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ESSENTIALISM  
 
Essentialism is the doctrine that holds that it is possible to distinguish between the 
essential and non-essential aspects of objects of phenomena. Fuss (1989, xi) defines it as 
“a belief in the real, true essences of things, the invariable and fixed properties which 
define the “whatness” of a given entity”. Essentialism is usually used as a pejorative term, 
but it is important to distinguish at least three different senses.  
 
1). Epistemological essentialism is related to foundationalism, and refers to the idea that 
the aim of investigation is to discover the true nature or essence of things, and to 
describe these by way of categorical definitions Essentialism in this sense assumes that 
essences are unchanging, that objects have single essences, and that it is possible to gain 
certain knowledge of these essences. This sense of essentialism is repudiated by Rorty 
(1979), who argues that it depends on a correspondence theory of truth that offsets 
reality and representation. In contrast to a picture of objects with intrinsic qualities, he 
affirms an ontology of contingent relations that go ‘all the way down’.  
 
2). Philosophical critiques of essentialism have been invoked to question the validity of 
explanatory social theories and methodologies. The argument here is that any claim that 
X is a cause of Y is equivalent to, or founded on, essentialism in sense 1) above. 
However, the argument that social phenomena have relatively stable, durable features, 
and that these might be ascribed some degree of causal power, is not necessarily 
essentialist or determinist at all. Social science methodologies and explanation tend to be 
fallibilistic, rather than claiming to establish absolute truth about facts or absolute 
foundations to knowledge.  
 
3). A third sense of essentialism is derived from critiques of the idea that racial, ethnic, 
sexual or gender identities are premised on unifying, shared dimensions of experience, 
embodiment, or social position. Criticism of essentialism is here associated with the claim 
that identities and norms are relational, socially constructed and historically contingent.  
 
Anti-essentialist perspectives often run together these three senses, claiming that various 
harms or risks of essentialism in sense 3) are legitimised by epistemological essentialism 
and notions of explanatory causality.  
  
In geography, essentialism became an explicit focus of debates alongside debates about 
postmodernism. An influential reference point was the anti-essentialist Marxism of 
Resnick and Wolff (1987), according to whom any causal account of social processes is 
inherently suspect. They propose instead a notion of overdetermination, derived from 
Marxist philosopher Louis Althusser, which they define as the mutual constitution of 
each process by all others. This anti-essentialist view of causality seems to imply that in 
order to be able to say anything meaningful about the relationships between processes, 
one must be able to provide a complete account of all existing relationships relevant to 
the case at hand. The anti-essentialist response to this problem is to select arbitrary entry-
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points, such as class or gender, into the totality of social processes, claiming a pragmatist 
justification for this theoretical strategy. What is being confused here is the reasonable 
claim that one might not want to presume in advance the existence of a necessary causal 
relationship with the idea that one can legitimately proffer tentative, partial, empirically 
grounded, and theoretically justified claims about causal relationships in the course of 
ongoing, fallibilistic enquiry.      
 
If the grand philosophical claims made on behalf of anti-essentialism in geography don’t 
stand up to serious scrutiny, then anti-essentialist perspectives have nonetheless been a 
boon to forms of social constructionist and relational theorising in the discipline. The 
strong political impulse behind anti-essentialism has factored in issues of gender, race, 
culture and the like alongside the predominant focus on economic processes and class 
(Gibson-Graham 1996). However, there has not been much explicit geographical 
conceptualisation from this anti-essentialist perspective, despite the fact that Althusser’s 
original critique of essentialism in Marxism (Althusser and Balibar 1969, 94-118) was 
oriented by an innovative attempt to think through the non-coincident temporalities of 
different processes. The potential herein for theorising spatiality in a fully conjunctural 
and relational fashion has, though, been pursued by Massey (2005).      
 
Discussions of essentialism in geography have become stuck in easy juxtapositions of 
‘bad’ essentialism and ‘good’ social constructionism. There is a tendency to conflate 
cultural essentialism with biological reductionism, causal explanation with 
epistemological foundationalism; and to affirm simplistic notions of constructed realities 
and contingent knowledge-claims (Sedgwick 2003). Anti-essentialism presents a false 
choice between knowledge with certain guarantees and knowledge with nothing to back 
it up other than arbitrary persuasive force. In contrast, recent treatments of theories of 
practice suggest a reorientation of theoretical energy away from essentialist definitions 
of fundamental, ontological qualities, towards a greater appreciation of the ways in which 
concepts accrete overlapping degrees of family resemblance without ever converging around 
a finite number of criteria.  
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