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                Labour geography: a work in progress
   Noel Castree1
   Introduction
   It is now a decade since Andrew Herod (1997) coined the term ‘labour
   geography’ to designate an emergent body of largely left-critical
   research (with roots in the sub-discipline of economic geography) that
   focussed squarely on employment issues. Herod distinguished between
   labour geography and a geography of labour. Unlike the latter, where
   workers were regarded by both mainstream and radical economic
   geographers as just one aspect of firms’ locational decision-making,
   for Herod labour geography was “an effort to see the making of the
   economic geography of capitalism through the eyes of labour” (1997:
   3). Since he wrote these words, labour geography has become a
   significant sub-discipline within its parent subject – at least within
   the Anglophone world. Its impressive rise to prominence has been
   achieved through fairly conventional but evidently effective means.
   Agenda-setting books – notably Hanson and Pratt’s (1995) Gender, work
   and space, Peck’s Workplace (1995), Mitchell’s (1996) The lie of the
   land: migrant workers and the California landscape, McDowell’s Capital
   culture (1997), Herod’s Organising the landscape (1998) and his
   single-authored Labor geographies (2002) – began to codify the field
   and inspired others to sign-up to the cause, not least the graduate
   students of these and other pioneering authors. The post-millennial
   publication of an advanced textbook – which I coauthored – testified
   to the field’s maturity more than a decade after its inception
   (Castree et al. 2003).
   More recently still, as McGrath-Champ, Herod and Rannie’s forthcoming
   Handbook of Employment and Society (subtitled Working Space) attests,
   labour geography has caught the eye of researchers with expertise in
   industrial sociology, labour and working class history, ‘new working
   class studies’ and the sociology of institutions (like trades unions
   and NGOs). Once again, Herod has been important here. He is arguably
   the most accomplished proselytiser for a wider discourse of labour
   geography in the Anglophone world. His lucid renditions of the field
   in the journals Labor and Industry, International Labor and Working
   Class History and Social Science History (Herod, 2002, 2003a, 2003b)
   have undoubtedly helped to ‘spread the word’. Similarly, the efforts
   of those few labour geographers adept at publishing substantive
   research outside geography has been important (think of Melissa Wright
   and Linda McDowell, for instance). But non-geographers have played no
   small part in giving labour geography credibility outside its
   discipline of origin. This is partly through their own research,
   partly through other means. It always helps when such non-geographers
   invite labour geographers to write for their edited collections –
   examples being New working class studies (Russo and Linkon, 2005) and
   Understanding work and employment (Ackers and Wilkinson, 2001). Such
   invitations, after all, have exposed labour geography to a wider
   audience while challenging the persistent stereotype that geography is
   all about maps, capes or bays.
   In sum, the discourse of labour geography now exceeds the
   sub-discipline of labour geography. A decade after Herod’s initial
   attempt to codify the field it is in rude good health, with numerous
   advocates and practitioners existing without as much as within its
   ‘home’ subject of human geography. However, rather than simply
   congratulate labour geographers on progress made to-date, I want
   instead to sound a more critical note. As with any growing body of
   research, labour geography’s recent evolution has been largely
   unplanned: it is the combined outcome of decisions made by individual
   researchers or small groups thereof. This fact always leaves open the
   possibility that ‘unintended consequences’ may be affecting the field
   more-or-less negatively. It is, I argue, time to examine the ‘drift’
   of labour geography and ask some fundamental questions about its
   likely future direction. Though I acknowledge that labour geographers
   are a diverse community – in both analytical and political terms –
   there is nonetheless a ‘structure of feeling’ about both the
   sub-discipline and wider discourse of labour geography. If the
   sub-discipline constitutes the ‘heartland’ of the wider discourse,
   then I want to say something to members of that sub-discipline as well
   as those outside it who, as relative new comers, want to enrich and
   extend the discourse.
   I begin with some summary comments about the nature of labour
   geography today, before moving on to offer a set of evaluations and
   recommendations. I am certain that some readers will regard this short
   essay as a travesty of the field. In my defence I can only say that my
   observations are offered in good faith – I am, after all, a ‘labour
   geographer’ in some of my own research. My simple hope is that this
   piece inspires some robust debate about what comes next for labour
   geography within and beyond the heartland staked-out by Herod and
   others.
   Labour geography today: signature characteristics
   There is no need to recount – even in summary form – the history of
   labour geography here. It is enough to note that its origins can be
   traced to the work of radical economic geographers writing in the
   1970s and that, as it has grown, it has bled into and out of other
   fields of geography as defined in topical and intellectual-political
   terms (such as population geography, where much migration research
   still finds its home, and feminist geography). As a field of research
   labour geography is, today, sufficiently large and diverse that it is
   difficult to summarise in other than a rather general way. To my mind,
   the field has at least five signature features that lend it a certain
   (albeit loose) coherence.
   The first and most obvious of these relates to the focus on questions
   geographical. Put simply, labour geographers take it as axiomatic that
   geography matters to workers while workers, conversely, matter to
   geography. As Herod (2001) put it in Labor geographies:
   The production of space in particular ways is not only important for
   capital’s ability to survive by enabling accumulation and the
   reproduction of capitalism itself, but it is also crucial for workers’
   abilities to survive and reproduce themselves. Just as capital does
   not exist in an aspatial world, neither does labor. The process of
   labor’s self-reproduction (both biological and social) … must take
   place in particular geographical locations. Given this fact, it
   becomes clear that workers are likely to want to shape the economic
   landscape in ways that facilitate this self-reproduction (Herod, 2001:
   6).
   For those unfamiliar with debates in human geography there are some
   seemingly strange terms in here (such as ‘the production of space’, an
   apparent oxymoron). But Herod’s key point is familiar enough to
   readers of this journal. Non-geographical approaches to understanding
   work and employment, he was arguing, miss some essential rather than
   merely incidental elements of the story. As Herod, Peck and Wills put
   it, the geography is more than simply “background scenery” (2001:
   176). Instead, it has a constitutive role to play in the drama of what
   happens to workers and what workers can do to alter the terms and
   conditions of their employment. This has been demonstrated with
   recourse to some central geographical concepts, such as place, space,
   landscape and scale. In the process, labour geographers have been able
   to show the complexity as well as the consequentiality of geography.
   By refusing the idea that there is a single or simple geography
   affecting and/or affected by workers, these geographers have accented
   instead a range of interlocking factors whose significance is
   thoroughly contextualised – labour geographies in the plural, then,
   rather than the singular.
   This insistence that ‘the geographical factor’ matters connects to a
   second signature feature of labour geography: namely, its focus on
   worker agency. In this it has a great deal in common with some of the
   already mentioned fields where labour issues are central objects of
   analysis. Material geographies are, as the likes of Lefebvre and
   Harvey have famously shown, made rather than given. Building on this
   insight labour geographers have demonstrated that, while workers are
   not the only actors who constitute the material landscapes of human
   existence, they play a very significant role. This is because they are
   fundamental to the functioning of the economies – capitalist and
   otherwise – that deliver life’s essentials and luxuries to all of us.
   Only in situations where workers are subject to coercion do they have
   little or no agency. Accordingly, labour geographers have had little
   difficulty in showing that workers, adopting a range of tactics and
   strategies, are significant geographical actors (even when they don’t
   get their way). Workers have the capacity – often stymied in practice
   to be sure – to realise their own geographical visions at home and
   abroad. When actualised, this capacity can have important consequences
   not only for workers themselves but for other actors also, such as
   firms, states, families and communities. Because labour geographers
   see workers as active and capable agents, it is clear that they have
   had little truck with the analytical excesses of 1970s structuralism
   or the similar privileging (in spirit if not letter) of ‘blind’ social
   forces to be found in some uses of post-structural theory from the
   mid-80s onwards.
   My next summary comment about labour geography is this: it is a field
   with few, if any, analytical boundaries. This has become apparent over
   time and will become more apparent still as the discourse of labour
   geography expands. In the early days, labour geographers had their
   eyes fixed firmly on paid employment and production issues. But it was
   inevitable that things could not remain this way. I say inevitable
   because the geographies of labour are potentially as many and varied
   as are workers themselves. Only an arbitrary fixation on one sort of
   work could place limits on the research agenda. For instance, even if
   one remains focussed on capitalist economies – in which workers are
   fictitious commodities obliged to sell their labour power to those who
   own the means of production – it is clear that the geography does not
   begin-and-end at the sites of commodity production. One must also
   consider (for all economic sectors) the geographical structure of
   labour organising (union and non-union), the locally variable
   constitution of labour markets, the affects that journey-to-work
   options have on who gets what job where, and so on. The development of
   labour geography since the early 1990s confirms this insight. As
   Herod, Peck and Wills (2001: 177) observed, “In recent years this
   stream of geographical research has evolved from an initial focus on
   the role of labour in industrial (re)location to embrace issues as
   diverse as the organization of domestic work, the social constitution
   of workplace identities, the governance of local labour markets and
   labour control regimes, and emergent forms of labour activism from the
   very local to the truly global”. Whether this expanding research
   agenda is a blessing or a curse is a matter of perspective.
   Even though the research agenda of labour geographers has been
   expanding year-on-year, this is not true of the theoretical armoury
   these geographers deploy in their analyses. Most labour geographers do
   not subscribe to orthodox theories of economics, and nor (as I have
   already intimated) do they subscribe strongly (or at any rate
   exclusively) to ‘cultural’ approaches like post-modernism and
   post-structuralism – which is not at all to say that they ignore
   questions of discourse and representation. Instead, it is no
   exaggeration to say that most labour geographers operate with some
   version (often-times mixture) of Marxian, feminist, anti-racist or
   institutionalist approaches to work and employment wherein power and
   social relations get central attention. Though the labour movement in
   the West suffered historic defeats through the 70s and 80s, Western
   academics (as IJURR proves) have not given-up on analyses that
   challenge the supposed neo-liberal orthodoxy of our times in its
   classed, gendered and racialised forms of expression. Labour geography
   illustrates well this enduring commitment to critical theory in which
   issues of systemic inequality loom large. Think, for example, of some
   of the recent work on new class geographies emerging within the female
   working population conducted by Linda McDowell, Diane Perrons and
   others in the UK.
   My final, related observation about labour geography concerns the
   politics of the field. By ‘politics’ I mean the values written into
   the research as well as labour geographers’ understanding of what
   their research is for, practically speaking. Let me take each aspect
   in turn. Though there is by no means a party-line evident in either
   the sub-discipline or the discourse, I think it’s far to say (and have
   already noted) that labour geography is dominated by figures of the
   Left. Within my own discipline this is certainly true: so-called
   ‘critical human geographers’ are the key players, without exception.
   For instance, Herod and Mitchell are both students of Marxist
   geographer Neil Smith and in their work it is clear that a broadly
   ‘pro-worker’ stance is taken from the outset. A similar stance
   animates the research of Geraldine Pratt and several others interested
   in work, gender, class and ethnicity. This does not make them
   uncritical of any and all worker actions. Indeed, a key insight of
   Herod’s publications is that workers often resort to geographically
   exclusionary activities that disadvantage fellow-workers elsewhere
   (see Herod [2001: ch. 6] for instance). This raises the interesting
   question of how one, as a ‘critical’ researcher, judges the propriety
   of such actions. But such important complications aside, a broad
   sympathy for the plight of working class people distinguishes labour
   geography from the values written into many a human resource
   management text or business school analysis of corporate strategy.
   Labour geography, in short, is not simply about working people (and
   certainly not about managing them better), but is in some sense for
   them too, in all of their diversity.
   It is, however, one thing to be ‘for’ workers epistemically: that is,
   to represent their actions and perspectives in print, in the seminar
   room or in the lecture theatre. But it is quite another to mobilise
   one’s professional capacities and outputs as a researcher to enter the
   rough-and-tumble of worker politics in activist-mode. To my knowledge,
   labour geography is something of a divided field in this regard. There
   is a group of practitioners who are both academic and political,
   researchers and participants. Think of Jane Will’s campaign-research
   for low paid workers in east London, or those like Herod, Andy Pike
   and Andy Cumbers who are in some capacity active in Left/worker
   organising. However, set against this a great many labour geographers
   within and without the discipline of geography remain resolutely
   academic. That it is to say, these analysts typically study labour
   issues without getting involved in them: their hands are ‘clean’
   rather than ‘dirty’. I present this as an observation rather than
   necessarily a problem. There are advantages to maintaining a
   separation between the researcher and the researched. But, equally,
   one can only change the world if one actively puts one’s understanding
   of it to work in real situations, directly or otherwise. Herein lies a
   difficult choice for labour geographers, given their general sympathy
   for working class people: to be a relatively ‘objective analyst’ or an
   activist-scholar? It’s a choice to which I return below.
   Labour geography today: problems analytical and normative
   Having identified some signature features of labour geography, I now
   want to evaluate the field as currently constituted. To return to the
   distinction I made earlier, if the sub-discipline of labour geography
   constitutes the heartland of the wider discourse then I now want to
   argue that those outside the heartland should not mimic it too
   slavishly. Labour geography is now at the point when systematic
   questions about its content and aims need to be asked and answered.
   Having undergone a ‘building phase’ for well over a decade, the house
   of labour geography now needs to inspect all its rooms and consider
   whether there’s foundation or merely reparation-cum-extension work to
   be undertaken. If, as I’ve suggested, it is now a ‘mature’ field then
   part of that maturity must surely be a capacity for auto-critique
   without rancour, recrimination or defensiveness.
   I am not, I hasten to add, saying that labour geography has been
   resting on its laurels. Practitioners are certainly aware of new
   research frontiers. Herod’s authoritative review essays indicate as
   much. For instance, in his International Labour and Working-Class
   History (2003) piece, he devotes a whole section to considering how
   the fast-changing geography of capitalism is posing new analytical
   challenges to the field of labour geography. From my perspective,
   these analytical challenges include: understanding new transnational
   scales of labour organising, be they union-led or not; understanding
   the connections between trade union organising and new social
   movements at a variety of scales; understanding how the
   micro-geography of employment affects the use of and capacity to
   organise ‘contingent workers’, given the relative decline of ‘core’
   jobs worldwide; comprehending how employers use geography – both
   materially and discursively – to control workforces in zones where
   capitalism has recently ‘arrived’; understanding how geography factors
   into the so-called ‘new slavery’ prevalent in parts of the global
   South, as well the displacement of peasant populations; tracking the
   changing ways in which gender, class, ‘race’, and other aspects of
   social difference combine and contradict in a range of geographical
   settings; and figuring out how labour migrants’ identities affect how
   and with whom they choose to represent their interests
   institutionally, and at what geographical scales. Given the fact that
   the global workforce (paid and unpaid) is larger than at any previous
   point in human history, given the diversity of this workforce, given
   that trade unions are no longer the principal institutions by which
   worker interests get represented (and never were in some parts of the
   world), and given near-record numbers of transnational labour migrants
   it is clear that the research foci above (and doubtless others not
   listed) are in need of close and urgent attention. Labour geographers
   ought to have a very busy future indeed.
   However, I do not want to confine my comments about ‘work still to be
   done’ to the predictable claim that reality – in a capitalist world
   where change is the only constant – is always inevitably out-running
   the capacity of labour geographers to keep-up with it. To my mind, the
   existing reviews of labour geography tend to limit their (gentle)
   criticisms of the field to precisely this claim, as if the field’s
   intellectual capital is, in essence, still paying dividends. But
   there’s another kind of critique that is both possible and desirable.
   If it is to progress beyond its long building phase and its recent
   related phase of ‘outreach’ to other fields of labour analysis, then
   labour geography arguably needs to do a stock-take of its assumptions,
   aims, normative values and similar fundamentals. It needs, in other
   words, to look not simply ‘out there’ at new real world developments
   but also internally at its own relatively fixed capital of concepts
   and precepts to see if they are fit-for-purpose. Don Mitchell (2005),
   in his otherwise celebratory overview chapter on labour geography in
   New working-class studies, recently recognised this fact.
   “Surprisingly,” he observes (ibid. 95), “and the merits of the new
   labor geography notwithstanding, geographers have shied away from
   developing a robust working-class geography … in all its …
   complexity”. In the same spirit as Mitchell I want now to suggest that
   the house of labour geography may require some structural attention
   before more new-comers within and beyond academic geography come to
   inhabit it. I have seven points to make in no particular order, all of
   them delivered rather telegraphically and crudely given the space
   constraints under which I am operating. I do not, of course, expect
   all readers will agree that my criticisms are valid.
   The first relates to worker ‘agency’. As I said earlier, the focus on
   agency – be the agency reactive or proactive – is a signature feature
   of both the discipline and discourse of labour geography. However, and
   paradoxically, agency is both under-theorised and under-specified in
   most labour geographers’ analyses of it. The term agency, to my mind,
   has become a catch-all for any instance in which some group of workers
   undertake any sort of action on behalf of themselves or others. All
   too often labour geographers resort to reporting on the ‘facts’ of
   what some worker group has done as if reference to the empirical
   domain in-and-of-itself tells us all we need to know about ‘agency’.
   What is missing is a discriminating grasp of worker agency that both
   informs and arises from a variety of empirical studies. Given that
   there is a limit on how much research can be practically done, it is
   important that the choice of studies is well justified so that alone
   and together they can push our understanding of agency forward to the
   maximum extent. Instead one typically finds ‘case studies’ of working
   group x, y or z undertaking this or that action with varying degrees
   of success. Surely we need to set these case studies in context, both
   theoretically and comparatively, so that their full import can be
   registered. The current inability to satisfy this need has political
   was well as analytical consequences, since a failure to distinguish
   kinds of agency and their enabling/disabling conditions leads to an
   inability among analysts to say much sensible about worker strategy,
   normatively speaking. For all the talk by leading labour geographers
   that worker visions and actions are necessarily geographical, their
   failure to be systematic about forms of agency and how geography
   permits or proscribes them must be counted as a strategic weakness.
   That this weakness exists is all the more peculiar given the rich
   theoretical resources for understanding agency bequeathed us by the
   likes of Giddens, Bourdieu and other social scientists.
   My second point of criticism relates to labour migration. I am not
   talking about contemporary migration but, rather, migration as a topic
   of analysis period. The overwhelming majority of labour geographers
   focus on workers acting either in place (locally-cum-regionally) or in
   tandem with others at the national or international scales. The study
   of labour migrants, for all sorts of historical reasons, has tended to
   be undertaken by others – for instance, ‘population geographers’ or
   researchers in development studies. This has produced an unfortunate
   imbalance in labour geography, wherein questions of worker migration –
   such as, who goes where?, for what jobs?, for how long?, with what
   effects on source and destination zones?, and how, if at all, do
   labour migrants organise themselves collectively? – are not addressed
   with the vigour that questions relating to geographically ‘fixed’
   workforces are. To be sure, there are some talented labour geographers
   working on migration issues (such as Vinay Gidwani and Rachel Silvey).
   But they are in a minority. For both substantive and empirical
   reasons, the geographies of labour migration need to become a more
   integral aspect of the labour geographer’s trade. If one looks at
   existing exemplar texts in labour geography – Mitchell’s aside –
   migration barely warrants a mention, a state of affairs that ought to
   be rectified (I find it encouraging and interesting that ‘senior’
   figures like Pratt and McDowell have of late developed strong
   interests in migrant workers). The challenge is not only to understand
   labour migrations in their own right, but to integrate their analysis
   into those of other labour geographies given that migration is never
   about migrants alone.
   Thirdly, it seems to me that the state constitutes a similar
   blind-spot in many labour geographers’ analyses. Be it the capitalist
   state or otherwise, all too often this enormously important regulatory
   actor (and employer) is weakly thematised and theorised – appearing
   more often than not at the level of empirical reporting on this or
   that labour dispute, this or that strike, this or that worker
   defeat/victory. Given that labour geography has emerged from the
   critical wing of economic geography this is ironic: geographical
   political economists like Neil Brenner, my colleague Kevin Ward,
   Martin Jones, Joe Painter, Mark Goodwin and Gordon Macleod (among
   several others) have done much to advance our theoretical
   understanding of how the state and its geographies are interconnected.
   Perhaps the supposed ‘withdrawal’ of the state in many Western
   countries has duped some labour geographers into thinking that the
   focus should now be on firms, communities and workers above all else.
   As always there are exceptions: for instance, Jamie Peck’s research
   typically pays close attention to the dynamics of the capitalist
   state. But it seems to me that if we are to fully understand the
   agency of workers – apropos my first point – a full-blooded engagement
   with the state is a sine qua non of all analysis.
   In the fourth place I would argue that labour geographers need to make
   greater efforts to synthesise the geographical concepts they deploy.
   If one reads labour geographers’ research it is evident that a panoply
   of geographic concepts is now in play, including notions of
   ‘landscape’, ‘territory’, ‘space’, ‘place’ and ‘borderlands’. While I
   recognise that there will never be complete unanimity as to the
   meaning and significance of these meta-terms, I nonetheless believe
   that more could be done to use them with precision, consistency and in
   a ‘joined-up’ way. Read as a whole, the published literature of labour
   geographers is almost bewildering when you consider the fact that
   different geographic terms are used differently by different authors
   and often in isolation. It is one thing to acknowledge that the nature
   and importance of geography to workers is complicated (as I did
   earlier); but it is quite another to admit that this ‘complexity’ is
   partly an artefact of our research practises – our inability to
   synthesise better with and between the work of different labour
   geographers. Given that we live in a world of interconnections not
   discrete parts, a conceptually parsimonious labour geography should
   aim for clarity and connectivity of analysis. For instance, imagine an
   investigation of the bio-geography of a southern Mexican peasant:
   embedded in one locality (or place), s/he then leaves to negotiate the
   US-Mexico border (a quite different geography) to then arrive in a
   quite other place (small town New Mexico) for illegal, low-paid
   employment so that remittances can be sent home to dependents.
   Ideally, an investigation of this case would be able to deploy notions
   of place and borderland (and no doubt scale) with precision and in
   relation as part of one person’s real geographical itinerary. This
   itinerary and its compound geographies would no doubt be shown to be
   complex. But the complexity – importantly – ought to be understandable
   rather than beyond our ken because its decipherment was the express
   aim of the research.
   In the fifth place, I agree with Mitchell (2005: 96) that too much
   labour geography fails to put “working people at the center of
   analysis”. What he means is that labour geography typically focuses on
   the employment aspect of a person’s or group’s life, as if this can be
   separated analytically and ontologically from their wider existence.
   Yet, as some labour geographers show in their work, the richest forms
   of analysis are holistic: they connect work and the reproductive
   sphere, class and non-class identities, local affairs and global
   forces and so on. In other words, the ‘best’ kind of labour geography
   analyses the geographies of employment and labour struggle not
   in-themselves but as windows onto the wider question of how people
   live and seek to live. Such analyses are, admittedly, hard-won. They
   demand of researchers extraordinarily close attention to the social
   and geographical tapestry (I use the metaphor advisedly) of workers’
   lives so they are represented as what they really are: lives of people
   who are far more than just ‘workers’. Again, Linda McDowell’s work
   warrants a special mention here because for years she has been
   interested in men and women as more than just gendered geographical
   actors.
   My sixth programmatic comment relates to what are called ‘moral
   geographies’. All workers, knowingly or not, operate with moral
   geographies. These are sets of values relating to modes of conduct –
   potential and actual – towards other people near and far. These values
   become articulated in the kinds of activities that labour geographers
   typically study – say a local campaign to save jobs or the formation
   of a new ‘community union’ to advance living-wage issues in a specific
   locality. However, these moral geographies are not, typically, the
   focus of labour geographers’ analyses. This is unfortunate. Moral
   geographies matter because they are the ethical basis for all worker
   solidarity and division, at whatever geographical scale happens to
   interest us. Whether workers acknowledge the fact or not, these
   geographies of concern (or indifference) involve lay use of key ideas
   like ‘justice’, ‘rights’, ‘responsibilities’ and ‘entitlements’.
   Individual workers, labour activists or groups thereof may have
   contradictory and complex moral geographies, different aspects of
   which do (or do not) come to the fore in particular situations. These
   deserve analysis in their own right, as do the critical issues of how
   these moral geographies are fashioned, how they might be changed, and
   to what ends. Currently, labour geographers tend to take moral
   geographies for granted: they underpin and animate campaigns and
   activities that are the focus of empirical research, but rarely become
   foci in their own right. Exceptions, such as Jeff Mann’s (2007)
   excellent new book Our daily bread, prove the rule.
   This brings me to my final point, which relates to the normative side
   of labour geography. In the previous section I noted both that labour
   geographers are typically figures of the Left and that they routinely
   face the dilemma of ‘analysis versus intervention’ in respect of the
   real world they study. I have no particular preference for labour
   geographers ‘getting their hands dirty’, though I certainly respect
   those who wish to do so. To my mind, there are advantages to
   maintaining critical distance between the researcher and the
   researched, and it’s perfectly possible to be a Left academic without
   wishing to directly alter that which one studies. However, where I do
   think the politics of labour geography is weak is in relation to the
   areas of evaluation and policy. Evaluation entails passing justified
   judgements on some or all aspects of what particular workers do and do
   not do socially, geographically or temporally. Policy prescription,
   though formally separate from acts of evaluation, is potentially
   connected because critical evaluations may feed into definite
   suggestions for how things should or could be done differently. Though
   again I probably over-generalise, it seems to me that labour geography
   is surprisingly uncritical of its objects of real world analysis and
   very light on policy prescription. Typically, case studies adopt a
   putatively ‘neutral’ stance on what a given group of workers have
   done/not done, or else an implicitly celebratory one. This is a way of
   saying that most published studies by labour geographers are long on
   analysis and very short on normative issues at the level of both
   principle and policy. Yet one can be a ‘friend’ of labour by way of
   constructive or even withering critique. Labour geographers need to
   focus less on what workers actually do and spend at least as much time
   examining what they could or ought to do. This is not a charter for
   moralism or what Mann (op. cit. 163) calls “desire-driven
   ‘positivity’”. Instead, it is a call not to take labours’ struggles at
   face-value, even as aspects of current strategy are commended or even
   seen as exemplary.
   Conclusion
   Throwing a rope around any field of research is always a hazardous
   enterprise. My rather telegraphic description and evaluation of labour
   geography will no doubt strike some readers as too simplistic (for an
   extended treatment see Castree, 2008). But I believe there is a kernel
   of truth in at least some of my observations. Labour geography, seen
   from one perspective, is currently a growing and confident field – one
   indicator being its positive profile outside human geography, from
   whence it originated. However, I have argued that labour geographers
   should beware complacency: the research agenda for the future involves
   more than simply ‘keeping up’ with a fast changing reality. This
   should, perhaps, be a moment of critical introspection as much as
   self-congratulation. I hope this brief essay inspires others to look
   not so much at what labour geography has achieved but what is still
   left to do.
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