cox 2005). Therefore, feminist standpoint theorists rather reconcile the radical approach’s concern for class with their own concern for gender than rejecting the radical framework entirely as is very much the case with post-modern feminism.

The post-modern take on feminism can not be said to deal exclusively with political geography – rather many of the methods applied by post-modernism such as discourse analysis and deconstruction initially were more widespread in the humanities than in the social sciences. However, many post-modern feminists abandoned the “grand theories” in favour of local knowledge, partiality, identity formation and politics of difference (Cox 2005). Doing so, the ontologies and epistemologies of post-modernist feminism and radical political geography clash into series of battles, basically about what conditions human existence. In a critical note on the Marxist geography-critical geography intercourse (where feminists primarily have joined forces with the critical geographical tradition and cultural studies), Kevin Cox (2005) outline the disagreements between critical and radical geographers as battles over class vs. discourse, political economy vs. culture, material vs. ideal and perhaps the most important stratifier: structure vs. agency. What we can learn from this is that what may at first glance may look like semantics is in fact battles over how social reality is to be understood, and with that also battles over the power to define problems and solutions to problems of ordinary people.

But, apart from establishing the trivial fact that post-modernism charges off structuralism due to their claim that reality does not exist outside social construction, the question “what has feminism to offer political geographical analysis?” remains so far unanswered. What is needed is to translate the goals of feminism into the goals of political geography in order to assess if the goals supplement or contradict each other. Drawing on Harding’s analytical framework, Linda McDowell (1993) translates the three feminist epistemological approaches into feminist geography, thereby creating a synthesis between feminist theory of science and human geography (McDowell 1993 quoted in Peet 1998). 

4. FEMINIST CONTRIBUTIONS TO POLITICAL GEOGRAPHY

4.1 The contribution of feminist empiricism to political geography

Feminist empiricist geography shares the Enlightenment goals of rationalism and humanism, but objects to women’s exclusion from important spaces of political decision-making and participation, and more specifically the exclusion from the public realm. According to DiStefano (1990) the theoretical project of feminist empiricism is to map women’s subordination and repudiate difference so that women can assume their rightful place in society, and to challenge the binary “public-private”. Feminist urban geographers have accused human geography for taking this distinction for granted (DiStefano 1990 quoted in Peet 1998).  Much research within this approach have therefore been conducted within urban geography and city planning, for example have some pointed out that urban environment reinforces gender division because architecture is “man-made” (Peet 1998). 

For political geography, the cross-fertilization with feminist empiricist insights could prove useful since the concern for how geographical scale is framed and constituted by political processes will be even more detailed: Adding a gendered dimension will uncover variations not only across space, but within space itself, as scale is extended to also include the sites of bodies and households. In short, how people are influenced by certain types of politics can differ quite dramatically, depending to variables such as class, race, ethnicity and gender – therefore the sensitivity of feminism to plurality can both enhance scientific analysis in the service of stronger objectivity and of social justice.  

4.2 The contribution of feminist standpoint theory to political geography

With regard to the goals of feminist standpoint theory, this can be read as more than a mere critique of sexist and male biased science as it is inspired by and builds upon Marxist standpoint theory. Therefore, radical political geography might also benefit from feminist standpoint insights as class, with the feminist transformation, becomes gendered. According to Anderson (2007) the goals of feminist standpoint theory, along with other Frankfurtian critical theories, is to “empower the oppressed to improve their situation”, which is the reason why feminist standpoint theory can be said to be a “theory of, by, and for the subjects of study”. 

This is also true for much of the radical political theory that was produced during the 1970’ies and 1980’ies in general. In human geography, much of the radical turn was directed towards an understanding of space as relational rather than absolute. Instead of internal factors such as population growth, savings, political culture, what determines a region or a country’s economical growth is it’s external economic relations (Harvey 1982 quoted in Stokke 1999). Examples of critical theory produced within this tradition include Immanuel Wallerstein’s (1974; 1989; 1989) world systems approach, Andre Gunder Frank’s (1978) dependency theory and Samir Amin’s (1976) critical assessments of imperialism all of them highlighting that today’s underdeveloped countries are products of economical relations of exploitation in the past (Potter et. al 2004).
 Along with feminist standpoint theory, radical theory had a more or less pronounced goal of producing emancipatory science (Bergene 2008). Hence, radical theory and feminism could find common ground in showing that the periphery is central for establishing a core, but in the feminist inspired version the periphery is constituted by the global South/Women/Femininity and a the core of the global North/Men/Masculinity.
 Radical theorists/political geographers could improve their understanding of “the geographies of peripheries within peripheries”, that is how women in the global South experience what could be termed “double exploitation” by global capitalism on the one hand, and local/national patriarchy on the other (Herzfeld 2002).

Though human and/or political geography today is less inhabited by positivist objectives of “mapping reality” (as was the case with regional and quantitative geography until the middle of the last century) than in past, and the truth conception is no longer confined to equal “neutral” or “value free science”, some geographers might still subscribe to the idea that the ultimate goal of social science is to produce the most objective picture of reality as possible. For those geographers, the standpoint theoretic notion of epistemic privilege of one group over another will be problematic. As pointed out by Anderson (2007), there is a world of difference between representations that are just “true” and representations that are “useful” for suppressed women:

“Even if a particular feminist theory cannot make good on the claim that it has privileged access to reality, it may offer true representations that are more useful to women than other truthful representations.”

(Anderson 2007)

However, as pointed out by Donna Haraway (1988) and others, feminist standpoint theory is vulnerable to the critique from post-modernists that women is not one group with identical interests – rather many other axes of oppression exist as does the many different realities of women around the world. Therefore, talking about the female standpoint will not survive geographical scrunity to the differences between groups of women in different places and across space, a point also made by post-modern and post-structural feminists.  

4.3 The contribution of post-modern feminism to political geography 

Political geography investigates how geography is tied to political processes, for example how power relations and the exercise of power is carried out at particular spaces and places (Stokke 1999). While geographers can be said to study the social production of space, feminist geographers argue that also gender is constructed according to place and space. In profound ways, gender intersects with systems of power, including economic relations, racialization and ethnicity, all framed at particular places and spaces. Therefore, post-modern feminist geographers claim, these constructions must be seen as fluid and interacting, and the study of gender in relation to space is thought to strengthen analysis and theory about social phenomena (Staeheli & Martin 2000).  


Some post-modernist feminist political geographers have argued that too much focus on the state as a source of power serves to strengthen the public-private divide, and that we should rather be concerned with the multiple sites of women’s oppression (Kofman 2008). My argument is on the contrary that situating women in relation to the state can in fact strengthen our understanding on the states role as a facilitator of women’s oppression at multiple scales. When women are situated in relation to the state and analysis centres on the gendered dimension of state coercion and incentives through formal politics, new knowledge of power is generated. Knowledge of gendered power is currently quite absent in spatial and radical political geographical approaches, and the critical approach is more concerned with discourses than with material reality (Cox 2005). 


The state can itself be considered a space for construction of power and execution of power. As noted by Giddens (1984), the state is probably the most powerful container of power in modern society because of the concentration of authoritative resources within territorially defined boundaries (Giddens 1984 quoted in Stokke 1999). How a state designs its welfare policy (or choose to draw back in questions of public welfare) matters to people and especially for women who often are very dependent on public welfare (England 2008). The way the state mediates (or pull back from such mediation) between class interests in society has profound implications for the distribution of resources and for social mobility as shown by regulation theorists (Stokke 1999). Again, from a feminist perspective, I contend that the allocation of resources and the question of social mobility is urgent as it addresses and challenges current configurations of power between men and women.
 Therefore, contrary to post-modern feminists claim that feminists and geographers should be more occupied with “the multiple sites of women’s oppression” instead of focusing on the state, I would argue that it is unnecessary for geographers to choose whether they should study how state coercion and exercise of power influence gender arrangements or how patriarchal gender relations are manifested on the political scales of the body since these scales are interdependent. This is illustrated by the feminist geographer Kim England (2008) in her assessment on how privatization of welfare in the U.S affects women and creates a situation of feminized poverty and exclusion. But there is also space for improvement and for making even more explicit cross-fertilization between different feminist traditions, for example by linking the scale of the nation state with the scale of the body: An investigation on how decreased public welfare deteriorate women’s economical independence and simultaneously reconfigure gender relations at the scale of the household could show how political scales are interlinked and not mutually exclusive. As regulation theory is concerned with the mechanisms that make capitalism so pervasive, interesting political theory could elaborate on the states relationship with capitalism on the one side, and construction of gender relations on the other.

Overall, I believe that the feminist intervention in political geography could reconcile the goal of political geography of producing significant knowledge of power relations and the goal of feminism of producing knowledge that can change oppressing gender systems and relations.
5. TOWARDS A HAPPY MARRIAGE BETWEEN FEMINISM AND POLITICAL GEOGRAPHY?

In the above-mentioned paper, Kevin Cox (2005) regrets that feminist perspectives have to a larger extent morphed into the critical geographical tradition, and by doing so reduced gender politics to “politics of difference” and “politics of representation” instead of addressing gender differences within a radical-structural framework. In his opinion, cross-fertilization between feminism and radical political geography could be mutually advantageous if feminists engaged less with “redistribution of symbolic values” and “material redistribution” (Cox 2005:10) and more with class politics. For Cox the basis for human exploitation is in relations of production between workers and capitalists. The reason for that is that production lies at the heart of human existence. Quoting Marx & Engels in The German Ideology (1845), Cox (2005) writes how relations of production are superordinate to other relations, including those of gender, race, ethnicity etc. (the domains of interest politics):

“…life involves before everything else eating and drinking, a habitation, clothing, and many other things. The first historical act is thus the production of the means to satisfy these needs, the production of material life itself. And indeed this is an historical act, a fundamental condition of all history, which today, as thousands of years ago, must daily and hourly be fulfilled merely in order to sustain human life.” (Marx & Engels 1978 quoted in Cox:10)

Cox (2005) elaborates on the Marxist account of historical materialism by emphasizing that distribution and particularity does of course play a role in understanding the world, but only as “subordinate moments of the developing social whole”.  On a steady course on his way to explain the fundamentals of human existence, Cox goes on to the question of gender, admitting that “notions of patriarchy are certainly older than capitalism but they have been mobilized for purposes of distributional advantage” (Cox 2005:13).  Doing so, Cox apply a traditional Marxist view on reality – that of materialism. 


Unfortunately, I dare to say, Cox does not seem to pay sufficient attention to other forms of oppression and exploitation than the strict economical or material ones, for example psychological, sexual and physical violence. In his paper, he fails to acknowledge that women’s relation to capitalism is very much determined not only by the public/private divide, the respective (gendered) division of labour but also the values/ideas that govern these ideal structures. At the core of Marxist analysis is the theory that basis governs superstructure, not the other way around. Hence, discourse, ideas and norms in society in Marxist theory tend to be treated as mere reflections of basis, not productive forces in itself or at best limited to be mobilized for “purposes of distributional advantage” (Cox 2005). However, this concept of power relations between men and women is a strict material one, and even though I do agree that material conditions to a large degree determines human condition, this narrow concept of power fail to explain why for example gender based violence persist, even among men and women with common class interests. In Cox’ account, power is a product rather than a process negotiated between alive and kicking actors – and as I noted in the beginning, a view I do not subscribe to. 

As noted by Sherry Ortner (1974) and other Marxian feminists, patriarchy is a pan-cultural phenomena and gender is central, not co-incidental to capitalism: Without women’s cheap labour and their invisible background work in the domestic sphere the functioning of a capitalist society would not be possible. Ortner (1974) writes that ”...it all begins of course with the body and the natural procreative functions specific to women alone” (1974:73) and the fact that ”...woman’s association with the structurally subordinated domestic context, charged with the crucial function of transforming animal-like infants into cultured beings...make woman appear to be rooted more directly and deeply in nature” (1974:84) reminds us that it is not only women’s relationship with production alone that determines her destiny. As noted by Firestone (1970) “the mother-child interdependency shapes the psychology of all females (and infants) in each society while biologically based social institutions reinforce male domination (Firestone 1970 quoted in Peet 1998). The subordinate normative value attached to Women/Femininity/Nature is not just a pure reflection of class relations, but also a product of ideas and norms accumulated throughout history. Values and their respective discourses produce, reproduce and reinforce relations and power structures in society – a point stressed by Genevieve Lloyd (1984) in her critical assessment on the gendered premises over which Western philosophy has evolved. Again, we arrive at the core of feminist theory of science – namely how culture is build up by gendered signifiers and binaries. In Lloyds famous work The Man of Reason, she shows that ideas of male and female throughout history have rested on dichotomous conceptualisations. These dichotomies where female comes to be defined as the opposite of male (A-not-A distinctions) are nested into normative hierarchies: one term is prioritized in the dualism over another term and thus philosophical concepts (including those of historical materialism) becomes central to and dependent on the radical distinction between male and female (Massey 1994).

Therefore, when Cox (2005) establishes class relations as the stratifying mechanism in society, he operates within the same binaries that for so many decades have served to marginalize women’s interests. Though his project is a liberating one – in short to end class exploitation – Cox ranks class as more important than any other strata, and thereby trade off the opportunity to treat the categories as mutually constituting and of equal importance.

I shall not pretend that there are any easy answers to controversies like this. My point is, however, that the insights provided by feminist theory of science, and in particular from those claiming, “neither a narrow feminism nor an economistic Marxism serves to explain or change modern society” (Hartman et. al 1981) are too right. On the contrary, it is possible to insist that female standpoints in plural are central to explain capitalist society – especially with regards to the state’s role as a mediator and facilitator of resource and power distribution as shown by England (2008). It is also possible to admit that post-modernist feminism have cast new light on the multiple nature of power and on the scales on which power operates, without loosing sight of stable mechanisms through out history (where class and relations of production are some) that have served to uphold patriarchy and capitalism simultaneously. Feminism is indeed more than identity politics or a concern for the particular, as stated by Cox (2005). But before addressing the universals we should bear in mind Donna Haraways incitement that we should teach people “to count to more than one and two” if we are to grasp human condition in a political way.
6. CONCLUSION

People often tell me that there are greater differences in the world than those between men and women. While that is true, in profound ways, gender intersects with systems of power, including economic relations, racialization and ethnicity as noted by Lynn Staeheli & Patricia Martin (2000). That is why feminism has evolved during the last couple of centuries, not only as a social movement for change of unequal power relations between men and women or as a political ideology, but also a body of philosophy and research about these gender relations. Because systems of power are framed at particular places and spaces, feminism has also made interventions in geography. 


In this paper I have shown how feminist empiricism, standpoint theory and post-modernist feminism have engaged with political geography. There has been a move from mainstreaming women’s experiences into the general research and improving research techniques (empiricism) towards a rejection of the ontologies and epistemologies of the mainstream altogether (standpoint theory). Post-modernist feminism differs from the former in discarding the idea that women as a group have “common interests”, because multiple axes of oppression (race, class, sexuality etc) are at play simultaneously (Peet 1998).

I have addressed the question of class, which is the concern of Kevin Cox (2005) who regrets that feminism have tied up with critical geography and cultural studies, rather than radical political geography. The reason for doing so can be found in the feminist opposition to binaries. Genevieve Lloyd (1984) and Donna Haraway (1988) show that politico-normative hierarchies, reinforcing those unequal power relations that feminists will overcome, follow binaries. Because radical political geography claim that class and relations of production is super-ordinate to other systems of power (Stokke 1999), they trade off the possibility to treat gender as equally important or use feminism as a mode of analysis. 

In my paper I have argued that it is possible to keep track of the material and the fragmented at the same time. A focus on stable mechanisms in history (where class and relations of production are some) and how they intersect with other systems of power, including those of gender and race, is a possible path to follow. Arguing that though post-modernist feminists are right in their assertion that power is negotiated along a multiplicity of political scales, it is important for political geographers to show how scales are linked and interdependent. My suggestion is that the scales of the body/household and the nation state can be bridged through regulation theory. Perhaps it is possible to pave the way for a happy marriage between political geography and feminism through an examination of the states relationship with capitalism on the one side, and the construction of gender relations on the other.
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� Halsaa, Beatrice, lecture 17/8-04, Introduction to Women’s Studies and Gender Research, University of Oslo.


� Although Frank, Wallerstein and Amin strictly spoken are economists, they are mentioned here as much radical geographical theory owe much of the sub-discipline’s theoretization of relational space to them.


� I use capital W/M for women/men to stress that I do not speak so much of individual men and women, but more of what lies behind the biological sexes in the abstract categories of woman and man constituted by cultural notions of femininity and masculinity respectively.
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