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PREFACE

Henri Lefebvre's Vision

S the Ecologistes, a radical neighborhood action movement dedicated
ometime in the mid 1970s in Paris I came across a poster put out by

to creating a more ecologically sensitive mode of city living, depicting
an alternative vision for the city. It was a wonderful ludic portrait of
old Paris reanimated by a neighborhood life, with flowers on balconies,
squares full of people and children, small stores and workshops open
to the world, cafes galore, fountains flowing, people relishing the river
bank, community gardens here and there (maybe I have invented that
in my memory), evident time to enjoy conversations or smoke a pipe (a
habit not at that time demonized, as I found to my cost when I went to
an Ecologiste neighborhood meeting in a densely smoke-filled room). I
loved that poster, but over the years it became so tattered and torn that
I had, to my great regret, to throw it out. I wish I had it back! Somebody
should reprint it.
The contrast with the new Paris that was emerging and threatening
to engulf the old was dramatic. The tall building "giants" around the
Place d' Italie were threatening to invade the old city and clasp the hand
of that awful Tour Montparnasse. The proposed expressway down the
Left Bank, the soulless high-rise public housing (HLMs) out in the 13th
arrondissement and in the suburbs, the monopolized commodification
on the streets, the plain disintegration of what had once been a vibrant
neighborhood life built around artisanal labor in small workshops in the
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Marais, the crumbling buildings of Belleville, the fantastic architecture of
the Place des Vosges falling into the streets. I found another cartoon (by
Batellier). It showed a combine harvester crushing and gobbling up all
the old neighborhoods of Paris, leaving high-rise HLMs all in a neat row
in its wake. I used it as key illustration in The Condition ofPostmodernity.
Paris from the early 1960s on was plainly in the midst of an existential
crisis. The old could not last, but the new seemed just too awful, soulless
and empty to contemplate. Jean-Luc Godard's 1967 film, Deux ou trois
choses que je sa is d'elle, captures the sensibility of the moment beautifully.

It depicts married mothers engaging in a daily routine of prostitution, as
much out of boredom as of financial need, against the background of an
invasion of American corporate capital into Paris, the war in Vietnam
(once a very French affair but by then taken over by the Americans),
a construction boom of highways and high-rises, and the arrival of a
mindless consumerism in the streets and stores of the city. However,
Godard's philosophical take-a kind of quizzical, wistful, Wittgensteinian
precursor to postmodernism, in which nothing at the center of either the
self or society could possibly hold-was not for me.
It was also in this very same year, 1967, that Henri Lefebvre wrote
his seminal essay on The Right to the City. 'That right, he asserted, was
both a cry and a demand. The cry was a response to the existential pain
of a withering crisis of everyday life in the city. The demand was really a
command to look that crisis clearly in the eye and to create an alterna
tive urban life that is less alienated, more meaningful and playful but, as
always with Lefebvre, conflictual and dialectical, open to becoming, to
encounters (both fearful and pleasurable), and to the perpetual pursuit
of unknowable novelty.'
We academics are quite expert at reconstructing the genealogy of
ideas. So we can take Lefebvre's writings of this period and excavate a
bit of Heidegger here, Nietzsche there, Fourier somewhere else, tacit cri
tiques of Althusser and Foucault, and, of course, the inevitable framing
given by Marx. The fact that this essay was written for the centennial
celebrations of the publication of Volume 1 of Capital bears mentioning
because it has some political significance, as we shall see. But what we
academics so often forget is the role played by the sensibility that arises
out of the streets around us, the inevitable feelings of loss provoked by
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the demolitions, what happens when whole quarters (like Les Hailes) get
re-engineered or grands ensembles erupt seemingly out of nowhere,
coupled with the exhilaration or annoyance of street demonstrations
about this or that, the hopes that lurk as immigrant groups bring life back
into a neighborhood (those great Vietnamese restaurants in the 13th
arrondissement in the midst of the HLMs), or the despair that flows from
the glum desperation of marginalization, police repressions and idle
youth lost in the sheer boredom of increasing unemployment and neglect
in the soulless suburbs that eventually become sites of roiling unrest.
Lefebvre was, I am sure, deeply sensitive to all of that-and not merely
because of his evident earlier fascination with the Situationists and their
theoretical attachments to the idea of a psychogeography of the city, the
experience of the urban derive through Paris, and exposure to the spec
tacle. Just walking out of the door of his apartment in the Rue Rambuteau
was surely enough to set all his senses tingling. For this reason I think
it highly significant that The Right to the City was written before The
Irruption (as Lefebvre later called it) of May 1968. His essay depicts a

situation in which such an irruption was not only possible but almost
inevitable (and Lefebvre played his own small part at Nanterre in making
it so). Yet the urban roots of that ' 68 movement remain a much neglected
theme in subsequent accounts of that event. I suspect that the urban
social movements then existing-the Ecologistes for example-melded
into that revolt and helped shape its political and cultural demands in
intricate if subterranean ways. And I also suspect, though I have no proof
at all, that the cultural transformations in urban life that subsequently
occurred, as naked capital masked itself in commodity fetishism, niche
marketing, and urban cultural consumerism, played a far from innocent
role in the post-' 68 pacification (for instance, the newspaper Liberation,
which was founded by Jean-Paul Sartre and others, gradually shifted
from the mid ' 70s to become culturally radical and individualistic but
politically lukewarm, if not antagonistic to serious left and collectivist
politics).
I make these points because if, as has happened over the last decade,
the idea of the right to the city has undergone a certain revival, then it is
not to the intellectual legacy of Lefebvre that we must turn for an expla
nation (important though that legacy may be). What has been happening
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in the streets, among the urban social movements, is far more important.
And as a great dialectician and immanent critic of urban daily life, surely
Lefebvre would agree. The fact, for example, that the strange collision
between neoliberalization and democratization in Brazil in the 1990s
produced clauses in the Brazilian Constitution of 200 1 that guarantee
the right to the city has to be attributed to the power and significance
of urban social movements, particularly around housing, in promoting
democratization. The fact that this constitutional moment helped con
solidate and promote an active sense of " insurgent citizenship" (as James
Holston calls it) has nothing to do with Lefebvre's legacy, but everything
to do with ongoing struggles over who gets to shape the qualities of daily
urban life.2 And the fact that something like "participatory budgeting;'
in which ordinary city residents directly take part in allocating portions
of municipal budgets through a democratic decision-making process,
has been so inspirational has everything to do with many people seeking
some kind of response to a brutally neoliberalizing international capital
ism that has been intensifying its assault on the qualities of daily life since
the early 1990s. No surprise either that this model developed in Porto
Alegre, Brazil-the central place for the World Social Forum.
When all manner of social movements came together at the US Social
Forum in Atlanta in June 2007, to take another example, and decided to
form a national Right to the City Alliance (with active chapters in cities
such as New York and Los Angeles), in part inspired by what the urban
social movements in Brazil had accomplished, they did so without for
the most part knowing Lefebvre's name. They had individually concluded
after years of struggling on their own particular issues (homelessness,
gentrification and displacement, criminalization of the poor and the
different, and so on) that the struggle over the city as a whole framed
their own particular struggles. Together they thought they might more
readily make a difference. And if various movements of an analogous
kind can be found elsewhere, it is not simply out of some fealty to
Lefebvre's ideas but precisely because Lefebvre's ideas, like theirs, have
primarily arisen out of the streets and neighborhoods of ailing cities.
Thus in a recent compilation, right to the city movements (though of
diverse orientation) are reported as active in dozens of cities around
the world.3
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So let us agree: the idea of the right to the city does not arise primarily
out of various intellectual fascinations and fads (though there are plenty
of those around, as we know). It primarily rises up from the streets, out
from the neighborhoods, as a cry for help and sustenance by oppressed
peoples in desperate times. How, then, do academics and intellectuals
(both organic and traditional, as Gramsci would put it) respond to that
cry and that demand? It is here that a study of how Lefebvre responded
is helpful-not because his responses provide blueprints (our situation
is very different from that of the 1 960s, and the streets of Mumbai, Los
Angeles, Sao Paulo and Johannesburg are very different from those of
Paris), but because his dialectical method of immanent critical inquiry
can provide an inspirational model for how we might respond to that cry
and demand.
Lefebvre understood very well, particularly after his study of The Paris
Commune, published in 1 965 (a work inspired to some degree by the

Situationists' theses on the topic), that revolutionary movements fre
quently if not always assume an urban dimension. This immediately
put him at odds with the Communist Party, which held that the factory
based proletariat was the vanguard force for revolutionary change. In
commemorating the centennial of the publication of Marx's Capital with
a tract on The Right to the City, Lefebvre was certainly intending a prov
ocation to conventional Marxist thinking, which had never accorded
the urban much significance in revolutionary strategy, even though it
mythologized the Paris Commune as a central event in its history.
In invoking the "working class" as the agent of revolutionary change
throughout his text, Lefebvre was tacitly suggesting that the revolution
ary working class was constituted out of urban rather than exclusively
factory workers. This, he later observed, is a very different kind of class
formation-fragmented and divided, multiple in its aims and needs, more
often itinerant, disorganized and fluid rather than solidly implanted. This
is a thesis with which I have always been in accord (even before I read
Lefebvre), and subsequent work in urban sociology (most notably by one
of Lefebvre's erstwhile but errant students, Manuel Castells) amplified
that idea. But it is still the case that much of the traditional left has had
trouble grappling with the revolutionary potential of urban social move
ments. 1hey are often dismissed as simply reformist attempts to deal with
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specific (rather than systemic) issues, and therefore as neither revolu
tionary nor authentically class movements.
There is, therefore, a certain continuity between Lefebvre's situational
polemic and the work of those of us who now seek to address the right
to the city from a revolutionary as opposed to reformist perspective. If
anything, the logic behind Lefebvre's position has intensified in our own
times. In much of the advanced capitalist world the factories have either
disappeared or been so diminished as to decimate the classical industrial
working class. The important and ever-expanding labor of making and
sustaining urban life is increasingly done by insecure, often part-time
and disorganized low-paid labor. The so-called "precariat" has displaced
the traditional "proletariat:' If there is to be any revolutionary movement
in our times, at least in our part of the world (as opposed to industri
alizing China), the problematic and disorganized "precariat" must be
reckoned with. How such disparate groups may become self-organized
into a revolutionary force is the big political problem. And part of the
task is to understand the origins and nature of their cries and demands.
I am not sure how Lefebvre would have responded to the Ecologistes'
poster vision. Like me, he would probably have smiled at its ludic vision,
but his theses on the city, from The Right to the City to his book on La
Revolution Urbaine (1970), suggest that he would have been critical of

its nostalgia for an urbanism that had never been. For it was Lefebvre's
central conclusion that the city we had once known and imagined was
fast disappearing and that it could not be reconstituted I would agree
with this, but assert it even more emphatically, because Lefebvre takes
very little care to depict the dismal conditions of life for the masses in
some of his favored cities of the past (those of the Italian Renaissance
in Tuscany). Nor does he dwell on the fact that in 1945 most Parisians
lived without indoor plumbing in execrable housing conditions (where
they froze in winter and baked in summer) in crumbling neighborhoods,
and that something had to be, and-at least during the 1 960s-was
being done to remedy that. The problem was that it was bureaucratically
organized and implemented by a French dirigiste state without a whiff of
democratic input or an ounce of playful imagination, and that it merely
etched relations of class privilege and domination into the very physical
landscape of the city.
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Lefebvre also saw that the relation between the urban and the rural
or as the British like to call it, between the country and the city-was
being radically transformed, that the traditional peasantry was dis
appearing and that the rural was being urbanized, albeit in a way that
offered a new consumerist approach to the relation to nature (from week
ends and leisure in the countryside to leafy, sprawling suburbs) and a
capitalist, productivist approach to the supply of agricultural commodi
ties to urban markets, as opposed to self-sustaining peasant agriculture.
Furthermore, he presciently saw that this process was "going global;' and
that under such conditions the question of the right to the city (con
strued as a distinctive thing or definable object) had to give way to some
vaguer question of the right to urban life, which later morphed in his
thinking into the more general question of the right to The Production of
Space (1974).

The fading of the urban-rural divide has proceeded at a differential
pace throughout the world, but there is no question that it has taken the
direction that Lefebvre predicted. The recent pell-mell urbanization of
China is a case in point, with the percentage of the population residing
in rural areas decreasing from 74 percent in 1990 to about 50 percent in
20 10, and the population of Chongqing increasing by 30 million over the
past half-century. Though there are plenty of residual spaces in the global
economy where the process is far from complete, the mass of humanity is
thus increasingly being absorbed within the ferments and cross-currents
of urbanized life.
This poses a problem: to claim the right to the city is, in effect, to
claim a right to something that no longer exists (if it ever truly did).
Furthermore, the right to the city is an empty signifier. Everything
depends on who gets to fill it with meaning. The financiers and devel
opers can claim it, and have every right to do so. But then so can the
homeless and the sans-papiers. We inevitably have to confront the ques
tion of whose rights are being identified, while recognizing, as Marx puts
it in Capital, that "between equal rights force decides:' The definition of
the right is itself an object of struggle, and that struggle has to proceed
concomitantly with the struggle to materialize it.
1he traditional city has been killed by rampant capitalist develop
ment, a victim of the never-ending need to dispose of overaccumulating
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capital driving towards endless and sprawling urban growth no matter
what the social, environmental, or political consequences. Our political
task, Lefebvre suggests, is to imagine and reconstitute a totally different
kind of city out of the disgusting mess of a globalizing, urbanizing capital
run amok. But that cannot occur without the creation of a vigorous anti
capitalist movement that focuses on the transformation of daily urban
life as its goal.
As Lefebvre knew full well from the history of the Paris Commune,
socialism, communism, or for that matter anarchism in one city is an
impossible proposition. It is simply too easy for the forces of bourgeois
reaction to surround the city, cut its supply lines and starve it out, if not
invade it and slaughter all who resist (as happened in Paris in 1871). But
that does not mean we have to turn our backs upon the urban as an incu
bator of revolutionary ideas, ideals, and movements. Only when politics
focuses on the production and reproduction of urban life

as

the central

labor process out of which revolutionary impulses arise will it be possi
ble to mobilize anti-capitalist struggles capable of radically transforming
daily life. Only when it is understood that those who build and sustain
urban life have a primary claim to that which they have produced, and
that one of their claims is to the unalienated right to make a city more
after their own heart's desire, will we arrive at a politics of the urban that
will make sense. " The city may be dead;' Lefebvre seems to say, but "long
live the city!"
So is pursuit of the right to the city the pursuit of a chimera? In purely
physical terms this is certainly so. But political struggles are animated by
visions as much as by practicalities. Member groups within the Right to
the City Alliance consist of low-income tenants in communities of color
fighting for the kind of development that meets their desires and needs;
homeless people organizing for their right to housing and basic services;
and LGBTQ youth of color working for their right to safe public spaces.
In the collective political platform they designed for New York, the coali
tion sought a clearer and broader definition of that public that not only
can truly access so-called public space, but can also be empowered to
create new common spaces for socialization and political action. The
term "city" has an iconic and symbolic history that is deeply embedded
in the pursuit of political meanings. 1be city of God, the city on a hill,
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the relationship between city and citizenship-the city as an object of
utopian desire, as a distinctive place of belonging within a perpetually
shifting spatio-temporal order-all give it a political meaning that mobi
lizes a crucial political imaginary. But Lefebvre's point, and here he is
certainly in league with if not indebted to the Situationists, is that there
are already multiple practices within the urban that themselves are full to
overflowing with alternative possibilities.
Lefebvre's concept of heterotopia (radically different from that of
Foucault) delineates liminal social spaces of possibility where "some
thing different" is not only possible, but foundational for the defining
of revolutionary trajectories. This "something different" does not neces
sarily arise out of a conscious plan, but more simply out of what people
do, feel, sense, and come to articulate as they seek meaning in their daily
lives. Such practices create heterotopic spaces all over the place. We do
not have to wait upon the grand revolution to constitute such spaces.
Lefebvre's theory of a revolutionary movement is the other way round:
the spontaneous coming together in a moment of "irruption;' when dis
parate heterotopic groups suddenly see, if only for a fleeting moment, the
possibilities of collective action to create something radically different.
'That coming together is symbolized by Lefebvre in the quest for cen
trality. The traditional centrality of the city has been destroyed. But there
is an impulse towards and longing for its restoration which arises again
and again to produce far-reaching political effects, as we have recently
seen in the central squares of Cairo, Madrid, Athens, Barcelona, and even
Madison, Wisconsin and now Zuccotti Park in New York City. How else
and where else can we come together to articulate our collective cries and
demands?
It is at this point, however, that the urban revolutionary roman
ticism that so many now attribute to and love about Lefebvre crashes
against the rock of his understanding of capitalist realities and capital's
power. Any spontaneous alternative visionary moment is fleeting; if it
is not seized at the flood, it will surely pass (as Lefebvre witnessed first
hand in the streets of Paris in '68). The same is true of the heterotopic
spaces of difference that provide the seed-bed for revolutionary move
ment. In The Urban Revolution he kept the idea of heterotopia (urban
practices) in tension with (rather than as an alternative to) isotopy (the
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accomplished and rationalized spatial order of capitalism and the state),
as well as with utopia as expressive desire. " The isotopy-heterotopy dif
ference;' he argued, "can only be understood dynamically . . . Anomie
groups construct heterotopic spaces, which are eventually reclaimed by
the dominant praxis:'
Lefebvre was far too well aware of the strength and power of the domi
nant practices not to recognize that the ultimate task is to eradicate those
practices through a much broader revolutionary movement. The whole
capitalist system of perpetual accumulation, along with its associated
structures of exploitative class and state power, has to be overthrown and
replaced. Claiming the right to the city is a way-station on the road to
that goal. It can never be an end in itself, even if it increasingly looks
to be one of the most propitious paths to take.

Section 1:
The R i g ht to t h e C ity

CHAPTER ONE

The Right to the City

Wstage both politically and ethically. A lot of political energy is put
e live in an era when ideals of human rights have moved center

into promoting, protecting, and articulating their significance in the con
struction of a better world. For the most part the concepts circulating are
individualistic and property-based and, as such, do nothing to challenge
hegemonic liberal and neoliberal market logics, or neoliberal modes of
legality and state action. We live in a world, after all, where the rights
of private property and the profit rate trump all other notions of rights
one can think of. But there are occasions when the ideal of human rights
takes a collective turn, as when the rights of workers, women, gays, and
minorities come to the fore (a legacy of the long-standing labor move
ment and, for example, the 1 960s Civil Rights movement in the United
States, which was collective and had a global resonance). Such struggles
for collective rights have, on occasion, yielded important results.
Here I want to explore another kind of collective right-that to the
city in the context of a revival of interest in Henri Lefebvre's ideas on the
topic, and the emergence of all sorts of social movements around the
world that are now demanding such a right. How, then, can this right be
defined?
The city, the noted urban sociologist Robert Park once wrote, is
"man's most consistent and on the whole, his most successful attempt
to remake the world he lives in more after his heart's desire. But, if the
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city is the world which man created, it is the world in which he is hence
forth condemned to live. Thus, indirectly, and without any clear sense of
the nature of his task, in making the city man has remade himself'1 If
Park is correct, then the question of what kind of city we want cannot be
divorced from the question of what kind of people we want to be, what
kinds of social relations we seek, what relations to nature we cherish,
what style of life we desire, what aesthetic values we hold. The right to the
city is, therefore, far more than a right of individual or group access to
the resources that the city embodies: it is a right to change and reinvent
the city more after our hearts' desire. It is, moreover, a collective rather
than an individual right, since reinventing the city inevitably depends
upon the exercise of a collective power over the processes of urbaniza
tion. 'Ihe freedom to make and remake ourselves and our cities is, I want
to argue, one of the most precious yet most neglected of our human
rights. How best then to exercise that right?
Since, as Park avers, we have hitherto lacked any clear sense of the
nature of our task, it is useful first to reflect on how we have been made
and remade throughout history by an urban process impelled onwards
by powerful social forces. 'lhe astonishing pace and scale of urbaniza
tion over the last hundred years means, for example, that we have been
remade several times over without knowing why or how. Has this dra
matic urbanization contributed to human well-being? Has it made us
into better people, or left us dangling in a world of anomie and alienation,
anger and frustration? Have we become mere monads tossed around
in an urban sea? These were the sorts of questions that preoccupied all
manner of nineteenth-century commentators, such as Friedrich Engels
and Georg Simmel, who offered perceptive critiques of the urban perso
nas then emerging in response to rapid urbanization.2 These days it is not
hard to enumerate all manner of urban discontents and anxieties, as well
as excitements, in the midst of even more rapid urban transformations.
Yet we somehow seem to lack the stomach for systematic critique. The
maelstrom of change overwhelms us even as obvious questions loom.
What, for example, are we to make of the immense concentrations of
wealth, privilege, and consumerism in almost all the cities of the world
in the midst of what even the United Nations depicts as an exploding
"planet of slums"?3
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To claim the right to the city in the sense I mean it here is to claim some
kind of shaping power over the processes of urbanization, over the ways
in which our cities are made and remade, and to do so in a fundamental
and radical way. From their very inception, cities have arisen through the
geographical and social concentration of a surplus product. Urbanization
has always been, therefore, a class phenomenon of some sort, since sur
pluses have been extracted from somewhere and from somebody, while
control over the use of the surplus typically lies in the hands of a few
(such as a religious oligarchy, or a warrior poet with imperial ambi
tions). This general situation persists under capitalism, of course, but in
this case there is a rather different dynamic at work. Capitalism rests, as
Marx tells us, upon the perpetual search for surplus value (profit). But to
produce surplus value capitalists have to produce a surplus product. This
means that capitalism is perpetually producing the surplus product that
urbanization requires. The reverse relation also holds. Capitalism needs
urbanization to absorb the surplus products it perpetually produces.
In this way an inner connection emerges between the development of
capitalism and urbanization. Hardly surprisingly, therefore, the logistical
curves of growth of capitalist output over time are broadly paralleled by
the logistical curves of urbanization of the world's population.
Let us look more closely at what capitalists do. They begin the day with
a certain amount of money and end the day with more of it (as profit).
The next day they have to decide what to do with the surplus money
they gained the day before. They face a Faustian dilemma: reinvest to get
even more money or consume their surplus away in pleasures. The coer
cive laws of competition force them to reinvest, because if one does not
reinvest then another surely will. For a capitalist to remain a capitalist,
some surplus must be reinvested to make even more surplus. Successful
capitalists usually make more than enough both to reinvest in expansion
and satisfy their lust for pleasure. But the result of perpetual reinvest
ment is the expansion of surplus production. Even more important, it
entails expansion at a compound rate-hence all the logistical growth
curves (money, capital, output, and population) that attach to the history
of capital accumulation.
1he politics of capitalism are affected by the perpetual need to find
profitable terrains for capital surplus production and absorption. In this
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the capitalist faces a number of obstacles to continuous and trouble-free
expansion. If there is a scarcity of labor and wages are too high, then
either existing labor has to be disciplined (technologically induced
unemployment or an assault on organized working class power-such as
that set in motion by Thatcher and Reagan in the 1980s-are two prime
methods) or fresh labor forces must be found (by immigration, export
of capital, or proletarianization of hitherto independent elements in
the population). New means of production in general and new natural
resources in particular must be found. This puts increasing pressure on
the natural environment to yield up the necessary raw materials and
absorb the inevitable wastes. The coercive laws of competition also force
new technologies and organizational forms to come on line all the time,
since capitalists with higher productivity can out-compete those using
inferior methods. Innovations define new wants and needs, and reduce
the turnover time of capital and the friction of distance. This extends the
geographical range over which the capitalist is free to search for expanded
labor supplies, raw materials, and so on. If there is not enough purchas
ing power in an existing market, then new markets must be found by
expanding foreign trade, promoting new products and lifestyles, creating
new credit instruments and debt-financed state expenditures. If, finally,
the profit rate is too low, then state regulation of "ruinous competition;'
monopolization (mergers and acquisitions), and capital exports to fresh
pastures provide ways out.
If any one of the above barriers to continuous capital circulation and
expansion becomes impossible to circumvent, then capital accumulation
is blocked and capitalists face a crisis. Capital cannot be profitably rein
vested, accumulation stagnates or ceases, and capital is devalued (lost)
and in some instances even physically destroyed. Devaluation can take
a number of forms. Surplus commodities can be devalued or destroyed,
productive capacity and assets can be written down in value and left
unemployed, or money itself can be devalued through inflation. And in
a crisis, of course, labor stands to be devalued through massive unem
ployment. In what ways, then, has capitalist urbanization been driven
by the need to circumvent these barriers and to expand the terrain of
profitable capitalist activity? I argue here that it plays a particularly active
role (along with other phenomena such as military expenditures) in
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absorbing the surplus product that capitalists are perpetually producing
in their search for surplus value. 4
Consider, first, the case of Second Empire Paris. The crisis of 1848 was
one of the first clear crises of unemployed surplus capital and surplus
labor side-by-side, and it was Europe-wide. It struck particularly hard
in Paris, and the result was an abortive revolution on the part of unem
ployed workers and those bourgeois utopians who saw a social republic
as the antidote to capitalist greed and inequality. The republican bour
geoisie violently repressed the revolutionaries but failed to resolve the
crisis. The result was the ascent to power of Louis Bonaparte, who engi
neered a coup in 1 85 1 and proclaimed himself emperor in 1852. To
survive politically, the authoritarian emperor resorted to widespread
political repression of alternative political movements, but he also knew
that he had to deal with the capital surplus absorption problem, and this
he did by announcing a vast program of infrastructural investment both
at home and abroad. Abroad this meant the construction of railroads
throughout Europe and down into the Orient, as well as support for
grand works such as the Suez Canal. At home it meant consolidating the
railway network, building ports and harbors, draining marshes, and the
like. But above all it entailed the reconfiguration of the urban infrastruc
ture of Paris. Bonaparte brought Haussmann to Paris to take charge of
the public works in 1853.
Haussmann clearly understood that his mission was to help solve the
surplus capital and unemployment problem by way of urbanization. The
rebuilding of Paris absorbed huge quantities of labor and capital by the
standards of the time and, coupled with authoritarian suppression of the
aspirations of the Parisian labor force, was a primary vehicle of social sta
bilization. Haussmann drew upon the utopian plans (by Fourierists and
Saint-Simonians) for reshaping Paris that had been debated in the 1840s,
but with one big difference: he transformed the scale at which the urban
process was imagined. When the architect Hittorf showed Haussmann
his plans for a new boulevard, Haussmann threw them back at him,
saying "not wide enough . . . you have it 40 meters wide and I want it 120."
Haussmann thought of the city on a grander scale, annexed the suburbs,
and redesigned whole neighborhoods (such as Les Hailes) rather than
just bits and pieces of the urban fabric. He changed the city wholesale

8

R E B E L CITI ES

rather than piecemeal. To do this, he needed new financial institutions
and debt instruments constructed on Saint-Simonian lines (the Credit
Mobilier and Immobiliere). What he did in effect was to help resolve
the capital surplus disposal problem by setting up a Keynesian system of
debt-financed infrastructural urban improvements.
The system worked very well for some fifteen years, and it entailed
not only a transformation of urban infrastructures but the construction
of a whole new urban way of life and the construction of a new kind of
urban persona. Paris became "the city of light;' the great center of con
sumption, tourism and pleasure-the cafes, the department stores, the
fashion industry, the grand expositions all changed the urban way of
life in ways that could absorb vast surpluses through crass consumerism
(which offended traditionalists and excluded workers alike). But then,
in 1868, the overextended and increasingly speculative financial system
and credit structures on which this was based crashed. Haussmann was
forced from power. In desperation, Napoleon III went to war against
Bismarck's Germany, and lost. In the vacuum that followed arose the
Paris Commune, one of the greatest revolutionary episodes in capital
ist urban history. 'lhe Commune was wrought in part out of a nostalgia
for the urban world that Haussmann had destroyed (shades of the 1848
Revolution) and the desire to take back their city on the part of those
dispossessed by Haussmann's works. But the Commune also articulated
conflictual forward-looking visions of alternative socialist (as opposed
to monopoly capitalist) modernities that pitted ideals of centralized
hierarchical control (the Jacobin current) against decentralized anar
chist visions of popular control (led by the Proudhonists). In 1872, in
the midst of intense recriminations over who was at fault for the loss
of the Commune, there occurred the radical political break between the
Marxists and the anarchists that, to this day, still unfortunately divides so
much of the left opposition to capitalism.5
Fast-forward now to the United States in 1942. The capital surplus
disposal problem that had seemed so intractable in the 1930s (and the
unemployment that went with it) was temporarily resolved by the huge
mobilization for the war effort. But everyone was fearful as to what
would happen after the war. Politically the situation was dangerous. The
federal government was in effect running a nationalized economy (and
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was doing so very efficiently) , and the United States was in alliance with
the communist Sovie t Union in the war against fascism. Strong social
movements with socialist inclinations had emerged in response to the
depression of the 1 930s, and sympath izers were integrated into the war
effort. We all know the subsequent history of the politics of McCarthyism
and the Cold War (abundant signs of which were there in 1942). As under
Louis B o naparte, a hefty dose of political repression was evidently called
for by the ruling classes of the time to reassert their power. But what of
the capital surplus disposal problem?
In 1 942 there appeared a lengthy evaluation of I-laussmann's efforts
in an architectural jo urnal. It docum ented in detail what he had done
that was so compelling and attempted an analysis of h is mistakes. The
article was by none other than Robert Moses, who after World War

II

d id to the whole New York metropolitan region what Haussmann had
done to Paris.6 That is, Moses changed the scale of thinking about the
urban process and-through the system of (debt-financed) highways and
infrastructural transformations, through suburbanization, and through
the total re-engineering not just of the city but of the whole metropoli
tan region-he defined a way to absorb th e surplus product and thereby
resolve the capital surplus absorption problem. Th is process, when taken
nation-wide, as it was in all the major metropolitan centers of the United
States (yet another transformation of scale) , played a crucial role in the
stabilization of global capitalism after World War

II

(this was a perio d

when the United States could afford to power the whole global non
communist economy through running trade deficits) .
Th e suburbanization of the United States was not merely a matter of
new infrastructures. As in Second Empire Paris, it entailed a radical trans
formation in lifestyles and produce d a whole new way of life in which
new products- from suburban tract housing to refrigerators and air con
ditioners, as well as two cars in the driveway and an enormous increase
in the consumption of oil-all played their part in the absorption of the
surplus. Suburban ization (alongside militarization) thus played a criti
cal role in helping to absorb the surplus in the post-war years. B ut it did
so at the cost of hollowing out the central cities and le aving them bereft
o f a sustainable economic b asis, thus producing the so-called "urban
crisis" of the 1 960s, defined by revolts of impacted minorities (chiefly
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African-American) in the inner cities, who were denied access to the new
prosperity.
Not only were the central cities in revolt. Trad itionalists increasingly
rallied around Jane Jacobs and sought to counter the brutal modernism
of Moses's large-scale projects with a different kind of urban aesthetic
that focused on local neighborhood development, and on the historical
preservation, and ultimately gentrification, of older areas. But by then
the suburbs had been built, and the radical transformation in lifestyle
that this betokened had all manner of so cial consequences, leading fem i
nists, for example, to proclaim the suburb and its lifestyle as the locus of
all their primary discontents. As had happened to Haussmann, a crisis
b egan to unfold such that Moses fell from grace, and h is solutions came
to be seen as inappropriate and unacceptable towards the end of the
1 9 60s. And if the H aussmannization of Paris had a role in explaining
the dynamics of the Paris Comm une, so the soulless qualities of subur
ban living played a critical role in the dramatic movements of 1 9 68 in
the United States, as d iscontented white m iddle- class students went into
a phase of revolt, seeking alliances with o ther marginalized groups and
rallying against US imperialism to create a movement to build another
kind of world, including a d ifferent kind of urban experience ( though,
again, anarchistic and libertarian currents were pitted against demands
for h ierarchical and centralized alternatives) .7
Along with the '68 revolt came a financial crisis. It was partly global
(with the collapse of the Bretton Woods agreem ents) , but it also origi
nated within the credit institutions that had powered the property boom
in the preceding decades. Th is crisis gathered momentum at the end of
the 1 960s, until the whole capital ist system crashed into a m ajor global
crisis, led by the bursting of the global property market bubble in 19 73,
followed by the fiscal bankruptcy of New York City in 1 975. Th e d ark
days of the 1 9 70s had arrive d, and the question then was how to rescue
capitalism from its own contradictions. In this, if h istory was to b e any
guide, the urban process was bound to play a significant role. As William
Tabb showed, the working through of the New York fiscal crisis of 1 9 75 ,
orchestrated b y an uneasy alliance between state powers and financial
institutions, pioneered a n eoliberal answer to this question: the class
power of capital was to be protected at the expense of working-class
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standards of living, while the market was deregulated to do its work. But
the question then was how to revive the capacity to absorb the surpluses
that capitalism must produce if it was to survive.8
Fast-forward once again to our current conjuncture. International
capitalism was on a roller- coaster of regional crises and crashes (East
and Southeast Asia in 1997-98, Russia in 1998, Argentina in 200 1, and
so on) until it experienced a global crash in 2008. What has been the
role of urbanization in this history? In th e United States it was accepted
wisdom until 2008 that the housing market was an imp ortant stabilizer
of the economy, p articularly after the h igh-tech crash of the late 1 990s.
The property m arket absorbed a great deal of the surplus capital directly
through new construction (of both inner- city and suburban housing
and new office spaces), while the rapid inflation of housing asset prices,
b acked by a profligate wave of mortgage refinancing at historically low
rates of interest, bo osted the internal US market for consumer goods
and services. The global market was stabilized partly through US urban
expansion and speculation in property m arkets, as the US ran huge
trade deficits with the rest of the world, borrowing around $2 billion
a day to fuel its insatiable consum erism and the debt-financed wars in
Afghanistan and Iraq during the first decade of the twenty- first century.
But the urban process underwent another transformation of scale. In
short, it went global. So we cannot focus merely on the US. Property
market booms in Britain, Ireland, and Spain, as well as in many other
countries, h elped power the capitalist dynamic in ways that broadly paral
leled that in the US. Th e urbanization of China over the last twen ty years,
as we shall see in Chapter 2, has been of a radically d ifferent character,
with a heavy focus on building infrastructures. Its pace picked up enor
mously after a brief recession in 1 99 7 or so. More than a hundred cities
have passed th e 1 million population mark in the last twenty years, and
small villages, like Shenzhen, have become huge metropolises of 6 to 1 0
million people. Industrialization was a t first concentrated i n t h e special
economic zones, but then rapidly diffused o utwards to any mun icipality
willing to absorb the surplus capital from abroad and plough back the
earnings into rapid expansion. Vast infrastructural projects, such as dams
and h ighways- aga in, all debt-financed-are transforming the land
scape.9 Equally vast shopping malls, science parks, airports, container
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ports, pleasure palaces of all kinds, and all manner of n ewly minted cul
tural institutions, along with gated communities and golf courses, dot the
Chinese landscape in the midst of overcrowded urban dormitories for
the massive lab or reserves being mobilized from the impoverished rural
regions that supply the m igrant labor. As we shall sec, the consequen ces
of this urbanization process for the global economy and for the absorp
tion of surplus capital have been huge.
But China is only one epicenter for an urbanization process that has
now b ecome genuinely global, in part through the astonishing global
integrat ion of financial markets that use their flexib ility to debt-finance
urban projects from D ubai to Sao Paulo and from M a dr id and M umbai
to Hong Kong and London. Th e Chinese central b ank, for example, has
been active in the secondary mortgage m arket in the US, while G oldman
Sachs h as been involved in the surging property m arkets in Mumbai and
Hong Kong capital has invested in Baltimore. Almost every city in the
world has witnessed a build ing boom for the rich- often of a d istress
ingly similar character- in the midst of a floo d of impoverished migrants
converging on cities as a rural peasantry is dispossessed through the
industrialization and commercialization of agriculture.
Th ese bu ilding booms have been evident in Mexico City, Santiago in
Ch ile, in M umbai, Johann esb urg, Seoul, Taipei, Moscow, and all over
Europe (Spain's b eing most dramatic), as well as in the cities of the core
capitalist countries such as L ondon, Los Angeles, San D iego, and New
York (where more large- scale urban projects were in motion in 2007
under the billionaire Bloomberg's admin istration than ever before).
Astonishing, spectacular, and in some respects crim inally absurd urbani
zation proj ects have emerged in the M iddle East in places like Dubai and
Abu D habi as a way of mopping up the capital surpluses arising from
oil wealth in the most conspicuous, socially unj ust and environmentally
wasteful ways possible (such as an indoor ski slope in a hot desert envi
ronment). We are here looking at yet another transformation in scale of
the urban process- one that m akes it hard to grasp th at what may be
going on globally is in principle similar to the processes that Haussmann
managed so exp ertly for a while in Se cond Empire Paris.
B ut this urbanization b o om has depended, as did all the others before
it, on the construction of new financial institutions and arrangements
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to organize the credit requ ired to susta in it. Financial innovations set in
train in the 1980s, p articularly the securitization and packaging of local
mortgages for sale to investors world-wide, and the setting up of new
financial institutions to facilitate a secondary mortgage market and to
hold collateralized debt obligations, has played a crucial role. The ben
efits of this were legion: it spread risk and permitted surplus savings
pools easier access to surplus housing demand, and also, by virtue of its
coordinations, it brought aggregate interest rates down (wh ile generat
ing immense fortunes for the financial intermediaries who worked these
wonders). But spreading risk do es not eliminate risk. Furthermore, the
fact that risk can be spread so widely encourages even riskier local b ehav
iors, because the risk can be transferred elsewhere. Without adequate
risk- assessment controls, the mortgage m arket got out of hand, and what
happened to the Pereire Brothers in 1867-68 and to the fiscal profligacy
of New York C ity in the early 1970s was then repeated in the sub-prime
m ortgage and housing a sset-valu e crisis of 2008. The crisis was concen
trated in the first instance in and around US cities (tho ugh sim ilar signs
could be seen in Britain) , with particularly serious implications for low
income African-Americans and single head-of-household women in the
inner cities. It also affected those who, unable to afford the skyrocketing
housing prices in the urban centers, particularly in the US southwest,
moved to the semi-periphery of metropolitan areas to take up specula
tively built tract housing at initially easy credit rates, but who then faced
escalating commuting costs with rising oil prices and soaring mortgage
payments as market- interest rates kicked in. This crisis, with vicious
local impacts on urban life and infrastructures (whole neighborhoods in
cities like Cleveland, B altimore, and Detroit have been devastated by the
foreclosure wave), threatened the whole architecture of the global finan
cial system , and triggered a major recession to boot. The parallels with
the 1 9 70s are, to put it m ildly, uncanny (including the immediate easy
money response of the US Fe deral Reserve, which is almost certain to
generate strong inflationary th re ats, as h appen ed in the late 1970s, some
time in the future).
But the situation is far more complicated now and it is an open ques
tion whether a serious crash in the United States can be compensated for
elsewhere (for example, by China). Uneven ge ographical development
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may once again rescue the system from a totalizing global crash, as it
did in the 1 9 90s, though it is the Un ited States that is this time at the
center of the problem. But the financial system is also much more tightly
coupled temporally than it ever was before.10 Computer- driven split
second trading, once it does go off-track, always threatens to create some
great d ivergence in the market (it has produced incredible volatility in
stock m arkets) that will produce a massive crisis re qu iring a total rethink
of how finance capital and money markets work, including in relation to
urbanization.
As in all the preceding phases, this most recent radical expansion of the
urban process has brought with it incredible transformations in lifestyles.
Quality of urban life has become a commodity for those with money, as
has the city itself in a world where consumerism, tourism, cultural and
knowledge-based industries, as well as perpetual resort to the economy
of the spectacle, have become m ajor aspects of urban p olitical economy,
even in India and China. Th e postmodernist p enchant for encouraging
the formation of market niches, both in urban lifestyle choices and in
consumer habits, and c ultural forms, surrounds the contemporary urban
experience with an aura of freedom of choice in the market, provided
you have the money and can protect yourself from the privatization of
wealth redistribution through burgeoning criminal activity a nd preda
tory fraudulent practices (wh ich have everywhere escalated) . Shopping
malls, multiplexes, and box stores proliferate (the production of each
has become big business), as do fast-fo o d and artisanal market places,
boutique cultures and, as Sharon Zukin slyly notes, "pacification by cap
puccino." Even the incoherent, bland, and monotonous suburban tract
development that continues to dominate in many areas, now gets its anti
dote in a "new urbanism" movement that touts the sale of community
and a boutique lifestyle as a developer product to fulfill urban dreams.
This is a world in which the neoliberal ethic of intense p ossessive indi
vidualism can become the template for human personality so cialization.
Th e impact is increasing individualistic isolation, anxiety, and neurosis
in the midst of one of the gre atest so cial achievements (at least judging
by its enormous scale and all-embracing character) ever constructed in
human history for the realization of our hearts' desire.
But the fissures within the system are also all too evident. We
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increasingly live in divided, fragmented, and conflict-prone cities. How
we view the world and define possibilities depends on which side of the
tracks we are on and on what kinds of consumerism we have access to.
In the past decades, the ne oliberal turn has restored class power to rich
elites. 1 1 In a single year several hedge fund managers in New York raked
in $3 billion in personal remuneration, and Wall Street bonuses have
soared for individuals over the last few years from around $5 m illion
towards the $50 million mark for top players (putting real estate prices in
M anhattan out of sight). Fourteen billionaires have emerged in Mexico
since the neoliberal turn in the late 1 9 80s, and Mexico now boasts the
richest man on earth, Carlos Slim , at the same time as the incomes of the
poor in that country have either stagnated or dimin ish ed. As of the end
of 2009 ( after the worst of the crash was over), there were 1 1 5 billionaires
in China, 1 0 1 in Russia, 5 5 in India, 52 in G ermany, 32 in Britain, and
30 in Brazil, in addition to the 413 in the Un ited StatesY The results of
this increasing polarization in the d istribution of wealth and power are
indelibly etched into the spatial forms of our cities, which increasingly
become cities of fortified fragments, of gated commun ities and privatized
public spaces kept under constant surveillance. Th e neoliberal protection
of private property rights and their values b ecomes a hegemonic form
of politics, even for the lower middle class. In the developing world in
p articular, the city
is spl i tt i n g into diffe rent sep arate d parts, with the apparent formation of

many "microstates." Wealthy neighborhoods p rovided with all kinds of
services, such as exclusive schools, golf courses, tennis courts and private
p o l i ce p a tro l ling the area around the clock intertwine with illegal set

tlements where water is available on ly at p ubli c fountains, no s anitation
system exists, electric ity is pirated by a privileged few, the roads become

mud streams whenever it rains, and where hou se sh aring is the norm.
-

Ea c h fra gme n t appears to live and function autonomously, sticking firmly

to what it has been able to g rab in the daily fight for survival. 1 3

Under these conditions, ideals o f urban identity, citizenship, and belong
ing, of a coherent urban politics, already threatened by the spreading
malaise of the ind ividualistic neoliberal ethic, become much harder to
sustain. Even the idea that the city might function as a collective body

16

REBEL CITIES

politic, a site within and from which progressive social movements
might emanate, app ears, at least on the surface, increasingly implausible.
Yet there are in fact all manner of urban social movements in evidence
seeking to overcom e the isolations and to reshape the city in a differ
ent social image from that given by the powers of develop ers backed by
finance, corporate capital, and an increasingly entrepreneurially m inded
local state apparatus. Even relatively conservative urban administrations
are seeking ways to use their powers to experiment with new ways of
both producing the urban and of democratizing governance. Is there an
urban alternative and, if so, from where might it come?
Surplus absorption through urban transformation has, however, an
even darker aspect. It has entailed rep e ated bouts of urban restructuring
through "creative destruction." Th is nearly always has a class dimension,
since it is usually the poor, the underprivileged, and those m arginalized
from political power that suffer first and foremost from this pro cess.
Violence is required to achieve the new urban world on the wreckage of
the old. H aussmann tore thro ugh the old Parisian impoverished quar
ters, using powe rs of expropriation for supposedly public benefit, and
did so in the name of civic improvement, environmental restoration , and
urban renovation. He deliberately engineered the removal of much of the
working class and other unruly elements, along with insalubrio us indus
tries, from Paris's city center, where they constituted a threat to public
order, public h ealth and, of co urse, political p ower. He created an urban
form where it was believed ( in correctly, as it turned o ut, in 187 1) suf
ficient levels of surveillance and military control were possible so as to
ensure that revolutionary movements could easily be controlled by mili
tary power. But, as Engels pointed out in 1 872,
In reali ty the bo u rge oi s ie has o nly one method of solving the housing
,

questio n after its fashion-that is to say, of solving it in such a way that
the solution perpetu a lly renews the que st ion anew. This method is called
"

Ha u ssma nn

"

[by which ] I mean the practice that has now become

general of m aki n g breaches in the wo rki n g class quarters of our big
to wns , and particularly in a rea s which are centrally situated, quite apart

from whether this is done from considerations of public health or for
b eauti fying the town, or owing to the demand for big centrally situated
busin ess pre m ise s or, owing to traffic requirements, such as the laying
,
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down of railways, streets (which sometimes seem to have the aim of
making barricade fighting more difficult) . . . No matter how diffe rent the
reasons may be, the result is always the same; the scandalous alleys dis
appear to the accompaniment of lavish self-praise by the bourgeoisie on
account of this tremendous success, but they appear again immediately

somewhere else . . . The breeding places of disease, the infamous holes and
cellars in which the capitalist mode of production confines our workers
night after night, arc not abolished; they are merely shifted elsewhere! The
same economic necessity that produced them in the first place, produces
them in the next place. •·•

Actually it took more than a hundred years to complete the bourgeois
conquest of central Paris, with the consequen ces that we have seen in
recent years of uprisings and mayhem in those isolated suburbs within
which the marginalized immigrants and the unemployed workers and
youth are increasingly trapped. Th e sad point here, of course, is that the
processes Engels described recur again and again in capitalist urban
h istory. Robert Moses "took a meat axe to the Bronx" ( in his infamous
words), and long and loud were the lamentations of neighborhood
groups and movements, which eventually coalesced around t he rheto
ric of Jane Jacobs, at the unim aginable destruction not only of valued
urban fabric but also of whole communities of residents and their long
established networks of social integration. 15 But in the New York and
Parisian case, once the brutal power of state expropriations had been
successfully resisted and contained by the agitations of '68, a far more
insidious and cancerous pro cess of transformation occurred through
fiscal disciplining of democratic urban governments, land markets, prop
erty speculation, and the sorting of land to those uses that generated the
h ighest possible financial rate of return under the land's "highest and best
use." Engels understoo d all too well what this process was about too:
The growth of the big modern cities gives the land in certain areas, par
ticularly in those areas which are centrally situated, an a rtificially and
colossally increasing value; the buildings erected on these areas depress
this value instead of increasing it, because they no longer belong to the
changed circumstances. They are pulled down and replaced by o thers.
This takes place above all with workers' houses which are situated centrally
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and whose rents, even with the greatest overcrowding, can never, or only
very slowly, increase above a certain maximum. They are pulled down
and in their stead shops, warehouses and public building are erected. ' 6

It is depressing to think that all of this was written in 1 872, for E ngels's
description applies directly to contemporary urban processes in much of
Asia (D elhi, Seo ul, M umbai) as well as to the contemporary gentrification
of, say, Harlem and Brooklyn in New York. A process of displacement and
dispossession, in short, a lso lies at the core of the u rban process under
capitalism. Th is is the m ir ror image o f capital absorption through urban
redevelopment. Conside r the case of Mumbai, where there are 6 million
people considered officially as slum-dwellers settled on land for the most
part without legal title (the places where they live are left blank on all
maps of the city) . With th e attempt to turn Mumbai into a global fi nan
cial center to rival Shanghai, the property development boom gathers
pace and the land the slum- dwellers occupy appears increasingly valu
able. Th e value of the land in D haravi, one of the most prominent slums
in Mumbai, is put at $2 billion, and the pressure to clear the slum (for
environmental and social reasons that m ask the land grab) is mounting
daily. Financial powers, b acked by th e state, push for forcible slum clear
ance, in some cases violently taking possession of a terrain occupied for a
whole generation by the slum- dwellers. Capital accumulation on the land
through real estate activity bo oms as land is a cquired at almost no cost.
D o the people forced out get compensation? The lucky ones get a bit. But
wh ile the Indian constitution specifies that the state has the obligation
to protect the lives and well-b eing of the whole population irrespec
tive of caste and class, and to guarantee rights to livelihood housing and
shelter, the Indian Supreme Court has issued both non-judgments and
judgments that rewrite this constitutional requirement. Since the slum
dwellers are illegal occupants and many cannot definitively prove their
long-term residence on the land, they have no right to compensation.
To concede that right, says the Supreme Court, would be tantamount to
reward ing p ickp ockets for their actions. So the slum-dwellers either resist
and fight or move with their few belongings to camp out on the h ighway
margins, or wherever they can find a tiny space. 17 Similar examples of
dispossession (though less brutal and more legalistic) can be fo und in the
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US, through the abuse of rights of em inent domain to displace long- term
residents in reasonable housing in favor of higher-order land uses (such
as condomin iums and box stores). Challenged in the US Supreme Court,
the liberal justices carried the day against the conservatives in saying it
was perfectly constitutional for local jurisd ictions to behave in this way
in order to increase their property tax base.
In S eoul in the 1 9 90s, the construction companies and developers
h ired goon squads of sumo-wrestler types to invade whole neighbor
hoods and smash down with sledgehammers not only the housing but
also all the possessions of those who had built their own housing on the
hillsides of the city in the 1 9 50s, on what by the 1 990s had become h igh
value land. Most of those h illsides are now covered with high -rise towers
that show no trace of the brutal processes of land clearance that permit
ted their construction. I n China m illions are being dispossessed of the
spaces they have long o ccupied. Lacking private property rights, they can
be simply removed from the land by the state by fiat, o ffered a minor
cash payment to h elp them on their way (before the land is turned over
to developers at a h igh rate of profit) . In some instances people move
willingly, but widespread resistance is also reported, the usual response
to which is brutal repression by the Communist Party. In the Chinese
case, it is often populations on the rural margins wh o are displaced, illus
trating the significance of Lefebvre's argument, presciently laid out in
the 1 9 60s, that the clear d istinction that once existed b e tween the urban
and the rural was gradually fading into a set of porous spaces of uneven
geograph ical development un der the hegemonic command of capital
and the state. In Ch ina, rural communes on urban fringes went from
the backbre aking and imp overishing labor of growing cabbages to the
leisurely status of urban rentiers (or at least their commune party leaders
did) growing condominiums, as it were, overnight. Th is is the case also in
India, where the special economic development zones policy now favored
by central and state governments is leading to violence against agricul
tural producers, the grossest of which was the massacre at Nandigram in
West B engal, orchestrated by the ruling M arxist political party, to make
way for large-scale Indonesian capital that is as much interested in urban
property development as it is in industrial development. Private property
rights in this case provided no protection.
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And so it is with the seemingly progressive proposal of awarding
private property rights to squatter populations in order to offer them the
assets that will permit them to emerge out of poverty. Th is is the sort of
proposal now mooted for Rio's favelas, b ut the problem is that the poor,
beset with insecurity of income and frequent financial difficulties, can
easily be persuaded to trade in that asset for a cash payment at a rela
tively low price (the rich typically refuse to give up their valued assets at
any price, which is why Moses could take a meat axe to the low- income
Bronx but not to affluent Park Avenue). My bet is that, if present trends
continue, within fifteen years all those h illsides n ow occupied by favelas
will b e covered by h igh-rise condomin iums with fabulous views over
Rio's bay, while the erstwh ile favela- dwellers will have b een filtered off
to live in some remo te periphery. 18 The long- term effect of Margaret
Thatcher's privatization of so cial housing in central London has been to
create a rent and housing price structure thro ughout the metropolitan
area that preclud es lower-income and now even m iddle-class people
from having access to housing anywhere near the urban center. The
affordable housing problem, l ike the poverty and accessibility problem,
has indeed b een moved around.
Th ese examples warn us of the existence of a whole battery of seem
ingly "progressive" solutions that not only m ove the problem around but
actually strengthen while simultaneously lengthening the golden chain
that imprisons vulnerable and marginalized populations within orbits of
capital circulation and accumulation. Hernando de Soto argues influen
tially that it is the lack of cle ar property rights that holds the poor down
in misery in so much of the global south (ignoring the fact that poverty
is abundantly in evidence in societies where clear prop erty rights are
readily established). To be sure, there will be instances where the grant
ing of such rights in Rio's favelas or in Lima's slums l ib erates individual
energies and entrepreneurial endeavors leading to personal advance
m ent. But the concomitant effect is often to destroy collective and
non-profit-maximizing modes of social solidarity and mutual support,
while any aggregate effect w ill almost certainly be nullifi ed in the absence
of secure and adequately remunerative employment. In Cairo, Elya char,
for example, notes how these seemingly progressive policies create a
"market of d ispossession" that in effect seeks to suck value out of a moral
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economy based o n mutual respect and re ciprocity, t o the advantage of
capitalist institu tions. 19
Much the same commentary applies to the m icro-credit and m icro
finance solutions to global poverty now touted so persuasively among
the Washington financial institu tions. M icro-credit in its social incarna
tion (as originally envisaged by the Nobel Peace Prize winner, Yunus)
has indeed opened up new possibilities and had a significant impact on
gender relations, with positive consequences for women in countries
such as India and Bangladesh. But it does so by imposing systems of col
lective responsibility for debt repayments that can imprison rather than
liberate. In the world of m icro-finance as articulated by the Washington
institutions (as opposed to the social and more ph ilanthropic orientation
of m icro-credit proposed by Yunus) , the effect is to generate high
yielding sources of income (with interest rates of at least 1 8 percent, and
often far higher) for global financial institutions, in the midst of an emer
gent marketing structure that permits multinationa l corporations access
to the m assive aggregate market constituted by the 2 b illion people living
on less that $2 a day. Th is huge "market at the bottom of the pyramid;'
as it is called in business circles, is to be penetrated on behalf of big busi
ness by constructing elaborate networks of salespeople (chiefly women)
linked through a marketing ch ain from multinational warehouse to
street vendors.20 The salespeople form a collective of social relations, all
responsible for each other, set up for guaranteeing repayment of the debt
plus interest that allows them to b uy th e commodities that they subse
quently market piecemeal. As with granting private property rights,
almost cer tainly some people (and in this case mos tly women) may even
go on to become relatively well-off, while n otorious problems of diffi
c ulty of access of the poor to consumer products at reasonable prices
will be attenuated. But this is no solution to the urban- impacted poverty
problem. Most participants in the micro-finance system will be reduced
to the status of debt peonage, lo cked into a b adly remunerated bridge
position be tween the multinational corporations and the impoverished
populations of the urban slums, with the advantage always going to the
multinational corporation. Th is is the kind of structure that will block the
exploration of more pro ductive alternatives. It certainly does not proffer
any right to the city.
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Urbanization, we may conclude, has played a crucial role in the absorp
tion of capital surpluses and has done so at ever- increasing geographical
scales, but at the price of burgeoning processes of creative destruction
that entail the disp ossession of the urban masses of any right to the city
whatsoever. Perio dically this ends in revolt, as in Paris in 1 87 1 , when
the d ispossessed rose up seeking to reclaim the city they had lost. The
urban so cial movements of 1 9 68, from Paris and B angkok to Mexico C ity
and Ch icago, likewise sought to define a different way of urban living
from that which was b e ing imposed upon them by capitalist developers
and the state. If, as seems likely, the fiscal d iffi culties in the current con
juncture mount and th e hitherto successful neoliberal, postmo dernist,
and consumerist phase of capitalist absorption o f the surplus through
urbanization is at an end, and if a broader crisis ensues, then the ques
tion arises: Where is our '68 or, even more dramatically, our version of
the Commune?
By analogy with transformations in the fiscal system, the politi
cal answer is bound to b e much more complex in our times precisely
because the urban process is now global in scope and wracke d with all
manner of fissures, insecurities, and uneven geographical developm ents.
But cracks in the system are, as Leonard Cohen once sang, "what lets the
light in." Signs of revolt are everywhere (the unrest in C h ina and India
is chronic, civil wars rage in Africa, L atin America is in ferment, auton
omy movem ents are emerging all over the place, and even in the US the
political signs suggest that most of the population is saying "enough is
enough" with respect to rabid inequalities). A ny of these revolts could
suddenly become contagious. Un like the fiscal system, however, the
urban and peri-urban social movements of opposition, of which there
are m any around the world, are not tightly couple d at all. Indeed, m any
have no connection to each other. It is unlikely, therefore, that a single
spark will, as the Weather Underground once dreamed, spark a prairie
fire. It will take something far more systematic than that. But if these
various oppositional movem ents did somehow come together-coalesce,
for example, around the slogan of the right to the city-then what should
they demand?
Th e answer to the last question is simple enough: greater demo cratic
control over the production and use of the surplus. Since the urban
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process is a major channel of use, then the r ight to the city is consti
tuted by establish ing democratic control over the deployment o f the
surpluses through urbanization. To have a surplus product is not a bad
thing: indeed, in many situations a surplus is crucial to adequate survival.
Th roughout capitalist h istory, some of the surplus value created has been
taxed away by the state, and in social-democratic phases that propor
tion rose significantly, putting much of the surplus under state control.
The whole neoliberal project over the last thirty ye ars has been oriented
towards privatization of control over the surplus. The data for all OECD
countries show, however, that the share of gross output t aken by the state
has been roughly constant since the 1 9 70s. The main achievement of the
neolib eral assault, then, has been to prevent the state share expanding
in the way it did in the 1 960s. One further response has been to create
new systems of governance that integrate state and corporate interests
and, through the application of money power, assure that control over
the disbursement of the surplus through the state apparatus favors cor
porate capit al and the upper classes in the shaping of the urban process.
Increasing the share of the surplus under state control will only work if
the state itself is both reformed and brought back under popular demo
cratic control.
Increasingly, we see the right to th e city falling into the hands of
private or quasi-private interests. In New York C ity, for example, we have
a billionaire mayor, M ichael Bloomberg, who is reshaping the c ity along
lines favorable to the developers, to Wall Street and transn ational capital
ist class elements, while continuing to sell the city as an optimal lo cation
for high-value businesses and a fantastic destination for tourists, thus
turning M anhattan in effect into one vast gated community for the rich.
(His developmental slogan, iron ically, h as been "B u ilding L ike Moses
with Jane Jacobs in M ind:'2 1} In Seattle a billionaire like Paul A llen c alls
the shots, and in Mex ico City the wealth iest man in the world, Carlos
Slim, has the downtown streets re-cobbled to suit the tourist gaze. And it
is not only affluent individuals who exercise d irect power. In the town o f
New H aven, strapped for any resources for urban reinvestment of its own,
it is Yale University, one of the wealthiest universities in the world, that is
redesigning much of the urban fabric to suit its needs. Johns Hopkins is
doing the same for E ast B altimore, and Columbia University plans to do
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so for areas of New York (sparking neighborhood resistance movements
in both cases, as has the attempted land-grab in Dharavi). The actu ally
existing right to the city, as it is now constituted, is far too narrowly con
fined, in most cases in the h ands of a small political and economic elite
who are in a position to shape the city more and more after their own
particular needs and he arts' desire.
But let us look at this situation more structurally. In January every
year an estimate is published of the total of Wall Street b onuses e arned
for all the hard work the financiers engaged in during the previous year.
In 2007, a d isastrous year for financial markets by any m easure (though
by no means as bad as the year that followed}, the b onuses added up
to $33 .2 billion, only 2 percent less than the year before (not a bad rate
of remuneration for messing up the world's financial system). In mid



summer of 2007, the Federal Reserve and the European Central B ank
pumped billions of short- term credit into the financial system to ensure
its stability, and the Federal Reserve dramatically lowered interest rates
as the year progressed every time the Wall Street markets threatened
to fall precipitously. Meanwhile, some 2 or perhaps 3 m illion people
mainly a mix of single-woman-headed households, African-Americans
in central cities, and marginalized white populations in the urban
semi-periphery-have b een or are about to be rendered homeless by
foreclosures. M any city neighborhoods and even whole peri

-

u

rban com

munities in the United States were boarded up and vandalized, wrecked
by the predatory lending practices of the financial institutions. Th is pop
ulation received no bonuses. Indeed, since foreclosure means forgiveness
of debt, and that is regarded as income, many of those foreclosed on face
a hefty income tax bill for money they never had in their possession.
Th is awful asymmetry poses the following question: Why did the Federal
Reserve and the US Treasury not extend medium- term liquidity help to
the households threatened with foreclosure until m ortgage restructuring
at reasonable rates could resolve much of the problem? The ferocity of the
credit crisis would have been m itigated, and impoverished people and the
neighb orhoods they inhabited would have been protected. Furthermore,
the global financial system would not have teete red on the brink of total
insolvency, as h appened a year later. To b e sure, this would h ave extended
the mission of the Federal Reserve b eyond its normal remit, and gone
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against the ne oliberal ideological rule that, in the event of a conflict
between the well-be ing of financial institutions and that of the people,
then the people should be left to one side.

It

would also h ave gone against

capitalist class preferences with respect to income d istribution and neo 
liberal notions of personal responsibility. But just loo k at the price that
was paid for observing such rules and the senseless creative destruction
that resulted from it. Surely something can and should be done to reverse
these political choices?
But we h ave yet to see a coherent oppositional m ovement to all of
this in the twenty- first century. Th ere is, of co urse, a multitude of diverse
urban struggles and urban social movements (in the broadest sense of
that term, including movements in the rural h interlands) already in
existence. Urban innovations with respect to environmental sustain
ability, cultural incorporation of immigrants, and urban design of public
h ousing spaces are observable around the world in abundance. But
they have yet to converge on the s ingular aim of gaining greater control
over the uses of the surplus (let alone over the conditions of its produc
tion) . One step, though by no means final, towards unification of these
struggles is to focus sh arply on those moments of creative destruction
where the economy of wealth- accumulation piggy- backs violently on the
economy of dispossession, and there proclaim on beh alf of the d ispos
sessed their right to the city-their right to change the world, to change
life, and to reinvent the city more after their hearts' desire. That collective
right, as b oth a working slogan and a political ideal, brings us back to
the age- old question of who it is that commands th e inner connection
between urb an ization and surplus produc tion and use. Perhaps, after all,
L efebvre was right, more than forty years ago, to insist that the revolution
in our times has to be urban-or nothing.

C HAPT E R TWO

T h e U rba n Roots of
Ca p ita l i st C ri ses

I "Housing Bubbles Are Few and Far B e tween ;' Robert Shiller, the econo

n an article in the New York Times o n February 5 , 2 0 1 1 , entitled

mist who many consider the great housing expert in the US, given his
role in the construction of the Case-Shiller index o f housing prices, reas
sured everyone that the recent housing bubble was a "rare event, not to be
repeated for many decades:' The "enormous housing b ubble" of the early
2000s "isn't comparable to any national or international housing cycle in
history. Previous bubbles have been sm aller and more regional:' The only
reasonable parallels, he asserted, were the land bubbles that occurred in
the US b ack in th e late 1 830s and

in

the 1 850s. 1

Th is is, as I shall show, an astonishingly inaccurate and danger
ous reading of capitalist h istory. The fact that it passed so unremarked
testifies to a serious blind spot in contemporary economic thinking.
Unfortunately, it also turns out to be an equally blind spot in M arxist
political economy. The housing crash of 2007- l 0 in the US was certainly
deeper and longer than most- indeed, it may well m ark the end of an era
in US economic history-but it was by no m e ans unprecedented in its
relation to macroeconomic disturbances in the world market, and there
are several signs that it is about to be rep eated.
Conventional economics routinely treats investment in the built
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environment in general, and in housing in particular, along with urbani
zation , as some side-bar to the more important affairs that go on in some
fictional entity called "the national economy:• Th e sub-field of "urban
economics" is thus the arena where inferior e conomists go while the big
guns ply their macroeconomic trading skills elsewhere. Even when the
latter notice urban pro cesses, they make it seem as if spatial reorganiza
tions, regional development, and the b u ilding of cities are m erely some
on- the-groun d outcome of larger-scale processes that remain unaffected
by that which they produce.2 Th us, in the 2009 World Bank Development
Report, which, for the first time ever, took economic geography and
urban development seriously, the authors did so without a hint that
anything co uld possibly go so catastrophically wrong as to spark a crisis
in the economy as a whole. Written by economists (without consulting
geographers, h istorians, or urban sociologists) , its aim was supposedly
to explore the "influence of geography on economic opportunity" and to
elevate "space and place from mere undercurrents in policy to a major
focus:·
The authors were actually out to show how the application of the
usual nostrums of neoliberal economics to urban affairs (like getting the
state out of the b usin ess of any serious regulation of land and property
m arkets and m inimizing the interventions of urban, regional and spatial
planning in the name of social justice and regional equality) was the best
way to augment economic growth ( in other words, capital accumula 
tion ) . Th ough they did h ave the decency to "regret" that they did not
have the time or sp ace to explore in detail the social and environmental
consequences of their proposals, they did plainly bel ieve that cities that
provide
fluid land and property markets and other supportive institutions
such as protecting property rights, enforcing contracts, and financing
housing-will more likely flourish over time as the needs of the market
change. Successful cities have relaxed zoning laws to allow higher-value
users to bid for the valuable land-and have adopted land use regulations
to adapt to their changing roles o ve r time. 3

But land is not a commo dity in the ordinary sense. It is a fictitious form
of capital that derives from expectations of future rents. Maximizing
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its yield has driven low- or even moderate-in come households out of
M anhattan and central London over the last few ye ars, with catastrophic
effects on class disparities and the well-b eing of underprivileged popula
tions. This is what is putting such intense pressure on the high-value land
of D haravi in Mumbai (a so- called slum that the report correctly depicts
as a pro ductive human ecosystem). In short, the report advocates the
kind of free-market fundamentalism that has spawned a m acroeconomic
earthquake of the sort we have just passed thro ugh (together with its
continuing aftershocks) alongside urban social movements of opposi
tion to gentrification, neighborhood destruction, and the use of eminent
domain (or more brutal methods) to evict residents to m ake way for
higher-value land uses.
Since the m id 1 9 80s, neoliberal urban policy (applied, for example,
across the European Union) concluded that redistributing wealth to
less advantaged neighborhoods, cities, and regions was futile, and that
resources should instead be channeled to dynamic "entrepreneurial"
growth poles. A spatial version of "trickle-down" would then, in the
proverbial long run (which never comes) , take care of all those pesky
regional, spatial, and urban inequalities. Turning the city over to the
developers and speculative financiers redounds to the benefit of all! If
only the Chinese had liberated land uses in their cities to free m arket
forces, the World B ank Report argued, their economy would h ave grown
even faster than it had!
Th e World B ank plainly favors speculative capital over people. The
idea that a city can do well (in terms of capital accumulation) while its
people (apart from a privileged class) and the environment do badly, is
never examined. Even worse, the report is deeply complicit with the poli
cies that lay at the root of the crisis of 2007-09. Th is is particularly odd,
given that the report was published six months after the Lehman bank
ruptcy and nearly two years after the US housing market turned sour and
the foreclosure tsunami was cle arly identifiable. We are told, for example,
without a hint of critical comm entary, th at
since the deregulatio n of financial systems in the second half of t he
1980s, market-based housing financing has expanded rapidly. Residential

mortgage markets are now equival en t to more than 40 percent of gross
domestic product (GDP) in developed c ount ri es but those in developing
,
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countries are much smaller, averaging less than 10 p e rc ent of GDP. The
public role should be to stimulate well- regulated p r ivate involvement . . .
Establishing the legal foundations for simple, enforceable, and prudent
mo rtgage contracts is a good start. When a country's system is more
developed and mature, the public sector can encourage a secondary
mo rtgage market, develop financial in novations, and expand the secu
ritization of mo rtgages. Occupant-owned housing, usually a household's
largest single asset by far, is important in wealth creation , social security
and politics. People who own their house or who have secure tenure have
a larger stake in thei r community and thus are more likely to lobby for less
crime, stronger governance, and better local environmental conditions:'

These statements arc nothing short of astonishing given recent events.
Roll on the sub-prime mortgage business, fueled by pablum myths about
the benefits of homcownership for all and the filing away of toxic mort
gages in highly rated CDOs to be sold to unsuspecting investors. Roll
on endless suburbanization that is both land- and energy-consuming
way beyond what is reasonable for the sustained use of pl a n e t earth for
human h ab itation! The authors m ight plausibly maintain that they had no
remit to connect their thinking about urbanization with issues of global
warming. Along with Alan Greenspan, they could also argue that they
were blin d-sided by the events of 2007-09, and that they could not be
expected to h ave anticipated anyth ing troubling abo ut the rosy scenario
they painted. By inserting the words "prudent" and "well-regulated" into
the argument they h ad, as it were, "hedged" against potential criticism.
But since they cite innumerable "prudentially chosen" h istorical exam
ples to bolster their neolibcral nostrums, how come they m issed that the
crisis of 1 973 originated in a global property m arket crash that brought
down several banks? D id they not no tice that the comm ercial property
led Savings and Loan crisis of the late 1 9 80s in the United States saw
several hundred financial institutions go belly- up at the cost of some
US$200 billion to US t axpayers (a situation that so exercised William
Isaacs, then chairman of the Federal D eposit Insurance Corporation, that
in 1 98 7 he threatened the American B anke rs Association with nation
alization unless they mended their ways ) ? Th at the end of the Japanese
boom in 1 9 90 correspo nded to a collapse of land prices (still ongoing) ?
That the Swedish banking system had to be nationalized in 1 992 because
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o f excesses in property markets? That one of the triggers for the collapse
in East and Southeast Asia in 1 997-98 was excessive urban development
in Thailand? 5
Where were the World Bank econom ists when all this was going on?
Th ere have been hundreds of financial crises since 1 9 73 (compared to
very few prior to that), and quite a few of them have been property- or
urban development-led. And it was pretty clear to almost anyone who
thought about it- including, it turns o ut, Robert Sh iller- that something
was going badly wrong in US housing m arkets after 200 1 or so. But he
saw it as exceptional rather than system ic.6
Shiller could well claim, of course, that all of the above other exam 
ples were merely regional events. B u t then so, from t h e standpoint of the
people of Brazil or China, was the housing crisis of 2007-09. The epi
center was the US southwest and Florida ( with some spillover in G eorgia),
along with a few other hot-spots (the grumbling foreclosure crises that
began in the late 1 9 90s in poor areas in older cities like Balt imore and
C leveland were too local and "unimportant" be cause those affected were
African-A mericans and m inorities). Internationally, Spain and Ireland
were badly caught out, as was Britain , though to a lesser extent. But there
were no serious problems in the property m arkets in France, G ermany,
the Netherlands, or Poland, or at that time throughout Asia.
A regional crisis centered in the United States went glob al, to be sure,
in ways that did not happen in the cases of, say, Japan or Sweden in the
early 1 990s. But the S&L crisis centered on 1 987 (the year of a serious
stock crash that is typically and erroneously viewed as a totally separate
incident) had global ramifications. Th e same was true of the much
neglected global property market crash of early 1 9 73 . Conventional
w isdom has it that only the oil price hike in the fall of 1 9 73 mattered.
B ut it turned out that the property crash preceded the oil price h ike by
six months or more, and the recession was well under way by the fall (see
Figure 1 ) . The property market crash spilled over (for obvious revenue
reasons) into the fiscal crisis of local states (wh ich would not have h ap
pened had the recession been only about oil prices). Th e subsequent New
York City fiscal crisis of 1 975 was hugely important b ecause at that time
it controlled one of the largest public budgets in the world (prompting
pleas from the French president and the West German chancellor to bail
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New York City out to avoid a global implosion in financial markets) . New
York then became the center for the invention of neoliberal practices of
gifting moral hazard to the investment banks and making the people pay
up through the restructuring of municipal contracts and services. The
impact of the most recent property market crash has also carried over
into the virtual bankruptcy of states like California, visiting huge stresses
in state and municipal government finance and government employment
on almost everywhere in the US. Th e story of the New York City fiscal
crisis of the 1 970s eerily resembles that of the state of California, which
to day has the eighth-largest public budget in the world/
The National Bureau of Economic Research has recently unearthed yet
another example of the role of property booms in sparking deep crises of
capitalism. From a study of real estate data in the 1 920s, G oetzmann and
Newman "conclude that publically issued real estate securities affected
real estate construction activity in the 1 9 20s and the breakdown in their
valuation, through the mechanism of the collateral cycle, m ay have led to
the subsequent stock market crash of 1 9 29 -30:' With respect to housing,
Florida, then as now, was an intense center of speculative development,
with the nominal value of a building permit increasing by 8,000 percent
between 1 9 1 9 and 1 925. Nationally, the estimates of increases in ho using
values were around 400 percent over roughly the same period. But this
was a sideshow compared to commercial development which was almost
entirely centered on New York and Chicago, where all manner of finan
cial supports and securitization procedures were concocted to fuel a
boom "matched only in the mid-2000s:' Even more telling is the graph
Goetzmann and Newman compile on tall-building construction in New
York City (see Figure 2 ) . The property bo oms that preceded the crashes
of 1 9 29 , 1 9 73 , 1 9 87, and 2000 stand o ut like a pikestaff. The buildings we
see around us in New York City, they poignantly note, represent "more
than an arch itectural movement; they were largely the manifestation of
a widespread financial phenomenon:' Noting that real estate securities
in the 1 920s were every bit as "tox ic as they are now:· they went on to
conclude:
The New York skyline is a stark reminder of securitization's ability
to connect capital from a sp eculative public to building ventures. An
increased understanding of the early real estate securities market has the
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pote nt ial to provide a valu able input when modeling for wo rst- c a s e sce
n ario s in

the future. Optimism in fi n an ci al markets has the power to raise

steel, b ut it does not make a building pay."

Clearly, property market booms and busts are inextricably intertwined
with speculative financial flows, and these booms and busts have serious
consequences for the macroeconomy in general, as well as all manner
of externality effects upon resource depletion and environmental degra
dation. Furthermore, the greater the share of property m arkets in GD P,
the more significant the connection between financing and investment in
the built environment becomes as a potential source of macro crises. In
the case of developing countries such as Th ailand-where housing mort
gages, if the World B ank Report is right, are equivalent to only l 0 percent
of GDP- a property crash could certainly contribute to, but not likely
totally power, a m acroeconomic collapse (of the sort that occurred in
1 9 97-98), whereas in the United States, where housing mortgage debt is
equivalent to 40 percent of GDP, it m ost certainly could and did gen erate
a crisis in 2007- 09.
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TH E M A RX I ST P E RS P ECTIVE
Since bourgeois theory, if not totally blind, at best lacks insights in
relating urban developments to macroeconomic disruptions, one
would have thought that M arxist critics, with their vaunted historical
materialist methods, would h ave had a field day with fierce denun
ciations of soaring rents and the savage dispossessions characteristic of
what M arx and Engels referred to as the secondary forms o f exploita
tion visited upon the working classes in their living places by merchant
capitalists and landlords. Th ey would h ave set the appropriation of space
within the city through gentrification, high-end condo construction,
and "D isneyfication" against the barbaric homelessness, lack of afford
able housing, and degrading urban environments (both physical, as in
a ir quality, and social, as in crumbling schools and the so-called "benign
neglect" of education) for the mass of the population. There has been
some of that in a restricted circle of Marxist urbanists and critical theo
rists (I count myself one).9 But in fact the structure of th inking within
M arxism generally is distressingly similar to that within b ourgeois eco
nomics. The urbanists are viewed as specialists, while the truly significant
core of macroeconomic Marxist theorizing lies elsewhere. Again, the
fiction of a national economy takes precedence because that is where the
data can most easily be found and, to be fa ir, where some of the major
policy decisions are taken. Th e role of the property market in creating
the crisis conditions of 2007-09, and its aftermath of unemployment and
austerity (much o f it administered at the local and municipal level) , is not
well understood, because there has been n o serious attempt to integrate
an understanding of pro cesses of urbanization and built-environment
formation into the general theory of the laws of motion of capital. As a
consequence, many Marxist theorists, who love crises to death, tend to
treat the recent crash as an obvious manifestation of their favored version
of Marxist crisis theory (be it falling rates of profit, underconsumption,
or whatever).
Marx is to some degree h imself to blame, though unwittingly so, for
this state of affairs. In the intro duction to the Grundrisse, he states that
h is objective in writing Capital is to explicate the general laws of motion
of capital. Th is meant concentrating exclusively on the pro duction and
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realization of surplus value while abstracting from and excluding what
he called the "particularities" of distribution (interest, rents, taxes, and
even actual wage and profit rates), since these are accidental, conjunc
tural and of-the-moment in space and time. He also abstracted from the
specificities of exchange relations, such as supply and demand and the
state of competition. When demand and supply are in equilibrium, he
argued, they cease to explain anything, while the coercive laws of compe
tition function as the enforcer rather th an the determinant of the general
laws of motion of capital. Th is immediately provokes the thought of what
happens when the enforcement mechanism is lacking, as happens under
conditions of monopolization, and what happens when we include spatial
competition in our th inking, which is, as has long b een known, always
a form of monopolistic competition (as in the case of inter-urban com
petition). Finally, Marx depicts consumption as a "singularity"- those
unique instances that togeth er make up a common mode of life-which
in being chaotic, unpredictable and uncontrollable, is therefore, in M arx's
view, generally outside of the field of political economy (the study of use
values, he declares on the first page of Cap ita l, is the business of h istory
and not of political economy), and therefore potentially dangerous for
capital. Hardt and Negri have therefore recently been at pains to revive
this concept, for they see singularities, which both arise from the prolif
eration of the common and always point back to the common, as a key
part o f resistance.
Marx also identified another level-that of the metabolic relation to
nature, which is a universal condition of all forms o f hum an society and
therefore broadly irrelevant to an understanding of the general laws of
motion of capital understo od as a specific social and h istorical construct.
Environmental issues h ave a shadowy presence throughout Cap ital for
this reason (which does not imply that Marx thought them un important
or insign ificant, any more than he dism issed consumption as irrelevant
in the grander scheme of things). 10
Throughout most of Capita l, Marx sticks broadly to the frame
work outlined in the Grundrisse. He focuses sharply on the generality
of production of surplus value and excludes everything else. He rec
ogn izes from time to time that there are problems in so doing. There
is, he notes, some "do uble positing" going on-land, labor, money,
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a n d commodities are crucial facts of production, while interest, rents,
wages, and profits are excluded from the analysis as particularities
of distribution.
Th e virtue of M arx's appro ach is that it allows a very dear account
of the general laws of motion of capital to be c onstructed in a way that
abstracts from the specific and particular conditions of his time (such
as the crises of 1 847-48 and 1 857-58). Th is is why we can still read
him today in ways that are re l evan t to our own tim es. B ut this approach
imposes costs. To begin with, Marx makes clear that the analysis of an
actually existing capitalist society/situation requires a dialectical integra
tion of the universal, the general, the particular, and the singular aspects
of a society construed as a working, organic totality. We cannot hope,
therefore, to explain actual events (such as the crisis of 2007-09) simply
in terms of the general laws of motion of capital (this is one of my objec
tions to those who try to c r am the facts of the present crisis into some
theory of the falling rate of profit). But, conversely, we cannot attempt
such an explanation without reference to th e general laws of motion
(though Marx h imself appears to do so
"

in

h is account in Capital of the

independent and autonomous" financial and comm ercial crisis of 1 847-

48, or even more dramatically in his historical studies of The Eighteenth
Brum aire and Class Struggles in France, where the general laws of motion
of cap i tal are never mentioned) . 1 1
Secondly, the abstractions within M arx's chosen level o fgenerality start
to fracture as the argument in Capital progresses. Th ere are many exam
ples of this, but the one that is most conspicuous, and in any case most
germane to the argument h ere, relates to Marx's handling o f the credit
system. Several times in Volume 1 and repeatedly in Volume 2 , Marx
invokes the credit system only to lay it aside as a fact of distribution that
he is not prepared yet to confront. The gen eral laws of motion he studies
in Volume 2, particula rly those of fixed c apital circulation ( including
investment in the built environment) and working periods, pro duction
periods, circulation times, and tu r n over times, all end up not only invok
ing but necessitating the credit system. He is very explicit on this po int.
When commenting on how the money capital advanced must always be
greater than that applied in surplus-value production in order to deal
with differential turnover times, he notes how changes in turnover times

38

R E B E L C I T I ES

can "set free" some of the money earlier advanced. "This money capital
that is set free by the mechanism o f th e turnover movement (together
with the money capital set free by the successive reflux of the fixed capital
and that needed for variable c apital in every lab or process) must play a
significant role, as soon as the credit system has developed, and m ust also

form one of thefoundations for this:' 12 In this and other similar comments
it is made clear that the credit system be comes absolutely necessary for
capital circulation, and that some accounting of th e credit system has
to be incorporated into the general laws of motion of capital. But when
we get to the analysis of the credit system in Volume 3 , we find that the
interest rate (a particularity) is set j ointly by supply and demand and by
the state of competition- two specificities that have earlier been totally
excluded from the theoretical level of generality at which M arx prefers
to work.
I mention this because the signifi cance of the rules that Marx imposed
upon h is inquiries in Capital has largely been ignored. When these rules
necessarily get not only bent but broken, as happens in the case of credit
and interest, then new prospects for theorizing are opened up that go
beyond the insights that Marx has already produced. Marx actually rec
ognizes this m ight happen at the very o utset of h is endeavors. In the

Grundrisse, he thus says of consumption, the most recalcitrant of his cat
egories for analysis given the singularities involved, that while it, like the
study of use values, "actually belongs outside of economics;' the p ossibil
ity exists for consumption to react "in turn upon the point of departure
(production) and initiate the whole pro cess anew:' ' 3 Th is is particularly
the case with pro ductive consumption, the lab or process itself. Mario
Tronti and those who followed in h is fo otsteps, such as Tony Negri, are
therefore perfectly correct to see the labor process as itself constituted as
a singularity, internalized within the general laws of motion of capital. '·'
The legendary difficulties faced by capitalists as they seek to mobilize
the "animal spirits" o f the workers to pro duce surplus value signals the
existence of this singularity

in

the heart of the pro duction process (this

is nowhere more obvious than in the construction industry, as we shall
soon see) . Internalizing the credit system and the relation between the
rate of interest and the rate of profit within the general laws of production,
circulation, and realization of capital is likewise a disruptive ne cessity
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if we are to bring M arx's theoretical apparatus more acutely to bear on
actual events.
The integration of credit into the general theory has to be carefully
done, however, in ways that preserve, albeit in a transformed state, the
theoretical insights already gained. We cannot, for example, treat the
credit system simply as an entity in itself, a kind of efflorescence located
on Wall Street or in the City of London that floats freely above the
grounded activities on Main Street. A lot o f credit-based activity may
indeed be spe culative froth, and a disgusting excrescence of human lust
for gold and pure money power. But much o f it is fundamental and abso 
lutely necessary to the functioning of capital. Th e b oundaries b e tween
what is necessary and what is (a) necessarily fictitious (as in the case of
state and mortgage debt) and (b) pure excess, are not easy to define.
Clearly, to try to analyze the dynamics of the recent crisis and its after
math without reference to the credit system (with mor tgages standing at
40 percent o f G D P in the United States) , consumerism (70 percent of the
driving force in the US economy compared to 3 5 percent in China), and
the state of competition (monopoly power in financial, real estate, retail
ing, and many other markets) would b e a ridiculous enterprise. In the
United States $ 1 .4 trillion in mortgages, many of them toxic, are sitting
on the secondary marke ts of Fannie M ae and Freddie M ac, thus forcing
the government to allocate $400 billion to a potential rescue effort (with
around $ 1 42 billion already spent) . To understand this, we need to
unpack what Marx m ight mean by the category of "fictitious capital" and
its connectivity to land and property markets. We need a way to under
stand how securitization, as G o etzmann and Newman put it, connects
"capital from a speculative public to building ventures:' For was it not
speculation in the values of land and housing prices and rents that played
a fundamental role in the formation of this crisis?
Fictitious capital, for Marx, is not a figment of some Wall Street trader's
co caine-addled brain. It is a fetish construct, which means, given Marx's
characterization of fetishism in Volum e 1 of Capital, th at it is real enough,
but that it is a surface phenomenon that disguises something important
about underlying social relations. When a bank lends to the state and
receives interest in return, it appears as if there is something directly pro 
ductive go ing on within the state that is actually pro ducing value, when
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most (but not all, as I shall shortly show) of what goes on within the state
(like fighting wars) has noth ing to do with value production. When the
bank lends to a consumer to buy a house and receives a flow of inter
est in return, it makes it seem as if someth ing is go ing on in the house
that is directly producing value, when that is not the case. When banks
take up bond issues to construct h ospitals, universities, schools and the
like in return for interest, it seems as if value is being pro duced in those
institutions when it is not. When banks lend to purchase land and prop
erty in search o f extracting rents, then the distributive category of rent
becomes absorbed into the flow of fictitious capital circulation. 15 When
banks lend to o ther banks, or when the Central Bank lends to the com
mercial banks who lend to land speculators lo oking to appropriate rents,
then fictitious capital looks more and more like an infinite regression of
fictions built upon fictions. Leveraging at ever h igher ratios (lending out
thirty as opposed to thre e times the amount of cash deposits on hand)
magnifies the fictional amounts of money capital in circulation. Th ese
are all examples o f fictitious capital formations and flows. And it is these
flows that convert real into unreal estate.
Marx's point is that the interest that is paid comes from value pro
duction somewhere else- taxation or direct extractions o n surplus-value
production, or levies on revenues (wages and profits). And for Marx, of
course, the o nly place where value and surplus value are cre ated is in the
labor process of production. What goes on in fictitious capital circula
tion may b e socially necessary to sustain ing capitalism. It may be part
of the necessary costs of production and reproduction. Secondary forms
of surplus value can be extracted by capitalist enterprises through th e
exploitation of workers employed by retailers, banks and hedge funds. But
M arx's point is that, if there is no value and surplus value being produced
in production in general, then these sectors cannot exist by themselves. If
no shirts and shoes were produced, what would retailers sell?
There is, however, a caveat that is terribly important. Some o f the flow
of what seems to be fictitious capital can indeed be involved in value cre
ation. When I convert my mortgaged house into a sweatshop employing
illegal immigrants, the house becomes fixed capital in production. When
the state builds roads and other infrastructures that function as collec
tive means of production for capital, these then have to be categorized as
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"productive state expenditures:' When the hospital o r university becomes
the site for innovation and design of new drugs, equipment, and the like,
it becomes a site of production. Marx would not be fazed by these caveats
at all. As he says of fixed capital, whether something functions as fixed
capital or not depends upon its use and not upon its physical qualities. 16
Fixed capital declines when textile lofts are converted into condomini
ums, while m icro-finance converts p e asant huts into (far cheaper) fixed
capital of production!
Much of the value and surplus value created in production is siphoned
off to pass, by all manner of complicated paths, through fictitious chan
nels. And when b anks lend to other banks, even leverage on e ach other,
then it is clear that all manner of both socially unnecessary side- payments
and speculative movements become possible, built upon the perpetually
shifting terrain of fluctuating asset values. Those asset values depend
upon a critical process of "capitalization;' which Marx views as a form of
fictitious capital formation:
Any regular periodic income can be capitalized by reckoning it up, on the
basis

of the average rate of interest

as that sum

that a cap ital lent out at

this interest rate would yield . . . For the person who buys this ownership
title the an nual [money received) does actually represent the conversion

of the capital he has invested into interest. In this way, all connection with

the actual process of capital's valorization is lost, right down to the last

trace, confirming the notion that capital is automatically valorized by its

own powers. 1 7

A revenue stream from some asset, such as land, property, a stock, or
whatever, is assigned a capital value at which it can b e traded, depending
upon the interest and discount rates determined by supply and demand
conditions in the money market. How to value such assets when there
is no market for them became a huge problem in 2008, and it has not
gone away. The question of how toxic the toxic assets held by Fannie Mae
really are gives almost everyone a headache. (What is the real value of a
foreclosed house for which there is no market?) Th ere is an important
echo here of the capital value controversy that erupted and was promptly
buried, like all manner of o ther inconvenient truths, in conventional
economic theory in the early 1 9 70s.
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Th e problem that the credit system poses is that it is on the one hand
vital to the production, circulation, and realization of capital flows at the
same time as it is, on the other hand, the pinnacle of all manner of specu
lative an d other "insane forms." It is th is that led Marx to characterize
Isaac Pereire-who, along with h is brother Em ile, was one of the masters
of the speculative reconstruction of urban Paris under Haussmann-as
having "the nicely m ixed character of swindler and prophet:'18

CA P ITA L ACC U M U LAT I O N T H RO U G H
U R BAN IZAT I O N
Urbanization, I have long argued, h a s been a key means for the absorp
tion of capital and labor surpluses throughout capitalism's history.19 It
has a very partic ular function in the dynamics of capital accumulation
because of the long working periods and turnover times and the long
lifetimes of most investments in the built environment. It also has a
geographical specificity such that the production of space and of spatial
monopolies becomes integral to the dynamics of accumulation, not
simply by virtue of the changing patterns of commodity flows over space
but a lso by virtue of the very n ature of the created and produced spaces
and places over which such movements o ccur. But precisely because
all of this activity-which, by the way, is a hugely important arena for
value and surplus-value production - is so long-term, it calls for some
combination of finance capital and state engagements as absolutely fun
damental to its function ing. This activity is clearly speculative in the long
term, and always runs the risk of replicating, at a much later date and on
a magnified scale, the very overaccumulation conditions that it initially
helps to relieve. Hence the crisis-prone character of urban and other
forms of p hysical infrastructural investments (transcontinental railroads
and highways, dams, and the like) .
The cyclical character of such investments has been well documented
for the nineteenth century in the meticulous work of Brinley Th omas
(see Figure 3 ).20 But the theory of construction business cycles became
neglected after 1 945 or so, in part because state-led Keynesian-style
interventions were deemed effective in flattening them out. Robert
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G ottlieb, in a deta iled study of many local building cycles (published
in 1 976), identifi ed long swings in residential building cycles, with an
average periodicity of 1 9 .7 years and a standard deviation of five years.
But his data also suggested that these swings had been dampened, if not
eliminated, during the period after World War Il.2 1 But the abandonment
of systemic Keynesian contra-cyclical interventions after the m id 1 9 70s
in many parts of the world would suggest that a return to some such
cyclical behavior was more than a little likely. This is exactly what we h ave
seen, though I think the case can be made that these swings are more
strongly connected to volatile asset bubbles now than was the case in the
past (though the NBER accounts of the 1 9 20s might be taken as evidence
contrary to that view) . Th ese cyclical movements-and this is of equal
importance -have also come to exhibit a more complicated geographical
configuration. B ooms in one place (the US south and west in the 1 980s)
correspond to crashes somewhere else (the older dein dustrializing cities
of the m idwest of the same period).
Without a general perspective of this sort, we cannot even begin
to understand the dynamics that led into the catastrophe of ho using
markets and urbanization in 2008 in certain regions and cities of the
United States, as well as in Spain, Ireland, and the United Kingdom. By
the same token, we cannot understan d some of the paths that are cur
rently being taken, particularly in C hina, to get out of the mess that was
fundamentally pro duced elsewhere. For in the same way that Brinley
Thomas documents contra- cyclical movements between Britain and t he
United States in the nineteenth century, such that a boom in residential
construction on one side of the Atlantic was balanced by recessions on
the other, so we now see stagnation in construction in the United States
and much o f Europe being counterbalanced by a huge urbanization and
infrastructural investment boom centere d in China (with several off
shoots elsewhere, particularly in the so- called BRIC countries). And just
to get the macro-picture connection right, we should immediately note
that the United States and Europe are m ired in low growth , while China
is registering a 10 percent growth rate (with the other BRIC countries not
far behind).
Th e pressure for the h ousing market and urban development in the
United States to absorb surplus and ove raccumulating capital through
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speculative activity began to build in the m id 1 990s, when President
Clinton launched h is National Partners in Homeownership initiative
to confer the supposed benefits of homeownership on lower-income
and minority populations. Political pressures were put on respectable
financial institutions, including Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac (govern
ment-sponsored enterprises hold ing and marketing mortgages), to lower
their lending standards to accommo date this initiative. The mortgage
institutions responded with gusto- lending at will, short- circuiting reg
ulatory controls-while their d irectors reaped huge p ersonal for tunes,
all in the name of doing goo d by helping underprivileged people enjoy
the supposed benefits of homeownership. This process fiercely acceler
ated after the end of the high-tech bubble and the stock market crash of
200 1 . By then, the housing lobby, led by Fannie Mae, was welded into
an autonomous center o f ever-growing affluence, influence, and power
capable of corrupting everyth ing from C ongress and the regulatory
agencies to prestigious academic economists ( including Joseph Stiglitz),
who produced reams of research to show that their activities were very
low-risk. The influence of these institutions, coupled with the low interest
rates favored by G reenspan at the Fed, unquestionably fueled the boom
in housing production and realization.22 As G o e tzmann and Newman
remark, finance (b acked by the state) can build cities and suburbs, but it
cannot necessarily m ake them pay. So what fueled the demand?

F I CT I T I O U S CAP ITAL A N D F I CT I O N S
THAT CA N N OT LAST
To understand the dynamics we have to understand how pro ductive
and fictitious capital circulation combine within the credit system in the
context of property markets. Financial institutions lend to developers,
landowners, and construction companies to build, say, suburban tract
housing around San D iego, or condos in Florida or southern Spain. Th e
viability of this se ctor relies on th e assumption that value cannot only be
produced but also realized in the market. Th is is where fictitious capital
comes in. Money is lent to purchasers who presumably have the ability to
pay out of their revenues (wages or profits), which are capitalized as an
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interest flow on the capital lent out. A flow of fi ctitious capital is needed
to complete the process of the production and realization of housing and
commercial property values.
Th is difference is similar to that b etween wh at Marx identifies in

Capita l as "loan capital" for production and the discounting of bills of
exchange which facilitates the realization of values in the market.2J In
the cases of housing and condominium construction in, say, Southern
Californ ia or Florida, the same finance company can furnish the finance
to b uild and the finance to buy what has been built. I n some instances
the financial institution organ izes pre-sales o n apartments i n condos
that have not yet been built. Capital therefore to some degree m an ipu 
lates and controls both supply and demand for new tract housing and
condos as well as for commercial properties (which is totally at odds with
the idea of the freely functioning markets that the World Bank Report
supposes to be

in

place)Y

But the supply-demand relationship is lopsided, because the produc
tion and circulation time for housing and commercial properties is very
long compared with most other commodities. Th is is where the dispa
rate production, circulation, and turnover times, which Marx so can nily
analyzes in Volume 2 of Capital, become crucial. Contracts that finance
construction are drawn up long before sales can begin. Th e time-lags are
often substantial. This is particularly true for commercial real estate. The
Empire State Building in New York opened on M ay Day 1 93 1 , almost
two years after the stock m arket crash and more than three years after
the real estate crash. The twin towers were planned before but opened
after the crash of 1 9 73 (and for ye ars could find no private tenants). The
downtown rebu ilding on the 9 / 1 1 site is about to come on line when
commercial property values are depressed!
Th e existing stock of properties that can be traded (some of it of
quite ancient origin) is also large relative to what can be produced. Total
housing supply is therefore relatively inelastic relative to more volatile
demand sh ifts: historically it has proved very difficult in developed coun
tries to increase the housing stock in any one ye ar by more than 2 or 3
percent even with the greatest effort ( though China, as in all things, may
break through that constraint) .
Stimulating demand by taxation and public poli c y gimm icks and other
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incentives (such as increasing the volume of sub-prime mortgages) does
not necessarily elicit an increased supply: it merely inflates prices and
stimulates speculation. As much if not more money can then be made
from fin ancial trading on existing housing rather than from building
n ew. It becomes more profitable to finance shady mortgage-originating
institutions like Countrywide than actual housing production. Even
more tempting is to invest in collateralized debt obligations made up
of tranchcs of mortgages gathered together in some spuriously h ighly
rated investment veh icle (supposedly "as safe as houses") in which the
flow of interest from homeowners provides a steady income (no matter
whether the homeowners are creditworthy or not) . Th is was exactly what
happened in the United States as the sub-prime steamroller got going.
Copious amounts of fictitious capital flowed into housing finance to fuel
demand, but only a part of it ended up in new housing production. The
sub- prim e market for mortgages, which sto o d at around $30 billion in
the mid 1 9 90s, rose to $ 1 3 0 billion by 2 000, and hit an all- time h igh of
$625 billion in 2005.25 Th ere was no way that such a rapid increase in
demand could be paralleled by an expansion of supply, no matter how
hard the builders tried. So prices rose, and it seemed like they co uld
rise forever.
But this all depended on a continuous exp ansion of the flows of ficti
tious capital, and on keeping intact the fetish b elief that capital can be
"automatically valorized by its own powers:'26 M arx's point, of course, is
that, in the face of an insufficiency of value- creation through production,
that fantasy must inevitably come to a sticky end. And indeed it did.
The class interests involved on the production side are, however, also
lopsided, and this has implications for who ends up holding the "sticky
end:' Bankers, developers, and construction companies easily combine
to forge a class alliance (one that often dominates what is called "the
urban growth machin e" both politically and e conomically27}. But con
sumer housing mortgages are singular and dispersed, and often involve
loans to those who occupy a different class or, particularly in the United
States (though not in Ireland}, racial or ethnic position. With securitiza
tion of mortgages, the finance company could simply p ass any risk on to
someone else (for example, Fannie M ae, which was eager to procure such
risk as part of its growth strategy) -which is precisely what they did, after
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having creamed off all the origination and legal fees that they could. If the
financier has to choose between the bankruptcy of a developer b ecause of
failures of realization or the bankruptcy and foreclosure on the purchaser
of housing (particularly if the purchaser is from the lower classes o r from
a racial or ethnic m inority and the mortgage has already been passed on
to someone else), then it is fairly clear which way the financial system will
lean. Class and racial prejudices are invariably involved.
Speculatively, the asset markets constituted by ho using and land h ave
a Ponzi character without a B ernie Madoff at the top. I buy a property,
the property prices go up, and a rising market encourages others to buy.
When the pool of truly creditworthy b uyers dries up, then why not go
fur ther down the income layers to h igher- risk consumers, ending up with
no- in come and no-asset buyers who m ight gain by flipping the property
as prices rise? And so it goes until the b ubble pops. Financial institutions
have trem endous in centives to sustain the bubble as long as they can in
order to extract maximum fees. The problem is that they often can't get
off the train before it wrecks, because the train is accelerating so quickly.
The delusion that capital can "valorize itself by way of its own powers" is
self-perpetuating and self-fulfilling, at least for a while. As one of M ichael
Lewis's perceptive financial analysts who saw the crash coming early on
put it in The B ig Short: "Holy shit, this isn't just credit. Th is is a fictitious
Ponzi scheme:'28
Th ere is yet another wrinkle to this story. Rising housing prices in the
US increased effective demand in th e economy at large. In the year 2003
alone, 1 3 .6 m illion mortgages were issued (as opposed to less than half
that ten years before), worth $3 .7 trillion. Of these, $2.8 trillion's worth
were for purposes of refinancing (for comparison, the total US GDP at
that time was less than $ 1 5 trillion) . Households were cashing in on the
rising value of their property. With wages stagnant, t h is provided a way
for many to access extra cash either for necessities (like health care) or
consumer goods (a new car or vacation). The house became a convenient
cash cow, a personal AIM m achine, thus b oosting aggregate demand,
including, of course, the further demand for housing. M ichael Lewis in

The Big Short explains the sort of thing that happened. Th e baby nurse of
one of h is lead characters ended up owning, with her sister, six houses
in Queens in New York City. '1\.fter they bought the first one, and its
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value rose, the lenders came and suggested they refinance and take out
$25 0,000-wh ich they used to buy another." Th en the price of that one
rose, too, and they repeated the experiment. By the time they were done
"

they owned five of them and the market was falling and they couldn't
make any of the payments:'29 Property prices can't and don't rise forever.

TH E P RO D U CT I O N OF VA LU E AN D U R BAN C R I S E S
B u t there are longer- term and deeper issues here that need t o be taken
into account on the pro duction side. A lthough much of what went into
the real estate market was pure speculation, the production activity was
itself an important part of the economy as a whole, with construction
accounting for 7 p ercent of GDP, and all of the ancillaries of new prod
ucts (from furnish ings to cars) amounting to more than double that. If
the NBER papers are correct, the collapse o f the construction boom after
1 928, which was manifest as a $2 b illion drop-off (huge for the time)
in housing construction and a collapse of h ousing starts to less than 1 0
percent o f their former volume i n the larger cities, played a n important
but still not well-understoo d role in the 1 92 9 crash. A Wikipedia entry
notes: "devastating was the disappearance of 2 m illion high paying jobs
in the construction trades, plus the loss of profits and rents that humbled
many landlords and real estate investors:'30 Th is surely had implications
for confidence in the stock market more generally.
Small wonder that there were desperate subsequent attempts by
the Roosevelt administration back in the 1 9 30s to revive the housing
sector. To that end a raft of reforms in housing mortgage finance were
implemented, culminating in the creation of a secondary mortgage
market through the founding in 1 93 8 of the Federal National Mortgage
Association ( Fannie Mae). The task of Fannie Mae was to insure mort
gages and to allow b anks and other lenders to pass the m ortgages on,
thus providing much-needed liquidity to the h ousing market. Th ese
institutional reforms were later to play a vital role in financing the subur
banization of the United States after World War II. While necessary, they
were not, however, sufficient to put ho using construction onto a different
plane in US economic development. All sorts of tax incentives (such as
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the mortgage interest tax deduction), along with the GI B ill and a very
positive housing act of 1 947, which declared the right of all Americans
to live in "decent housing in a decent living environment;' were devised
to prom ote home ownership, for p olitical as well as economic reasons.
Homeownership was widely promoted as central to the "American
Dream;' and it rose from just above 40 percent of the population in the
1 9 40s to more than 60 percent by the 1 960s, and close to 70 percent at
its peak in 2004 (as of 20 1 0, it had fallen to 66 percent). Homeownersh ip
m ay be a deeply held cultural value in the United States, but cultural
values flourish remarkably when promoted and subsidized by state pol i
cies. The stated reasons for such policies are all those that the World Bank
Report cites. But the political reason is rarely n ow acknowledged. As was
op enly noted in the 1 9 30s, debt-encumbered homeowners do not go on
strike.31 The m ilitary personnel returning from service in World War II
would h ave constituted a social and p olitical threat had they returned to
unemployment and depression. What better way to kill two birds with
one stone: revive the economy through massive housing construction
and suburbanization and co-opt the better- paid workers into con
servative politics by debt-encumbered homeownership! Furthermore,
bo osting demand by public policies led to steady increases in the asset
values of homeowners, which was great for them but a d isaster from the
standpoint of the rational use of land and space.
During the 1 950s and 1 960s these policies worked, both from the
political and the macroeconomic viewpoints, since they underpinned
two decades of very strong growth in the United States, the effects of
wh ich spilled over globally. Housing c onstruction shifted onto another
plane entirely in relation to economic growth (see Figure 4) . "It is a long
standing pattern," writes B inyamin Appelbaum, "that Americans recover
from recessions by building more h omes and filling them with things."32
The problem back in the 1 9 60s was that the sprawling urban ization
process was dynamic, but both environmentally unsustainable and geo
graphically uneven. The unevenness largely reflected the differentiated
income streams that flowed to diffe rent segments of the working class.
While the suburbs thrived, the inner cities stagnated and declined. The
white working class flourished, but the impacted inner city m inorities
-African- American in particular-did not. The result was a whole
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sequ ence o f inner-city uprisings- including D etroit and Watts, and cul
minating in spontaneous uprisings in some forty cities across the United
States in the wake of the assassination of Martin Luther King in 1 968.
Something that came to be known as "the urban crisis" was there for all
to see and easily name (even though it was not, strictly speaking, a mac
roeconomic crisis of urbanization). Massive federal funds were released
to deal with this problem after 1 9 68, until President N ixon declared the
crisis over (for fiscal reasons) in the recession of l 9 73 .3J
Th e side-bar to all of this was that Fannie Mae b ecame a government
sponsored private enterprise in 1 968 and, after it was provided with a
"competitor;' the Federal Home Mortgage Corporation (Freddie M ac)
in 1 9 70, both institutions played a hugely important and eventually
destructive role in promoting homeownership and sustaining housing
construction over nearly fi fty years. Home mortgage debt now accounts
for som e 40 percent of the accumulated private debt of the United States,
much of which, as we have seen, is toxic. A nd both Fannie Mae and
Freddie Mac h ave passed back into government control. What to do
about them is an intensely debated p olitical question (as are the subsidies
to homeownership demand) in relation to US indebtedness more gener
ally. Whatever happens will have major consequences for the future of
the housing sector in p articular and urbanization more generally in rela
tion to capital accumulation within the United States.
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Th e current signs in the United States are not encouraging. The housing
sector is not reviving, an d new housing production is depressed and stag
nant. There are signs it is heading for a dreaded "double-dip" recession, as
Federal monies dry up and unemployment rem ains high. H ousing starts
have plunged for the first time to below pre- 1 9 40s levels (see Figure 4).
As of March 20 1 1 , t he unemployment rate in construction stood above
20 percent, compared to a rate of 9 . 7 percent in manufacturing that was
very close to the national average. There is n o need to build new homes
and fill them with things when so many homes stand empty. The San
Francisco Federal Reserve "estimates construction may not return to the
average level of pre-bubble activity before 20 1 6, sidelining a major indus
try" from having any impact on the recovery.3'1 In the G reat D epression,
more than a quarter of construction workers remained unemployed as
late as 1 9 3 9 . G etting them back to work was a crucial target for public
interventions (such as the WPA). Attempts by th e Obama administration
to create a stimulus package for infrastructural investments have largely
been frustrate d by Republican opposition. To make matters worse, the
condition of state and local finances in the US is so dire as to result in
layoffs and furloughs, as well as savage cuts in urban services. The col
lapse of the housing m arket and the 20 percent fall in h ousing prices has
put a huge dent in local finances, which rely heavily on property taxes.
An urban fiscal crisis is brewing as state and municipal governments cut
back and construction languishes. When we put this all together, it looks
increasingly as if the post- World War II era of accumulation and mac
roeconomic stabilization by suburbanization and housing and property
development in the United States is at an end.
On top of all this comes a class politics of austerity that is being pursued
for political and not economic reasons. Radical right-wing Republican
admin istrations at the state and local levels are using the so- called debt
crisis to savage gove rnment programs and reduce state and local gov
ernment employment. Th is h as, of course, been a long-standing tactic
of a capital- inspired assault on government programs more generally.
Reagan cut taxes on the wealthy from 72 percent to aro und 30 percent
and launched a debt-financed arms race with the Soviet Union. The debt
soared under Reagan as a result. As h is budget director David Stockman
later note d, running up the debt became a convenient excuse to go after
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government regulation (for example, on the environment) and social
programs, in effect externalizing the costs of environmental degradation
and so cial reproduction. President Bush Jnr faithfully followed suit, with
his Vice- President D ick Cheney proclaiming that "Reagan taught us that
deficits do not mattcr:'35 Tax cuts for the rich, two unfunded wars in Iraq
and Afghanistan, and a huge gift to big pharma through a state-funded
prescription drug program, turned what had been a budget surplus
under Clinton into a sea of red ink, enabling the R epublican party and
conservative democrats later to do big capital's bidding, and go as far as
possible in externalizing those costs that capital never wants to bear: the
costs of environmental degradation an d social reproduction. Th e assault
on the environment and the well-being of the p eople is palpable, and in
the US and much of Europe it is taking place for political and class, not
economic reasons. It is inducing, as David Stockman has very recently
noted, a state of plain class war. As Warren Buffett also put it, "sure there
is class war, and it is my class, the rich, who are making it and we are
winning:'36 The only question is: When will the people start to wage class
war back? And one of the places to start would be to fo cus on the rapidly
degrading qualities of urban life, through foreclosures, the persistence
of predatory practices in urban housing markets, reductions in services,
and ab ove all the lack of viable employment opportunities in urban labor
m arkets almost everywhere, with some cities (Detroit being the sad
poster child) utterly bereft of employment prospects. The crisis now is as
much an urban crisis as it ever was.

P R EDATO RY U R BA N P RACT I C E S
In Th e Com munist Manifesto, Marx a n d Engels note i n passing that, no
sooner do es t h e worker receive "his wages i n cash, than h e is se t upon
by the o ther portions of the b ourgeoisie, the landlord, the shopkeep er,
the pawnbroker, e tc."37 Marxists have traditionally relegated such forms
of exploitation, and the class struggles (for such they are) that inevitably
arise around them, to the shadows of their theorizing, as well as to the
margins of their politics. But I want to argue h ere that they constitute, at
least in the advanced capitalist economies, a vast terrain of accum ulation
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by dispossession, through wh ich money is sucked up into the circulation
of fictitious capital to underpin the vast fortunes made from within the
financial system.
Th e predatory practices that were omnipresent before the crash in the
housing market in general and within the sub-prime lending field in par
ticular were legendary in their prop ortions. Before the main crisis broke,
the low-income African-American population of the United States was
already estimated to h ave lost somewhere between $71 and $93 billion
in asset values through predatory sub- prime practices.3K The disposses
sions came in two waves-one mini-wave between the announcement
of the Clinton initiative of 1 995 and the collapse of Long Term Capital
Management in 1 9 9 8, and the other after 200 1 . Contemporaneously
with the latter period, the b onuses on Wall Street and the earnings in the
mortgage- in itiating industry were soaring, with unheard- of profit rates
from pure financial manipulations, particularly those associated with the
securitization of h igh-cost but risky mortgages. The inference is that, by
various hidden channels, massive transfers of wealth from the poor to the
rich were occurring, beyond those since documented in the plainly shady
and often illegal practices of mortgage companies like Countrywide,
through financial manipulations in housing m arkets.39
What has happened since the crash is even more astonishing. Many
of the foreclosures (over a m illion during 20 1 0) turn out to have been
illegal, if not downright fraudulent, lead ing a congressman from Florida
to write to the Florida Supreme Court Justice that "if the reports I am
hearing are true, the illegal foreclosures taking place represent the largest
seizure of private property ever attempted by banks and government
entities:'•" Th e attorney generals in all fifty states are now investigating
the problem, but (as m ight be expected) most seem anxious to close out
the investigations in as summary a way as possible at the price of a few
financial settlements (but no restitutions of illegally seized proper ties).
Certainly, no one is likely to go to jail for it, even though there is clear
evidence of systematic forgery of legal documents.
Predatory practices of this sort h ave been long-standing. So let me give
some instances from Baltim ore. Shortly after arriving in the city in 1 969,
I became involved in a study o f inner- city housing provision that fo cused
on the role of different actors-landlords, tenants and homeowners,
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the brokers and lenders, the FHA, the city authorities (Housing Code
Enforcement in particular)- in the production of the terrifying rat
infested inner-city living conditions in the are as wracked by uprisings
in the wake of the assassination of Martin Luther K ing. The vestiges of
red- lining of areas of low-income African-American populations denied
credit were etched into the map of the city, but exclusions were by then
justified as a legitimate response to h igh credit risk, and not supposedly
to race. In several areas of the city, active blockbusting practices were
to be found. This generated high profits for ruthless real estate com
panies. But for this to work, Afr ican-Americans had also somehow to
acquire access to mortgage finance when they were all lumped together
as a high-credit-risk population. Th is could be done by way of something
called the "Land Installment Contract." In effect, African-Americans
were "helped" by property owners who acted as an intermediary to the
credit m arkets and took out a mortgage in their own names. After a few
years, when some of the principle plus the interest had been paid down,
thus proving the fam ily's creditworthiness, the title was supposed to be
passed on to the resident, with h elp from the friendly property owner
and local mortgage institution. Some takers made it (though usually in
neighborhoods that were declining in valu e), but in unscrupulous hands
(and there were many in B altimore-though apparently not so m any in
Chicago, where th is system was also common) this could be a p articu
larly predatory form of accumulation by dispossession.'11 The property
owner was perm itted to charge fees to cover prop erty taxes, administra
tive and legal costs, and the like. Th ese fees (sometimes exorbitant) could
be added to the principal of the mortgage. After years of steady payment,
many fam ilies found they owed more on the principal on the house than
they had at the start. If they failed once to pay the h igher payments after
interest rates rose, the contract was vo ided and fam ilies were evicted.
Such practices caused something of a scandal. A C ivil R ights action was
started against the worst landlord offenders. But it failed, b ecause those
who had signed on to the land installment contract had simply failed
to read the small print, or to have their own lawyer (which poor people
rarely have) to read it for them (the small print is in any case incompre
hensible to ordin ary m ortals-have you ever read the small print on your
credit card?).
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Predatory practices of th is sort never went away. Th e land-installment
contract was displaced by practices of "flipping" in the 1 9 80s (a prop
erty dealer would buy a run- down house cheaply, put in a few cosmetic
repairs-much overvalued- and arrange "favorable" mo rtgage finance
for the unsuspecting buyer, who lived in the house only so long as the roof
did not fall in or the furnace blow up). And when the sub- prime market
began to form in the 1 990s in response to the Clinton initiative, cities like
Baltimore, Cleveland, D etroit, Buffalo, and the like became major centers
for a growing wave of accumulation by dispossession ($70 billion or
more nation-wide). B altimore eventually launched a Civil R ights lawsuit
after the crash of 2008 against Wells Fargo over its d iscriminatory sub
prime lending practices (reverse red-lining in which people were steered
into taking sub-prime rather than conventional loans, in which African
Americans and single-headed households-headed by women-were
systematically exploited) . Almost certainly the suit will fail (although at
the third iteration it has been allowed to go forward in the courts) , since
it will be almost impossible to prove intent based on race as opposed
to credit risk. As usual, the incomprehensible small print allows for a
lot (consumers beware ! ) . Cleve land took a more nuanced path: sue the
finance companies for the creation of a public nuisance be cause the land
scape was littered with foreclosed houses that required city action to
board them up !
Predatory practices that h it the poor, the vulnerable, and the already
underprivileged are legion. Any small unpaid bill (a license fee or water
bill, for example) can become a lien on a property ab out which a prop
erty owne r may remain mysteriously (and illegally) unnotified until after
it has been bought up by a lawyer who expenses it so that an original
unpaid bill of, say, $ 1 00 requires, say, $2,500 to redeem. For most poor
people, this me ans the loss of the property. At the last round of lien sales
in B altimore, some $6 million worth of liens on prop erty were purchased
from the city by a small group of lawyers. If the markup is 250 percent,
they stand to amass considerable fortunes if the liens get paid off, and
potentially valuable properties for future d evelopment if they simply
acquire the properties.
To top it all, it h as been systematically shown that, in US cities since
the 1 960s, the poor typically pay more for inferior basic commo dities
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such as food, and that the under-servicing of low- income communities
places a dded undue financial and practical burdens upon such popu
lations. The economy of dispossession of vulnerable populations is as
a ctive as it is perpetual. Even more startling is how many temporary
and insecure workers in low-wage industries in major cities such as New
York, Chicago, and Los Angeles have experienced some degree of illegal
wage losses; including failure to pay the m inimum wage, refusal to pay
for overtime, or simply delays in payment that could in some instances
stretch into months.'12
My point in mentioning all these various forms of exploitation and
dispossession is to suggest that in many metropolitan regions such m ass
practices are systematically visite d upon vulnerable populations. It is
important to recognize how easily real wage concessions to workers can
b e clawed b ack for the capitalist class as a whole through predatory and
exploitative activities in the realm of consumption. For much of the low
income urbanized population, the joint excessive exploitation of their
lab or and the d ispossession of their meager assets constitutes a p erpetual
drain upon their capacity to sustain m inimally adequate condit ions of
social reproduction. Th is is a condition that calls for city-wide organiza
tion and a city-wide political response (see below) .

TH E C H I N A STO RY
In so far as t here has b een any exit from t he global crisis of capital this
time, it is notable th at the housing and property boom in China, along
with a huge wave of debt-financed infrastructural investments there, has
taken a leading role not only in stimulating their internal market (and
mopping up unemployment in the export industries) but also in stimu
lating the economies that are tightly integrated into the China trade, such
as Australia and Chile with their raw m aterials and G ermany with its
machine tool and automotive exports. In the United States, on the other
hand, construction has been slow to revive, with the unemployment rate
in construction, as n oted earlier, more than twice the national average.
Urban investments typically take a long time to produce and an even
longer time to mature. It is always difficult to determin e, therefore, when
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an overaccumulation of capital has been or is about to be transformed
into an overaccumulation of investments in the built environment.
The likelihood of overshooting, as regularly happened with the rail
ways in the nineteenth century and as is shown by the long history
of building cycles and crashes (including the debacle of 2007-09), is
very high.
The fearlessness of the pell-mell urbanization and infrastructural
investment boom that is completely reconfiguring the geography of the
Chinese national space rests in part on the ability of the central govern
ment to intervene arbitrarily in the banking system if anything goes
wrong. A relatively mild recession in property markets in the late 1990s
in leading cities such as Shanghai left the banks holding title to a vast
array of "non-earning assets" ("toxic;' we call them), many of which were
urban and property-development based. Unofficial estimates identified
as many as 40 percent of bank loans a non-earning.43 1he response of the
central government was to use its abundant foreign exchange reserves
to re-capitalize the banks (a Chinese version of what later became
known as the controversial Troubled Asset Relief Program-TARP-in
the United States). It is known that the state used some $45 billion of
its foreign exchange reserves for this purpose in the late 1990s, and it
may have indirectly used much more. But as China's institutions evolve
in ways more consistent with global financial markets, so it becomes
harder for the central government to control what is happening in the
financial sector.
The reports now available from China make it seem rather too similar
for comfort to the American southwest and Florida in the 2000s, or
Florida in the 1920s. Since the general privatization of housing in China
in 1998, housing speculation and construction have taken off in a spec
tacular fashion. Housing prices are reported to have risen by 140 percent
nationwide since 2007, and by as much as 800 percent in the main cities
such as Beijing and Shanghai over the last five years. In the latter city,
property prices are reputed to have doubled over the last year alone.
The average apartment price there now stands at $500,000 (in a country
where per capita GDP was $7,518 in 2010), and even in second-tier cities
a typical home "costs about 25 times the average income of residents;'
which is clearly unsustainable. All of this indicates that housing and
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commercial property construction, fast and vast as it is, is not keeping
pace with actual and, even more importantly, anticipated effective
demand. 44 One consequence is the emergence of strong inflationary pres
sures that have prompted the central government to use a variety of tools
to restrict out-of-control local government spending.
1he central government openly states its worry that
too much of the country's growth continues to be tied to inflation
ary spending o n real estate development and government investment
i n roads, railways and other multibillion dollar infrastructure projects.
In the first quarter of 201 1 , fixed asset i nvestment-a broad measure of
buil di ng activity-jumped 25 percent from the period a year earlier, and
real estate i nvestment soared 37 percent.45

This investment "is now equal to nearly 70 percent of the nation's gross
domestic product:' No other nation has approached this level in modern
times. "Even Japan, at the peak of its building boom in the 1980s, reached
only about 35 percent, and the figure has hovered around 20 percent for
decades in the United States:'
The "cities' efforts have helped government infrastructure and real
estate spending surpass foreign trade as the biggest contributor to China's
growth:'46 Extensive land acquisitions and displacements of legendary
proportions in some of the major cities (as many as 3 million people dis
placed in Beijing over the last ten years) indicate an active economy of
dispossession booming alongside this huge urbanization push through
out the whole of China. The forced displacements and dispossessions are
one of the most important causes of a rising tide of popular and some
times violent protests.
The land sales to developers have provided a lucrative cash cow to
fill local government coffers. But in early 20 1 1 the central government
ordered them to be curbed in order to hold back an out-of-control
property market, and the often brutally staged land dispossessions that
were causing so much resistance. This created fiscal difficulties for many
municipalities. The "sharp rise in local government debt and poor con
trols over borrowing by investment companies" (many sponsored by local
governments) are now considered a major risk to the Chinese economy,
and this is casting a deep shadow over the prospects for future growth,
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not only in China but also worldwide. As of 2 0 1 1 , the municipal debt
was estimated by the Chinese government at around $2.2 trillion, equiva
lent to "nearly a third of the nation's gross domestic pro duct:' Possibly as
much at 80 percent of this debt is held by off- the-bo oks investment com
panies, sponsored by but not technically a part of municipal government.
These are the organizations that are building, at immense speed, both the
new infrastructures and the signature buildings that make Chinese cities
so spectacular. But the cumulative deb t liabilities of the mun icipalities
are huge. A wave of defaults "could become a huge liability for the central
government, which is sitting on about $2 trillion in debt of its own:'"
The possibility of a collapse followed by a long perio d of "Jap anese-like
stagnation" is very real. The slowing of the Chin ese economic growth
machine in 201 1 is already producing reductions in imports, and this will
in turn rebound in all those areas of the world that h ave flourished on t he
back of the Ch inese market for raw materials in particular.
Meanwhile, whole new cities, with hardly any residents or real activi
ties as yet, can now be found in the Chin ese interior, prompting a curious
advertising program in the United States business press to attract inves
tors and compan ies to th is new urban frontier of global capitalism.'18
Urban development since the mid nineteenth century, if not before, has
always been speculative, but the speculative scale of Chinese develop
m ent seems to be of an entirely different order than anything before in
human h istory. But then the surplus liquidity in the global economy
needing to be absorbed, which is expanding at a compound rate, has
never been greater either.
As in the post- World War II sub urbanization boom in the United
States, when all the ancillary housing appliances and appurtenances are
added in it be comes clear that the Chinese urbanization boom is playing
a central role in stimulating the revival of global economic growth for a
wide range of consumer goods other than automobiles ( in which China
now boasts the largest market in the world). "By some estimates, China
consumes up to 50 percent of key global commodities and materials such
as cem ent, steel and coal, and Chin ese real estate is the main dr iver of
that demand:'"9 Since at least h alf of the steel consumed ends up in the
built environment, this means that a quarter of global steel output is now
absorbed by this activity alone. China is not the only place where such
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a property boom can be identified. All o f t h e so-called BRIC countries
seem to be following suit. Property prices thus doubled in both Sao Paulo
and Rio last year, and in India and Russia similar conditions prevail. But
all of these countries, it sho uld be noted, are experiencing high aggregate
growth rates along with strong currents of inflation. Strong urbanization
currents clearly h ave much to do with the rapid recovery from the effects
o f the recession of 2007-09.
Th e question is: How sustainable is this recovery, given its roots in
largely speculative urban developments? Attempts by the Chinese central
government to control their boom and quell inflationary pressures by
raising step-wise the reserve requirements of the banks have not been
too successful. A "shadow-banking system" has emerged that is strongly
connected to land and property investments and is hard to monitor and
control, and comprises new investment veh icles (analogous to those that
emerged in the 1 9 90s in the US and Britain). The result of accelerating
land d ispossessions and inflation has been proliferating unrest. Reports
are now coming in of work actions by taxi drivers and truckers (in
Shanghai) , alongside sudden full-blown factory strikes in the industrial
areas of G uangdong in resp onse to low wages, poor working conditions,
and escalating prices. Official reports of unrest have risen dramatically,
and wage a djustments have been occurring, along with governm ent poli
cies designed to confront the swelling unrest and stimulate the internal
market as a substitute for riskier and stagnant export markets (Chinese
consumerism currently accounts for only 3 5 percent of GDP, as opposed
to 70 percent in the United States).
All of th is has to be understo od, however, against the background of
the concrete steps the Chinese government took to deal with the crisis of
2007-09. The main impact of the crisis on China was the sudden collapse
of export markets (particularly that of the United States) and a 20 p ercent
fall-off in exports by early 2009 . Several reasonably reliable estimates put
the number of jobs lost in the exp ort sector at close to 30 m illion over a
very short period in 2008-09 . Yet the I M F could report th at the net job
loss in China as of fall 2009 was only 3 m illion. 5° Some of the difference
between gross and net job losses may have been due to the return of
unemployed urban m igrants to their rural b ase. Another part of it was
doubtless the fast revival of exports and re-engagement of workers earlier
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laid off. But the rest of it was almost certainly due to the government's
implementation of a massive Keynesian-style stimulus program of urban
and infrastructural investment. An extra $600 billion was made available
by the central government to augment what was already a large program
of infrastructural investment (a cumulative total of $750 billion allocated
solely to build 8 , 1 00 m iles of high-speed and 1 1 ,000 miles of traditional
rail, though these investments are now in trouble after a h igh-speed rail
crash that suggests poor design, if not corruption in construction ).51 The
central government simultaneously instructed the banks to lend exten
sively to all manner of local development projects (including the property
and infrastructure sectors) as a way to mop up surplus labor. Th is massive
program was designed to lead the way towards econom ic recovery. The
Chinese government now claims it created nearly 3 4 million new urban
jobs b etween 2008 and 201 0. It certainly appears to h ave been fairly suc
cessful in its immediate objective of absorbing much of the massive labor
surplus, if the IMF figures on net job loss are correct.
Th e b ig question, of course, is whether these state expenditures fall
within the category of "productive" or not-and, if so, productive of what
and for whom? Many investments, such as the huge shopping mall close
to D ongguan, stand almost empty, as do quite a few of the high-rises
that litter the urban landscape almost everywhere. And then there are
the empty new cities waiting for populations and industries to arrive. Yet
there is also no question that the Chinese national space could benefit
from deeper and more efficient spatial integration, and on the surface at
least the vast wave of infrastructural investments and urb an ization pro
jects would appear to do just that, linking the underdeveloped interior
to the wealthier coastal regions and the water-short north with the well
watered south. At the metropolitan level, the processes of urban growth
and urban regen eration would also appear to bring modernist techniques
to urban ization, along with a diversification of activities ( in clud ing all
the m andatory cultural and knowledge industry institutions, exemplified
by the spectacular Shanghai Expo, that are so characteristic of neoliberal
urbanization in the United States and Europe).
In some ways, China's development mim ics and exaggerates that of
the post-World War I I United States. During those years, the interstate
highway system integrated the American South and the West, and this,
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coupled with suburbanization, then played a crucial role in sustaining
both employm ent and capital accumulation. B ut the parallel is instruc
tive in other ways. US development after 1 945 was not only profligate in
its use of energy and land; it also generated, as we have seen, a distin ctive
crisis for marginalized, excluded and rebellious urban populations, which
elicited a raft of policy responses during the late 1 9 60s. All of this faded
after the crash of 1 9 73 , when President Nixon declared in his State of the
Union address that the urban crisis was over and that federal funding
would be withdrawn. The effect at the municipal level was to create a
crisis in urban services, with all of the terrifying consequences of degen
eration in public schooling, public h e alth, and availability of affordable
housing from the late 1 970s onwards in the United States.
The accelerated urban and infrastructural investment strategy in
Ch ina is collapsing these two tendencies into a few years. A high-speed
train between Shanghai and Beij ing is fine for the businesspeople and
the upper middle class, but it do es not constitute the kind of afforda
ble transport system that can take workers b ack to the ir rural origins
for the Chinese New Year. Similarly, h igh-rise apartment blocks, gated
commun ities, and golf courses for the rich , along with high-end shop
ping malls, do not really help to reconstitute an adequate daily life for
the restive, impoverished masses. This lopsidedness in urban devel
opment along class lines is in fact a global issue. It is c urrently arising
in India, as well as in the innumerable cities around the world where
there are emergent concentrations of m arginalized populations along
side high-modernist urbanization and consumerism for an increasingly
affluent minority. The issue of how to deal with the impoverished, inse
cure, and excluded workers that now constitute a majoritarian and
putatively dominant power block in many cities is becoming a major
political problem. M ilitary planning is, as a result, now highly focused
on how to deal with restive and potentially revolutionary urban-based
movements.
But in the Chinese case there is one interesting wrinkle to this nar
rative. The trajectory of development since liberalization began in 1 9 79
rested on the notion that decentralization is one of the best ways to
exercise centralize d control. The idea was to liberate regional and munic
ip al governments, and even villages and townships, to seek their own
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betterment within a framework of centralized control and market coor
dinations. Successful solutions arrived at through local initiatives then
became the basis for the reformulation of central government policies.
Reports emanating from China suggest that the power-transition
anticipated for 2012 is faced with an intriguing choice. Attention is
focused on the city of Chongqing, where a purportedly radical shift
away from market-based policies back onto a path of state-led socialist
redistribution-backed, interestingly, by a great deal of Maoist-inspired
rhetoric-has been underway for some time. In this model, "everything
links back to the issue of poverty and inequality:' The government "has
turned the market profits of state-owned enterprises toward traditional
socialist projects, using their revenues to fund the construction of afford
able housing and transportation infrastructure:' The housing initiative
entails a "massive construction program" to "provide cheap apa1tments to
a third of the 30 million residents" living in the city region. " The munici
pality expects to build 20 satellite towns, with a population of 300,000
apiece. In each one, 50,000 people will live in state-subsidized housing:'
The aim of this enormously ambitious project (contrary to World Bank
advice) is to reduce the spiraling social inequalities that have arisen
over the last two decades across China. It is an antidote to the private
developer-led projects of gated communities for the rich. But its down
side is that it accelerates the dispossession of land from rural uses and
pushes peasant populations into a forced urbanization that underpins
swelling protest and discontent, which in turn leads to a repressive if not
authoritarian response.
This turn back to a socialist redistributive agenda, using the private
sector for public purposes, is now providing a model for the central gov
ernment to follow. It plans to build 36 million affordable housing units
over the five years beginning in 20 1 0. In this way China proposes to
solve the capital surplus absorption problem at the same time as offer
ing a way to further urbanize the rural population, absorb surplus labor,
and (hopefully) dispel popular discontent by offering reasonable housing
security to the less well-off. 52 There are echoes here of US urban policies
after 1 945: keep economic growth on track while co-opting potentially
restive populations through housing security. The downside is the swell
ing and sometimes violent opposition to the necessary land acquisitions
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(though the Chinese clearly cling to the Maoist slogan that "you cannot
make an omelet without breaking eggs").
But rival market-based developmental models exist elsewhere in
China, particularly in the coastal and southern cities, such as Shenzhen.
Here the proposed solution is very different. Emphasis is more upon
political liberalization and what sounds like more bourgeois urban
democracy, alongside a deepening of free market initiatives. In this
case, rising social inequality is accepted as a necessary cost of sustained
economic growth and competitiveness. Which way the central gov
ernment will lean is impossible at this point to predict. The key point
is the role of urban-based initiatives in pioneering the way towards
such choices of different futures; but the means to achieve that future
seem to be firmly embedded in a polarized choice between state
and market.
The effects of China's urbanization in recent decades have been simply
phenomenal and world-shaking in their implications. The absorption
of surplus liquidity and overaccumulated capital in urbanization at a
time when profitable opportunities are otherwise hard to come by has
certainly sustained capital accumulation not only in China but around
much of the rest of the globe over the last few crisis years. How stable
such a solution might be is open to question. The burgeoning social ine
qualities (China is now third in the number of billionaires in the world),
the environmental degradation (which even the Chinese government
openly admits), along with multiple signs of overextensions and over
valuation of assets in the built environment, suggest that the Chinese
"model" is far from trouble-free, and that it could all too easily morph
overnight from benefactor to problem child of capitalist development.
If this "model'' fails, then the future of capitalism is dire indeed. This
would then imply that the only path open is to look more creatively to
the option of exploring anti-capitalist alternatives. If the capitalist form
of urbanization is so completely embedded in and foundational for the
reproduction of capitalism, then it also follows that alternative forms of
urbanization must necessarily become central to any pursuit of an anti
capitalist alternative.
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TH E U R BA N IZAT I O N OF CAP ITA L
The reproduction of capital passes through processes o f urbanization in
myriad ways. But the urbanization of capital presupposes the capacity
of capitalist class powers to dominate the urban process. This implies
capitalist class domin ation not only over state apparatuses (in particu
lar those aspects of state power that administer and govern the social
and infrastructural conditions within territorial structures), but also over
whole populations-their lifestyles as well as their labor power, their cul
tural and political values as well as their mental con ceptions of the world.
Th at level of control does not come easily, if at a ll. The city and the urban
process that produces it are therefore major sites of political, social, and
class struggles. We h ave h eretofore examin ed the dynamics of this strug
gle from the standpoint of capital. It therefore remains to exam ine the
urban process-its disciplinary apparatuses and restraints as well as its
emancipatory and anti- capitalist possibilities-from the standpoint of all
those who attempt to gain their livelihood and reproduce their daily lives
in the midst of this urban process.

C H A PT E R T H R E E

T h e C reati o n of th e
U rba n C o m m o n s

Thowever reluctan tly and agonistically, to produce a common if per

he city is the site where people of all sorts and classes m ingle,

petually changing and transitory life. The commonality of that l ife has
long been a m atter of commentary by urbanists of all stripes, and the
compelling subject of a wide range of evocative writings and represen
tations {in novels, films, painting, videos, and th e like) that attempt to
pin down the character of that life (or the particular character of life
in a particular city in a given place and tim e) and its deeper meanings.
And in the long h istory of urban utopianism, we have a record of all
manner of human aspirations to make the c ity in a different image,
more "after our heart's desire" as Park would put it. The recent revival
of emphasis upon the supposed loss of urban commonalities reflects
the seem ingly profoun d impacts of the recent wave of privatizations,
enclosures, spatial controls, policing, and surveillance upon the quali
ties of urban life in general, and in particular upon the potentiality to
build or inhibit new forms of social relations (a new commons) within
an urban process influenced if not dominated by capitalist class inter
ests. When Hardt and Negr i, for example, argue that we should view "the
metropolis as a factory for the pro duction of the common," they suggest
this as an entry point for anti-capitalist critique and political activism.
L ike the right to the city, the idea sounds catchy and intriguing, but what
could it possibly mean? And how does this relate to the long history of
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arguments and debates concerning the creation and utilization of common
property resources?
I h ave lost count of the number of times I have seen G arrett Hardin's
classic article on "The Tragedy of the Commons" c ited as an irrefuta
ble argument for the superior efficiency of private property rights with
respect to land and resource uses, and therefore an irrefutable justifi
cation for privatization. 1 Th is m istaken reading in part derives from
Hardin's appeal to the metaphor of cattle, under the private ownership of
several individuals concerned to m aximize their individual utility, pas
tured on a piece of common land. The owners individu ally gain from
adding cattle, while any losses in fer tility from so doing are spread across
all users. So all the herders continue to add cattle until the common land
loses all pro ductivity. If the cattle were held in common, of course, the
m etaphor would not work. Th is shows that it is private property in cattle
and individual utility-m aximizing behavior that lie at the heart of the
problem, rather than the common-property character of the resource.
But none of this was Hardin's fundamental concern. His preoccupation
was population growth. Th e personal decision to h ave children wou ld, he
feared, eventually lead to the destruction of the global commons and the
exhaustion of all resources (as Mal thus also argued). The only solution, in
h is view, is authoritarian regulatory population controJ.2
I cite this example to highlight the way thinking about the commons

has all too often itself become enclosed within far too narrow a set of
presumptions, largely driven by the example of the land enclosures that
occurred in Britain from the late medieval period onwards. As a result,
thinking has often polarized between private property solutions and
authoritarian state intervention. From a po litical p erspective, the whole
issue has been clouded over by a gut-reaction (laced with hefty doses of
nostalgia for a once-upon- a- time supposedly moral economy of common
action) either for or-more commonly on the left-against enclosure.
Elinor Ostrom seeks to disrupt some of the presumptions in her book,

Governing the Commons. 3 She systematizes the anthropological, socio
logical, and historical evidence that had long shown that if the herders
talked with each o ther (or had cultural rules of sharing) then they m ight
easily solve any commons issue. Ostrom shows from innumerable exam
ples that individuals can and often do devise ingenious and eminently
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sensible collective ways to manage common property resources for indi
vidual and collective benefit. Her concern was to establish why in some
instances they succeed in so doing, and under what circumstances they
might not. Her case studies "shatter the convic tions of m any policy ana
lysts that the only way to solve CPR problems is for external authorities
to impose full private property rights or centralized regulation:' Instead,
they demonstrate "rich m ixtures of public and private instrumentalities:'
Armed with that conclusion, she could do battle with that economic
orthodoxy that simply views po licy in terms of a dichotomous choice
betvve en state and market.
B ut most of her examples involved as few as a hundred or so appropri
ators. Anything much larger (her largest example was 1 5,000 people) , she
found, required a "nested" structure of decision-making, b ecause d irect
negotiation between all individuals was impossible. Th is implies that
nested, and therefore in some sense "h ierarchical" forms of organ iza
tion are needed to address large-scale problems such as global warming.
Unfortunately the term "hierarchy" is anathema in conventional thin k
ing (Ostrom avoids it), and virulently unpopu lar with much of the left
these days. The only politically correct form of organization in many
radical circles is non-state, non-hierarchical, and h orizontal. To avoid the
implication that some sorts of neste d hierarchical arrangements m ight
be necessary, the question of how to manage the commons at large as
opposed to small and local scales (for example, the global population
problem that was H ardin's concern) tends to be evaded.
Th ere is, dearly, an analytically difficult "scale problem" at work here
that needs (but does not receive) careful evaluation. The possibilities
for sensible management of common property resources that exist at
one scale (such as shared water rights between one hundred farmers in
a small river basin) do not and cannot carry over to problems such as
global warm ing, or even to the regional diffusion of acid deposition from
power stations. As we "jump scales" (as geographers like to put it) , so
the whole nature of the comm ons problem and the prospects of finding
a solution change dramatically.4 What looks like a goo d way to resolve
problems at one scale does not hold at another scale. Even worse, patently
good solutions at one scale (the "local;' say) do not necessarily aggre 
gate up (or cascade down) to make for go od solutions at another scale
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(the global, for example) . Th is is why Hardin's metaphor is so misleading:
he uses a small-scale example of private capital operating on a common
pasture to explicate a global problem, as if there is no problem whatso
ever in shifting scales.
Th is is also, incidentally, why the valuable lessons gained from
the collective organization of small-scale solidar ity economies along
common-property lines cannot translate into global solutions without
resort to "nested" and therefore h ierarchical organizational forms.
Unfortunately, as already n oted, the idea of hierarchy is anathema to m any
segments of the oppositional left these days. A fetishism of organizational
preference (pure horizontality, for example) all too often stands in the
way of exploring appropriate and effective solutions.; Just to be clear, I am
not saying horizontality is bad-indeed, I think it an excellent objective
but that we should acknowledge its limits as a h egemonic organizational
principle, and be prepared to go far beyond it when necessary.
Th ere is much confusion also over the relationship between the
commons and the supposed evils of enclosure. In the grander scheme
of things (and p articularly at the global level), some sort of enclosure is
often the best way to preserve certain kinds of valued commons. Th at
sounds like, and is, a contradictory statement, but it reflects a truly con
tradictory situation. It will take a draconian act of enclosure in Amazonia,
for example, to protect both biodiversity and the cultures of indigenous
populations as part of our global natural and cultural commons. It will
almost certainly requ ire state authority to protect those commons against
the philistine democracy of short-term moneye d interests ravaging the
land with soy bean plantations and cattle ranching. So not all forms of
enclosure can be dismissed as bad by definition. The production and
enclosure of non- commodified spaces in a ruthlessly commodifying
world is surely a go od thing. But in this instance there may be another
problem: expelling indigenous populations from their forest lands (as the
World Wide Fund for Nature often advo cates) may be deemed necessary
to preserve biodiversity. One common may be protected at the expense of
another. When a nature reserve is fen ced off, public access is denied. It is
dangerous, however, to presume that the best way to preserve one sort of
common is to deny another. Th ere is plenty of evidence from joint forest
management schemes, for example, that the dual objective of improving

T H E C R EATI O N OF TH E U R BAN C O M M O N S

71

habitats and forest growth while maintain ing access for traditional users
to forest resources often ends up benefiting both. The idea of protecting
the commons through enclosures is not always easily broached, h owever,
when it needs to be actively explored as an anti-capitalist strategy. In fac t
a common demand o n t h e l e ft for "local autonomy" is actually a demand
for some kind of enclosure.
Questions of the commons, we m ust conclude, are contradictory
and therefore always contested. Behin d these contestations lie conflict
ing social and political interests. Indeed, "politics;' Jacques Ranciere has
remarked, "is the sphere of activity of a common that can only ever be
contentious:'6 At the end of it all, the analyst is often left with a simple
decision: Whose side are you on, whose common interests do you seek to
protect, and by what means?
The rich these days have the habit, for example, of sealing them
selves off in gated communities within which an exclusionary commons
becomes defined. Th is is in principle no different than fifty users d ivvy
ing up common water resources among themselves without regard for
anyone else. The rich even have the gall to market their exclusionary urban
spaces as a traditional village commons, as in the case of the Kierland
Commons in Phoenix, Arizona, which is described as an "urban village
with space for retail, restaurants, offices;' and so on.7 Radical groups can
also procure spaces (sometimes through the exercise of private property
rights, as when they collectively buy a building to be used for some pro 
gressive purpose) from which they can reach out to further a politics
of common action. Or they can establish a commune or a soviet w ithin
some protected space. The politically active "houses of the people" th at
M argaret Kohn describes as central to political action in early twentieth
century Italy were exactly of this sort.8
Not all forms of the common entail open access. Some ( like the air we
breathe) are, while others (like the streets of our cities) are in principle
open, but regulated, policed, and even privately managed in the form
of business improvement districts. Still others (like a common water
resource controlled by fifty farmers) are from the very start exclusive to a
particular social group. Most of Ostrom's examples in her first book were
of the last sort. Furthermore, in her initial studies she limited her inquiry
to so-calle d "natural" resources such as land, forests, water, fisheries, and

72

R E B E L C I T I ES

the like. (I say "so-called" because all resources are technological, eco
nom ic, and cultural appraisals, and therefore socially defined.)
Ostrom, along with many colleagues and collaborators, later went
on to examine other forms of the comm ons, such as genetic materials,
knowledge, cultural assets, and the like. Th ese commons arc also very
much under assault these days through commodification and enclosure.
Cultural commons become commodified (and often b owdlerized) by a
heritage industry bent on Disncyfication, for example. Intellectual prop
erty and patenting rights over genetic materials and scientific knowledge
more generally constitute one of the hottest topics of our times. When
publishing companies charge for access to articles in the scientific and
techn ical journals they publish , the problem of access to what sh ould
be common knowledge open to all is plain to see. Over the last twenty
years or so there has been an explosion of studies and practical proposals,
as well as fierce legal struggles over creating an open-access kn owledge
commons.9
Cultural and intellectual commons of this last sort are often n ot subject
to the logic of scarcity, or to exclusionary uses of the sort that apply to
most natural resources. We can all listen to the same radio broadcast or
TV show at the same time without d iminishing it. Th e cultural commons,
Hardt and Negri write, "is dynamic, involving both the product of labor
and the means of future production. Th is common is not only the earth
we share but also the languages we create, the social practices we estab
lish, the modes of sociality that define our relationsh ips, and so forth."
These commons are built up over time, and are in principle open to all. 1 0
The human qualities of the city emerge out of our practices in the
diverse spaces of the city even as those spaces are subject to enclosure,
social control, and appropriation by both private and public/state inter
ests. There is an important distinction here between public spaces and
public goods, on the one hand, and the commons on the other. Public
spaces and public goods in the city h ave always been a m atter of state
power and public administration, and such spaces and goods do not nec
essarily a commons make. Througho ut the history of urbanization, the
provision of public spa ces and public goo ds (such as sanitation, public
health, education, and the like) by e ither public or private means has
been crucial for capitalist d evelopment. 1 1 To the degree that cities have
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been sites of vigorous class confl icts and struggles, so urban administra
tions have often b een forced to supply public goods (such as affordable
public housing, health care, education, paved streets, sanitation, and
water) to an urbanized working class. Wh ile these public spaces and
public goods contribute m ightily to the qualities of the commons, it takes
political action on the part of citizens and the people to appropriate them
or to make them so. Public education becomes a common when social
forces appropriate, protect, and enhance it for mutual benefit (three
cheers for the PTA). Syntagma Square in Athens, Tahrir Square in Cairo,
and the Plaza de Catalunya in Barcelona were public spaces that b ecame
an urban commons as people assembled there to express their political
views and make demands. The street is a public space that has historically
often been transformed by social action into the common of revolution
ary movement, as well as into a site of bloody suppression. 12 Th ere is
always a struggle over how the production of and access to public space
and public goods is to be regulated , by whom, and in whose interests. The
struggle to appropriate the public spaces and public goods in the city for
a common purpose is ongoing. But in order to protect the common it is
often vital to protect the flow of public goods that underpin the qualities
of the common. As neoliberal politics dim inishes the financing of public
goods, so it diminishes the available common, forcing social groups to
find other ways to support that common (education, for example) .
Th e common is not to be construed, therefore, as a particular kind
of thing, asset or even so cial process, but as an unstable and malleable
so cial relation between a particular self-defined social group and those
aspects of its actually existing or yet- to-be-created social and/or physical
environment deemed crucial to its life and livelihood. Th ere is, in effect,
a social practice of commoning. Th is practice produces or establishes a
so cial relation with a common whose uses are either exclusive to a social
group or partially or fully open to all and sundry. At the heart of the prac
tice of commoning lies the principle that the relation between the social
group and that aspect of the environment being treated as a common
shall be both collective and non-commodified-off-limits to the logic of
market exchange and market valuations. This last point is crucial because
it helps distinguish b etween public goods construed as productive state
expenditures and a common which is established or used in a completely
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different way and for a completely different purpose, even when it ends
up indirectly enhancing the wealth and income o f the social group that
claims it. A community garden can thus be viewed as a goo d thing in
itself, no m atter what foo d m ay be produced there. Th is does not prevent
some of the food being sold.
Plainly, many different social groups can engage in the practice of
commoning for m any different reasons. This takes us b ack to the foun
dational question of wh ich social groups should be supported and which
should not in the course of commoning struggles. Th e ultra -rich, after all,
are j ust as fiercely protective of their residential commons as anyone, and
have far more fire-power and influence in creating and protecting them.
The common, even-and particularly-when it cannot be enclosed,
can always be traded upon even though it is not in itself a commod
ity. The ambience and attractiveness of a city, for example, is a collective
product of its citizens, but it is the tourist trade that commercially capi
talizes upon that common to extract monopoly rents (see Chapter 4).
Through the ir daily activities and struggles, individuals and social groups
create the social world of the city, and thereby create something common
as a framework with in which all can dwell. While this culturally crea
tive common cannot be destroyed through use, it can be degraded and
banalized through excessive abuse. Streets that get clogge d with traffic
m ake that particular public space almost unusable even for drivers (let
alone pedestrians and protestors), leading at some point to the levying
of congestion and access charges in an attempt to restrict use so that it
can function more efficiently. Th is kind of street is not a common. B e fore
the car came along, however, streets were often a common-a place o f
popular sociality, a play sp ace for kids (I am o l d enough to remember
that was where we played all the time) . But that kind of common was
destroyed and turned into a public space dom inated by the advent of the
autom obile (prompting attempts by city administrations to recover some
asp ects of a "more civilized" common past by organizing p edestrian pre
cincts, sidewalk cafes, bike paths, pocket parks as play spaces, and the
l ike). But such attempts to cre ate n ew kinds of urban commons can all
to o easily be capitalized upon. In fact they may be designed precisely
with that in mind. Urban parks almost always increase nearby residential
property prices in surrounding areas (provided, of course, that the public
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space of the park is regulated and patrolled to keep the riff-raff and the
drug dealers out). The newly created H igh Line in New York City has had
a tremendous impact on n earby residential property values, thus denying
access to affordable housing in the area for most of the citizens of New
York City by virtu e of rapidly rising rents. The creation of this kind o f
public space radically diminishes rather t h a n enhances t he potentiality
of commoning for all but the very rich.
The real problem here, as in Hardin's original morality tale, is not the
commons per se, but the failure of individualized private property rights
to fulfill common interests in the way they are supposed to do. Why do we
not, therefore, focus on the individual ownership of the cattle and indi
vidual utility-maxim izing behavior, rather than the common pasture, as
the basic problem to be addressed? The justification for private property
rights in liberal theory, after all, is that they should serve to maximize the
common good when socially integrated through th e institutions of fair
and free market exchange. A commonwealth (said Hobbes) is produced
through pr ivatizing competitive interests within a framework of strong
state power. Th is opinion, articulated by liberal theorists such as John
Locke and Adam Smith, continues to be preached. Th ese days, the trick,
of course, is to downplay the need for strong state power while in fact
deploying it-sometimes brutally. Th e solution to the problems of global
poverty, the World B ank continues to assure us (lean ing heavily on the
theories of de Soto), is private prop erty r ights for all slum-dwellers and
access to m icro-finance (wh ich just h appens to yield the world's financi
ers hefty rates of return while driving not a few participants to commit
suicide in the face of debt peonage) Y Yet the myth prevails: once the
inherent entrepreneurial instin cts of the poor are liberated as a force of
nature, it is said, then all will be well and the problem of chronic poverty
will be broken and the common wealth enhanced. Th is was indeed the
argument made in support of the original en closure movement in B ritain
from the late medieval period on. And it was not entirely wrong.
For Locke, individual property is a natural r ight that arises when indi
viduals create value by m ixing their labor with the land. The fruits of
t heir labor b elong to them and to them alone. This was the essence of
Locke's version of the labor theory o f value. 14 M arket exchange so cializes
that right when e ach individual gets back the value they have created by
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exchanging it against an equivalent value created by another. In effect,
individuals maintain, extend, and socialize their private property right
through value- creation and supposedly free and fair market exchange.
This is h ow, says Adam Smith, the wealth of nations is most easily created
and the common go od best served. He was not entirely wrong.
The presumption is, however, that markets can be fair and free, and in
classical political economy it was assumed that the state would intervene
to make them so (at least that is what Adam Smith advises statesmen
to do). But there is an ugly corollary to Locke's theory. Individuals who
fail to pro duce value have n o claim to property. The dispossession of
indigenous populations in North America by "productive" colonists was
justified because indigenous populations did not produce value. 15
So how does Marx deal with all of this? Marx accepts the Lo ckean
fiction in the opening chapters of Capital (though the argument is cer
tainly larded with irony when, for example, he takes up the strange role
of the Robinson Crusoe myth in political- economic thinking, in which
someone thrown into a state of nature acts like a true-born entrepre
neurial Briton ) . 16 But when M arx takes up how labor-power becomes
an individualized commodity that is bought and sold in fair and free
m arkets, we see the Lockean fiction unmasked for what it really is: a
system founded on equality in value-exchange produces surplus value for
the capitalist owner of the means of production through the exploitation
of living labor in production (not in the market, where bourgeois rights
and constitutionalities can prevail).
Th e Lockean formulation is even more dramatically undermined
when Marx takes up the question of collective lab or. In a world where
individu al artisan producers controlling their own means of production
could engage in free exchange in relatively free m arkets, the L ockean
fiction might h ave some purchase. But the rise of the factory system from
the late eighteenth century onwards, M arx argued, rendered Locke's
theoretical formulations redundant ( even if they had not been redun
dant in th e first place). In the factory, labor is collectively organ ized. If
there is any property right to b e derived from this form of lab oring, it
would surely have to be a collective or associated rather than individual
property right. The definition o f value-producing labor, which grounds
Locke's theory of private property, n o longer holds for the individual,
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but is shifted to the collective laborer. Communism should then arise
on the basis of "an asso ciation of free men, working with the means of
production held in common, and expending their many different forms
of labour-power in full self- awaren ess as one single labour force." 17 Marx
docs not advocate state ownership, but some form of ownership vested in
the collective laborer pro ducing for the common go od.
How that form of ownership m ight come into being is established
by turning Locke's argument on the production of value against itself.
Suppose, says Marx, that a capitalist b egins pro duction with a capital
of $ 1 ,000 and in the first year manages to gain $200 surplus value from
laborers mixing their labor with the land, and then uses that surplus in
personal consumption. Th en, after five years, the $ 1 ,000 should b elong to
the collective laborers, since they are the ones who have mixed their labor
with the land. The capitalist has consumed away all his or her original
wealth . 1 8 Like the indigenous populations of North America, capitalists
deserve to lose their rights, a ccording to this logic, since they themselves
have pro duced no value.
While this idea sounds outrageous, it lay behin d the Swedish Meidner
plan proposed in the late 1 9 60s. 19 The receipts from a tax placed on cor
porate profits, in return for wage restraint on the part of unions, were to
be placed in a worker-controlled fund that would invest in and eventu
ally b uy out the corporation, thus bringing it under the common control
of the asso ciated laborers. Capital resisted this idea with all its might,
and it was never implemented. B ut the idea ought to be reconsidered.
The central conclusion is that the collective lab oring that is now pro 
ductive of value must ground collective not individual property rights.
Valu e-so cially necessary labor time-is the capitalist common, and it is
represented by money, the universal equivalent in which common wea lth
is measured. The common is not, therefore, someth ing that existed once
upon a time that has since b een lost, but someth ing that is, like the urban
commons, continuously being produced. The problem is that it is j ust as
continuously being enclose d and appropriated by capital in its commodi
fied and monetized form, even as it is b eing continuously produced by
collective labor.
Th e primary means by which it is appropriated in urban contexts is, of
course, through th e extraction ofland and property rents. 20 A community
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group that struggles to maintain ethnic diversity in its neighborhood
and protect against gentrification may suddenly find its property prices
(and taxes) rising as real estate agents market the "character" of their
neighborho o d to the wealthy as multicultural, street-lively, and diverse.
By the time the market has done its destru ctive work, not only have
the original resid ents been dispossessed of that common which they
had created (often being forced out by rising rents and property taxes),
but the common itself becomes so debased as to be unrecognizable.
Ne ighborhood revitalization through gentrification in South Balt imore
displaced a lively street life, where people sat on their stoops on warm
summer n ights and conversed with neighb ors, with air- conditioned and
burglar-proofed houses with a BMW parked out front and a rooftop
deck, but with no one to be seen on the street. Revitalization meant devi
talization, according to local opinion. Th is is the fate that again and again
threatens places like Christiania in Copenhagen, the St. Pauli districts of
Hamburg, or Willamsburg and DUMBO in New York City, and it was
also what destroyed that city's SoHo district.
Th is is, surely, a far better tale by which to explicate the true tragedy of
the urban commons for o ur times. Th ose who create an interesting and
stimulating everyday neighborhood life lose it to the predatory practices
of the real estate entrepreneurs, the financiers and upper class consumers
bereft of any urban social imagination. The better the common qualities
a social group creates, the more likely it is to be raided and appropriated
by private profit-maximizing interests.
But there is a further analytic point here that must be remarked. Th e
collective labor that Marx envisaged was for the most part confined t o th e
factory. What if we broaden that conception to think, as H ardt and Negri
suggest, that it is the metropolis that now constitutes a vast common pro
duced by the collective labor expended on and in the city? The right to
use that common must surely then be accorded to all those who have
had a part in producing it. Th is is, of course, the basis for the claim to
the right to the city on the part of the collective lab orers who h ave made
it. Th e struggle for the right to the city is against the powers of capital
that ruthlessly feed upon and extract rents from the common life that
others h ave produced. Th is reminds us that the real problem lies with the
private character of property rights and the power these rights confer to

T H E C R EATI O N OF TH E U R BAN C O M M O N S

79

appropriate not only the lab or but also the collective products of others.
Put another way, th e problem is not the common per se, but the rela
tions between those who pro duce or capture it at a variety of scales and
those who appropriate it for private gain . M uch of the corruption that
attaches to urban politics relates to how public investments are allocated
to produce something that looks like a common but which promotes
gains in private asset values for privileged prop erty owners. The distinc
tion between urban public goo ds and urban commons is both fluid and
dangerously porous. How often are developmental proj ects subsidized by
the state in the name of the common interest when the tru e beneficiaries
are a few landholders, financiers, and developers?
How, then, are urban commons pro duced, organized, used, and
appropriated across a whole metropolitan area? How commoning might
work at the local neighborhood level is relatively clear. It involves some
m ix of individual and private initiative to organize and capture external
ity effects while putting some aspect of the environment outside of the
market. The lo cal state is involved through regulations, codes, standards,
and public investments, along with informal and formal neighborhood
organization (for example, a community association which may or may
not be politically active and m ilitant, depending on the circumstances) .
There are many cases in which territorial strategies and enclosures within
the urban m ilieu can become a vehicle for the political left to advance its
cause. Th e organizers of low-income and precarious labor in B altimore
declared the whole Inner Harbor area a "human rights zone"-a sort of
common-where every worker should receive a living wage. The place
bound Federation of Neighb orhood Associations in El Alto became one
of the key bases of the El A lto rebellions of 2003 and 2005, in which the
whole city b ecame collectively mobilized against the dominant forms of
political power.2 1 Enclosure is a temporary political means to pursue a
common political end.
The general outcome that Marx describes still holds, however: capital,
impelled onwards by the coerc ive laws of competition to max im ize utility
(profitab ility)- as do the cattle owners in Hardin's tale-produces
progress in the art. not only of robbing the worker, but of ro bbing the
soil; all progress in increasing the fe rt il ity of the soil for a given time is a
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progress towards ruining the more long l asting sources of that fertility.
-

The m o re a cou n t r y proceeds from la rge sca le indust ry as the bac kgrou n d
-

of its development, as in the case of the United States, the mo re rapid is
this process of destructio n. Capitalist production , therefo re, only devel
ops the techniques and the degree of co mbination of the social process
of produc t ion by simulta neously unde rmi n in g the o ri gi n al sources of all
wealth-the soil and the worker.22

Capitalist urbanization perpetually tends to destroy the city as a social,
political and livable commons.
This "tragedy" is similar to that which Hardin depicts, but the logic
from which it arises is entirely different. Left unregulated, individual
ized capital accum ulation perpe tually threatens to destroy the two basic
common property resources that undergird all forms of production: the
laborer and the land. But the land we now inh abit is a product of collec
tive human labor. Urbanization is about the perpetual production of an
urban commons (or its shadow-form of public spaces and public goo ds)
and its perpetual appropriation and destruction by private interests.
And with capital accumulation occurring at a comp ound rate of growth
(usually at the minimum satisfactory level of 3 percent) , so these dual
threats to the environment (both "natural" and built) and to labor esca
late in scale and intensity over time.23 Look at the urban wreckage in
Detroit to get a sense of how devastating this process can be.
B ut what is so interesting about the concept of the urban commons is
that it poses all of the p olitical contradictions of the commons in highly
concentrated form. Consider, for example, the question of scale within
which we move from the question of local neighb orhoods and politi
cal organ ization to the m etrop olitan region as a whole. Traditionally,
questions of the commons at the metropolitan level have been handled
through mechanisms of state regional and urban planning, in recognition
of the fact that the common resources required for urban populations
to function effectively, such as water provision, transportation, sewage
disposal, and open space for recreation , have to be provided at a met
ropolitan, regional scale. But when it comes to bundling together issues
of this kind, left-analysis typically becomes vague, gesturing hopefully
towards some magical concordance of local actions that will be effec
tive at a regional or glob al level, or simply noting this as an important
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problem before moving back to that scale- usually the micro and the
local-at wh ich th ey feel most comfortable.
We can h ere learn something of the recent h istory of commons think
ing in more conventional circles. Ostrom, for example, while dwelling in
her Nobel Prize lecture on small-scale cases, takes refuge in her subtitle of
"Polycentric Governance of Complex Economic Systems" to suggest she
has some solution to commons issues across a variety of scales. In fact,
all she does is gesture hopefully to the idea that "when a common-pool
resource is closely connected to a larger social- ecological system, gov
ernance activities are organized in multiple nested layers;' but without
resort, she insists, to any monocentric h ierarchical structure.24
The crucial problem h ere is to figure out how a polycentric governance
system (or someth ing analogous, such as Murray B ookchin's confedera
tion of libertarian municipalities) m ight actually work, and to make sure
that it does not mask something very different. This question is one that
bedevils not only Ostrom's arguments, but a very wide range of radical
left communalist proposals to address the problem of the commons. For
this reason, it is very important to get the critique right.
In a paper prepared for a conference on Global Climate Change,
Ostrom elaborated further on the nature of the argument which rests,
conveniently for us, on results from a long- term study of the delivery
of public go ods in municipal regions.25 Th e assumption h ad long b een
that the consolidation of public service provision into large-scale met
ropolitan forms of government, as opposed to their organization into
numerous seemingly chaotic local administrations, would improve effi
ciency and effectiveness. But the studies convincingly showed this not to
be so. The reasons all boiled down to how much easier it was to organize
and enforce collective and cooperative action with strong participation of
local inhabitants in smaller j urisdictions, and to the fact that the capacity
for participation diminished rapidly with larger sizes of administrative
unit. Ostrom ends by citing Andrew Sancton to the effect that
municipalit ies are more t h an just providers of services. They are demo
cratic mechanisms through which ter rito rially based communities of
people govern themselves at a local level . . . those who would force munic
ip a li ties to amalgamate with each other invariably claim that their motive
is to make municipalities stronger. Such an approach-however we ll

-
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intentioned-erodes the foundations of our liberal democracies because
it undermines the notion that there can be forms of self-government that
exist o utside the institutions of the central government.26

B eyond market effi ciency and effectiveness, there is a non-commodifiable
reason to go to a smaller scale.
"While large-scale units were part of effective governance of metro
politan regions:· Ostrom concludes, "small and medium-scale units were
also necessary components:' The constructive role of these sm aller units,
she argued, "needs to be seriously rethought:' The question then arises of
how relations between the smaller units might be structured. The answer,
says Vincent Ostrom, is as a "polycentric order" in which "many elements
are capable of making mutual adjustments ordering their relationships
with one another within a general system of rules where each element
acts with independence of other elements."27
So what is wrong with this picture? This whole argument has its roots
in the so- called "Tiebout hypothesis:' What Tiebout proposed was a
fragmented metropolis in which m any jurisdictions would each offer a
particular local tax regime and a particular bundle of public goods to
prospec tive residents, who would "vote with their fee t" and chose that
particular mix of taxes and services that suited their own needs and pref
erences/8 At first glance the proposal seems very attractive. The problem
is that the richer you are the more easily you can vote with your feet
and pay the entry price of property and land costs. Superior public edu
cation may be provided at the cost of h igh prop erty prices and taxes,
but the poor are deprived of a ccess to the superior public education and
are condemned to live in a poor jurisdiction with poor public e duca
tion. The resultant repro duction of class privilege and power through
polycentric governance fits neatly into neoliberal class strategies of social
reproduction.
Along with many more radical proposals for decentralized auton omy,
Ostrom's is in danger of falling into exactly this trap. Neoliberal politics
actually favors b o th admin istrative decentralization and the m ax imiza
tion of local autonomy. Wh ile on the one hand this opens a space within
which radical forces can more easily plant the seeds of a more revolu
tionary agenda, the counter-revolutionary takeover of C ochabamba in
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the name of autonomy by the forces o f reaction in 2007 (until they were
forced out by popular rebellion) suggests that the embrace of localism
and autonomy by much of the left as a pure strategy is problematic. In
the Un ited States, the leadership of the Cleveland initiative celebrated
as an example of autonomous communitarianism in action sup 
ported the election of a radically right-wing and anti- union republican
for governor.
D ecentralization and autonomy are primary vehicles for producing
greater inequality through neoliberalization. Thus, in New York State,
the unequal provision of public education services across jurisdictions
with radically d ifferent financial resources has been deemed by the
courts as unconstitutional, and the state is under court order to move
towards greater equalization of educational provision. It has failed to
do so, and now uses the fiscal emergency as a further excuse to delay
action. But note well, it is the h igher- order and hierarchically determined
mandate of the state courts that is crucial in mandating greater equal
ity of treatment as a constitutional right. Ostrom does not rule out such
h igher-order rule-making. Relations b etween independent and autono
mously functioning communities h ave to be established and regulated
somehow (hence Vincent Ostrom's reference to "established rules"). But
we a re left in the dark as to how such higher-order rules might be consti
tuted, by whom, and h ow they m ight be open to democratic control. For
the whole metropolitan region some such rules (or customary practices)
are b oth necessary and crucial. Furthermore, such rules must not only be
establish ed and asserted. They must also be enforced and actively policed
(as is the case with any common). We need look no further than the
"polycentric" Eurozone for a catastrophic example of what can go wrong:
all members were supposed to abide by rules restricting their budgetary
deficits, and when most of them broke th e rules there was no way to force
compliance or deal with the fiscal imbalances that then emerged between
states. Getting states to comply with carbon emissions targe ts appears an
equally hopeless task. Wh ile the historical answer to the question "Who
puts the 'common' into the Common Market?" m ay correctly be depicted
as embodying everything that is wrong about hierarchical forms of gov
ernance, the alternative imaginary of thousands upon thousands of
autonomous municipalities fiercely defending their autonomy and their
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turf while endlessly (and undoubtedly acrim oniously) negotiating their
position within Europe-wide divisions of labor is hardly alluring.
How can radical decentralization-surely a worthwhile objective
work without constituting some higher-order hierarchical authority? It
is simply naive to believe that polycentrism or any other form of decen
tralization can work without strong hierarchical constraints and active
enforcement. Much of the radical left-particularly of an anarchist and
autonomist persuasion-has no answer to th is problem. State interven
tions (to say nothing of state enforcement and policing) are unacceptable,
and the legitimacy of bourgeo is constitutionality is generally denied.
Instead there is the vague and naive hope that social groups who h ave
organized their relations to their local commons satisfactorily will do
the r ight thing or converge upon some satisfactory inter-group prac
tices through negotiation and interaction. For t h is to occur, local groups
would h ave to be untroubled by any externality effects that their actions
m ight have on the rest of the world, and to give up accrued advantages,
demo cratically distributed within the social group, in order to rescue or
supplement the well-being of near (let alone distant) others, who as a
result of either bad decisions or misfortune have fallen into a state of
starvation and m isery. History provides us with very little evidence that
such redistributions can work on anyth ing other than an occasional or
one-off basis. There is, therefore, noth ing whatsoever to prevent escalat
ing social inequalities between communities. Th is accords all too well
with the neoliberal project of not only protecting but further privileging
structures of class power (of the sort so clearly evident in th e New York
State school financing debacle).
Murray B ookchin is acutely aware of such dangers-the "agenda of a
libertarian municipalism can easily become vacuous at best or be used for
highly parochial ends at worst;' he writes. His answer is "confederalism:'
While municipal assemblies working through direct democracy form
the policy-making base, the state is replace d "by a confe deral network of
municipal assemblies; the corporate economy reduced to a truly political
economy in which municipalities, interacting with each other econom i
cally as well as politically, will resolve their material problems as citizen
bodies in open assemblies." These confederal assemblies will be given
over to administration and governance of policies determined in the
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municipal assemblies, and the delegates will be recallable and answer
able at all times to the will of the municipal assemblies. The confederal
councils
beco me the means fo r interlinking vUlages, towns, neighborhoods, and
cities into confederal networks. Power thus flows from the bottom up
instead of from the top down, and in confederations, the flow of power
from the bottom up dimin ishes with the scope of the federal council
ranging territorially from localities and regions and from regions to ever
broader territorial areas. 29

B ookchin's proposal is by far the most sophisticate d radical proposal
to deal with the creation and collective use of the commons across a
variety of scales, and is well worth elaborating as part of the radical anti
capitalist agenda.
Th is issue is all the more pressing because of th e violent n eoliberal
attack upon the public provision of social public go ods over the last thirty
years or more. Th is corresp onded to the ro ot-and-branch attack upon the
rights and power of organized labor that began in the 1 970s (from Chile
to Brita i n) , but it focused on the costs of social reproduction of labor
d irectly. Capital has long preferred to treat the costs of social repro duction
as an e x ternality- a cost for wh ich it bears no market responsibility- but
the social-democratic m ovement and the active threat of a communist
alternative forced capital to internalize some of those costs, along with
some of the externality costs attributable to environmental degradation,
up until the 1 970s in the advanced capitalist world. The aim of neoliberal
policies since 1 980 or so has been to dump these costs into the global
commons of social r e production and the environment, cre ating, as it
were, a negative commons in which whole populations are forced now
to dwell. Questions of social reproduction, gender, and the commons are
interlin ked.30
The response on the part of capital to the global crisis conditions
after 2007 has been to implem e nt a draconian global austerity plan that
d iminishes the supply of public goods to support both social reproduc
tion and environmental amelioration, thereby diminishing the qualities
of the commons in both instances. It has also used the crisis to facili
tate even more predatory act i vi ty in th e private appropr iat i on of the
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commons as a necessary precondition for the revival of growth. The
uses of eminent domain, for example, to appropriate sp aces for private
purposes (as opposed to the "public utility" for which such laws were
originally intended) is a classic case of the redefinition of public purpose
as state-led sponsorship of private development.
From California to Greece, the crisis produced losses in urban asset
values, rights, and entitlements for the mass of the population, coupled
with the extension of predatory capitalist power over low- income and
hitherto marginalized populations. It was, in short, a wholesale attack
upon the reproductive and environmental commons. Living on less
than $2 a day, a global population of more than 2 b illion or so is now
b eing taken in by micro finance as the "subprime of all subprime forms of
lending:' so as to extract wealth from them (as h appened in US housing
markets through sub -prime predatory lending followed by foreclosures)
to gild the MacM ansions of the rich. The environmental commons are
no less threatened, while the proposed answers (such as carbon trading
and new environmental technologies) merely propose that we seek to
exit the impasse using the same tools of capital accumulation and specu
lative market exchange that got us into the diffi c ulties in the first place.
It is unsurprising, therefore, not only that the poor are still with us, but
that their numbers grow rather than diminish over tim e. Wh ile India has
been racking up a respectable record of growth throughout this crisis,
for example, the number of billionaires has leapt from 26 to 69 in the
last three years, while the number of slum-dwellers has nearly doubled
over the last decade. The urban impacts arc quite stunning, as luxurious
air- conditioned condominiums arise in the midst of uncared-for urban
squalor, out of which impoverished people struggle mightily to make
some sort of acceptable existence for themselves.
The dismantling of the regulatory fram eworks and controls that
sought, however inadequately, to curb the penchant for predatory prac
tices of accumulation has unleashed the apres moi le deluge logic of
unbridled accumulation and financial specul ation that has now turned
into a veritable flood of creative destruction, including that wrought
through capitalist urbanization. Th is damage can only be contained and
reversed by the socialization of surplus production and distribution, and
the establishment of a new common of wealth open to all.
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It is in this context that the revival of a rhetoric and theory of the
commons takes on an added significance. If state-supplied public goods
either decline or become a mere vehicle for private accumulation (as is
happening to education), and if the state withdraws from their provision,
then there is only one possible response, which is for populations to self
organize to provide their own commons (as happened in Bolivia, as we
shall see in Chapter 5). The political recognition that the commons can
be produced, protected, and used for social benefit becomes a framework
for resisting capitalist power and rethinking the politics of an anti
capitalist transition.
But what matters here is not the particular mix of institutional
arrangements-the enclosures here, the extensions of a variety of col
lective and common-property arrangements there-but that the unified
effect of political action address the spiraling degradation of labor and
land resources (including the resources embedded in the "second nature"
of the built environment) at the hands of capital. In this effort, the "rich
mix of instrumentalities" that Elinor Ostrom begins to identify-not only
public and private, but collective and associational, nested, hierarchical
and horizontal, exclusionary and open-will all have a key role to play
in finding ways to organize production, distribution, exchange, and con
sumption in order to meet human wants and needs on an anti-capitalist
basis. This rich mix is not given, but has to be constructed.
The point is not to fulfill the requirements of accumulation for accu
mulation's sake on the part of the class that appropriates the common
wealth from the class that produces it. The return of the commons as a
political question has to be integrated wholly into anti-capitalist strug
gle in a very specific way. Unfortunately the idea of the commons (like
the right to the city) is just as easily appropriated by existing political
power as is the value to be extracted from an actual urban common by
real estate interests. The point, therefore, is to change all that and to find
creative ways to use the powers of collective labor for the common good,
and to keep the value produced under the control of the laborers who
produced it.
This requires a double-pronged political attack, through which the
state is forced to supply more and more in the way of public goods for
public purposes, along with the self-organization of whole populations
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to appropriate, use, and supplement those goods in ways that extend and
enhance the qualities of the non-commodified reproductive and environ
mental commons. The production, protection, and use of public goods
and the urban commons in cities like Mumbai, Sao Paulo, Johannesburg,
Los Angeles, Shanghai, and Tokyo becomes a central issue for democratic
social movements to address. And that will take much more imagination
and sophistication than is currently brought to bear in the hegemonic
radical theories of the commons currently circulating, particularly as
these commons are being continuously created and appropriated through
the capitalist form of urbanization. The role of the commons in city for
mation and in urban politics is only now being clearly acknowledged
and worked upon, both theoretically and in the world of radical practice.
There is much work to do, but there are abundant signs in the urban
social movements occurring around the world that there are plenty of
people and a critical mass of political energy available to do it.

C H APT E R FO U R

T h e A rt of Re nt

Thas increased considerably over the past few decades (from some
he number of workers engaged in cultural activities and pro duction

1 50,000 artists registered in the New York metropolitan region in the
early 1 9 80s to likely more than double that by now), and continues to
rise. They form the creative core of what Daniel B ell calls "the cultural
mass" (not the creators but the transmitters of culture in the media and
elsewhere) ,1 and have shifted in their political stances over the years. In
the 1 960s, th e art colleges were hotbeds of radical discussion, but their
subsequent pacification and professionalization has seriously dim inished
agitational politics. Th ough socialist strategy and thought may need to be
reconfigured, revitalizing such institutions as centers of political engage
ment and mobilizing the political and agitational powers of cultural
producers is surely a worthwhile objective for the left. While commer 
cialization and market incentives unquestionably dominate in these
times, there are plenty of dissident sub-currents and discontents to be
detected among cultural pro ducers to make this a fertile field for critical
expression and p olitical agitation for the production of a new kind of
commons.
Th at culture is a form of commons, and that it has become a commod
ity of some sort, is undeniable. Yet there is also a widespread belief that
there is something so special about certain cultural products and events
(be they in the arts, theater, music, cinema, architecture, or more broadly
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in localized ways of life, heritage, collective memories, and affective com 
munities) as to set them apart from ordinary commodities like shirts
and shoes. While the b oundary between the two sorts of commodities is
h ighly porous (perhaps increasingly so), there are still grounds for main
taining an analytic separation. It may be, of course, that we distinguish
cultural artifacts and events because we cannot bear to think of them
as anything other than authentically d ifferent, existing on some higher
plane of human creativity and mean ing than that located in the facto
ries of mass production and consumption. But even when we strip away
all residues of wishful thinking (often backed by powerful ideologies),
we are still left with som ething very special about those products des
ignated as "cultural:' Art studio and gallery districts, and strips of cafes
and bars where musicians meet and play, are not the same as clothing
stores simply because they too can only exist if they turn enough profit to
pay their rent. How, then, can the commodity status of so many of these
phenomena be reconciled with their special character?

M O N O PO LY R E NT AN D C O M P ETIT I O N
To the cultural producers themselves, usually more interested in affa irs
of aesthetics (sometimes even dedicated to ideals of art for art's sake), of
affective values, of social life and of the heart, a term like "monopo ly rent"
m ight appear far too technical and arid to bear much weight beyond the
possible calculi of the financier, the developer, the real estate speculator,
and the landlord. But I hope to show that it has a much grander pur
chase: that, properly constructed, it can generate rich interpretations of
the many practical and personal dilemmas arising in the nexus between
capitalist globalization, lo cal political-economic developments, and the
evolution of cultural meanings and aesthetic values.2
All rent is based on the monopoly power of private owners over
certain assets. Monopoly rent arises because so cial actors can realize an
enhanced income stream over an extended time by virtue of their exclu
sive control over some directly or indirectly tradable item which is in
some crucial respects unique and non-replicable. There are two situ
ations in which the category of monopoly rent comes to the fore. Th e

T H E A R T OF R E N T

91

first arises because social actors control som e special quality resource,
commodity, or location which, in relation to a certain kind of activity,
enables them to extract monopoly rents from those desiring to use it.
In the realm of production, M arx argues, the most obvious example is
the vineyard producing wine of extraordinary quality that can be sold
at a monopoly price. In this circumstance "the monopoly price creates
the rent."3 The locational version would be centrality (for the commercial
capitalist) relative to, say, the transport and commun ications network,
or proximity (for t he hotel chain) to some h ighly concentrated activity
(such as a financial center) . The commercial capitalist and the hotelier are
willing to pay a premium for the land because of its accessibility.
Th ese are the indirect cases of monopoly rent. It is not the land,
resource or location of unique qualities which is trade d, but t he commod
ity or service produced through their use. In the second case, the land,
resource or asset is directly traded upon (as when vineyards or prime real
estate s ites are sold to multinational capitalists and financiers for specula
tive purposes) . Scarcity can be created by withholding the land, resource,
or asset from current uses and sp eculating on future values. Monopoly
rent of this sort can be extended to ownership of works of art, such as a
Rodin or a Picasso, which can be (and increasingly are) bought and sold
as investments. It is the uniqueness of the Picasso or the site which here
forms the basis for the monopoly price.
The two forms of mon opoly rent often intersect. A vineyard (with its
unique chateau and beautiful physical setting) renowned for its wines
can be traded at a monopoly price directly, as can th e uniquely flavored
wines produced on its land. A Picasso can be purchased for capital gain
and then leased to someone else who puts it on view for a monopoly
price. The proximity to a financial center can be traded directly as well
as indirectly to, say, the h o tel chain that uses it for its own purposes. But
the difference between the two rental forms is important. It is unlikely
(though not impossible), for example, that Westminster Abbey and
B uckingham Palace will be traded directly (even the most arden t privat
izers might balk at that). But they can be and plainly are traded upon
through the marketing practices of the tourist industry (or, in the case of
Buckingham Palace, by the Queen ) .
Two contradictions attach to t h e category o f monopoly rent. Both o f
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them are important to the argument that follows. First, while unique
ness and p articularity are crucial to the definition of "special qualities,"
the requirement of tradability means that no item can be so unique or
so special as to be entirely outside th e monetary calculus. The Picasso
has to have a money value, as does the Monet, the Manet, the aborigi
nal art, the archaeological artifacts, the h istoric buildings, the ancient
monuments, the B uddhist temples, and the experience of rafting down
the Colorado, or of being in Istanbul or on top of Everest. Th ere is, as is
evident from such a list, a certain difficulty of "market formation" here.
For while markets have formed around works of art, and to some degre e
aro und archaeological artifacts, there are plainly several items on this list
that are hard to incorporate directly into a marke t (this is the problem
with Westminster Abbey) . M any items m ay not even be easy to trade
upon indirectly.
Th e contradic tion here is that the more easily marketable such items
become, the less unique and special they appear. In some instances the
m arketing itself tends to destroy the unique qualities (particularly if
these depend on qualities such as wilderness, remoteness, the purity of
some aesthetic experience, and the like). More generally, to the degree
that such items or events are easily marketable (and subject to replica
tion by forgeries, fakes, im itations, or sim ulacra), the less they provide a
basis for monopoly rent. I am put in m ind h ere of the student who com
plain ed about how inferior her experience of Europe was compared to
D isney World:
At Disney World all the countries are much closer together, and they show
you the best of each country. Europe is boring. People talk strange lan
guages and things are dirty. Sometimes you don't see anything interesting
in Europe for days, but at Disney World something different happens all
the time and people are happy. It's much more fun. It's well design ed. 4

While this sounds a laughable judgment, it is sobering to reflect on how
much Europe is attempting to re design itself to D isney standards (and
not only for the benefit of American tourists) . B ut-and here is the heart
of the contradiction-the more Europe becomes D isneyfied, the less
unique and special it is. The bland homogeneity that goes with pure corn
modification erases monopoly advantages; cultural products become no
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different from commod ities in general. "The advanced transformation
of consumer goods into corporate products or 'trade mark articles' that
hold a monopoly on aesthetic value:· writes Wolfgang Haug, "has by and
large replaced the elementary or 'generic' products:' so that "commod
ity aesthetics" extends its border "further and further into the realm o f
cultural industries:•s Conversely, every capitalist se eks t o persuade con
sumers of the unique and non-replicable qualities o f their commodities
(hence name brands, advertising, and the like). Pressures from both sides
threaten to squeeze out the unique qu alities that underlie monopoly
rents. If the latter are to be susta ine d and realized, therefore, some way
has to b e fo und to keep some commodities or places unique and particu
lar enough (and I will later reflect on what this might mean) to maintain
a monopolistic edge in an oth erwise commodified and often fiercely
competitive economy.
But why, in a neoliberal world where competitive markets are sup
posedly dominant, would monopoly of any sort be tolerated, let alone
seen as desirable? We h ere encounter the second contradiction which,
at root, turns out to be a m irror image of the first. Competition, as
M arx long ago observed, always tends towards monopoly (or oligop
oly) simply because the survival of the fittest in the war of all against
all eliminates the weaker firms.• Th e fiercer the competition, the faster
the trend towards oligopoly, if not monopoly. It is therefore no accident
that the liberalization of markets and the celebration of market competi
tion in recent years h ave produced incredible centralization of capital
( M icrosoft, Rupert M urdoch, B ertelsmann, financial services, and a wave
of takeovers, mergers and consolidations in airlines, retailing and even in
older industries like automobiles, p etroleum, and the like) . Th is tendency
has long b een recognized as a tro ublesome feature of capitalist dynam
ics-hence the antitrust legislation in the United States and the work of
the Monopolies and Mergers Commissions in Europe. But these are weak
defenses against an overwhelming force.
Th is structural dynamic would not have the importance it does were it
not for the fac t that capitalists actively cultivate monopoly powers. They
thereby realize far- reaching control over production and marketing, and
hence stabilize their business environment to allow for rational calcula
tion and long- term planning, the reduction of risk and uncertainty, and

94

REBEL CITIES

more generally guarantee themselves a relatively peaceful and untrou
bled existence. The visible hand of the corporation, as Alfred Chandler
terms it, has consequently been of far greater importance to capitalist his
torical geography than the invisible hand of the market made so much of
by Adam Smith, and paraded ad nauseam before us in recent years as the
guiding power in the neoliberal ideology of contemporary globalization.7
But it is here that the mirror image of the first contradiction comes
most clearly into view: market processes crucially depend upon the indi
vidual monopoly of capitalists (of all sorts) over ownership of the means
of production, including finance and land. All rent, recall, is a return to
the monopoly power of private ownership of some crucial asset, such as
land or a patent. The monopoly power of private property is therefore
both the beginning-point and the end-point of all capitalist activity. A
non-tradable juridical right exists at the very foundation of all capitalist
trade, making the option of non-trading (hoarding, withholding, miserly
behavior) an important problem in capitalist markets. Pure market com
petition, free commodity exchange, and perfect market rationality are
therefore rather rare and chronically unstable devices for coordinating
production and consumption decisions. The problem is to keep eco
nomic relations competitive enough while sustaining the individual and
class monopoly privileges of private property that are the foundation of
capitalism as a political-economic system.
This last point demands one further elaboration to bring us closer to
the topic at hand. It is widely but erroneously assumed that monopoly
power of the grand and culminating sort is most clearly signaled by
the centralization and concentration of capital in mega-corporations.
Conversely, small firm size is widely assumed, again erroneously, to
be a sign of a competitive market situation. By this measure, a once
competitive capitalism has become increasingly monopolized over time.
This error arises in part because of a rather too facile application of
Marx's arguments concerning the "law of the tendency for the centraliza
tion of capital:' which ignores his counter-argument that centralization
"would soon bring about the collapse of capitalist production if it were
not for counteracting tendencies, which have a continuous decentraliz
ing effect:'8 But it is also supported by an economic theory of the firm
that generally ignores its spatial and locational context, even though
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it does accept (on those rare occasions where it deigns to consider the
matter) that locational advantage involves "monopolistic competition:'
In the nineteenth century, for example, the brewer, the baker, and
the candlestick maker were all protected to considerable degree from
competition in local markets by the high cost of transportation. Local
monopoly powers were omnipresent (even though firms were small in
size} , and very hard to break, in everything from energy to food supply.
By this measure, small-scale nineteenth-century capitalism was far less
competitive than now. It is at this point that the changing conditions of
transport and communications enter in as crucial determining variables.
As spatial barriers diminished through the capitalist penchant for "the
annihilation of space through time;' many local industries and services
lost their local protections and monopoly privileges.9 'Ihey were forced
into competition with producers in other locations-at first relatively
nearby, but then much farther away.
The historical geography of the brewing trade is very instructive in this
regard. In the nineteenth century most people drank local brew because
they had no choice. By the end of the nineteenth century beer produc
tion and consumption in Britain had been regionalized to a considerable
degree, and remained so until the 1 960s (foreign imports, with the excep
tion of Guinness, were unheard of). But then the market became national
(Newcastle Brown and Scottish Youngers appeared in London and the
South} , before becoming international (imports suddenly became all the
rage). If one drinks local brew now it is by choice, usually out of some
mix of principled attachment to locality and some special quality of the
beer (based on the technique, the water, or whatever) that differentiates it
from others. '!here are bars in Manhattan where you can drink different
local brews from all over the world!
Plainly, the economic space of competition has changed in both
form and scale over time. The recent bout of globalization has signifi
cantly diminished the monopoly protections given historically by high
transport and communications costs, while the removal of institutional
barriers to trade (protectionism) has likewise diminished the monopoly
rents to be procured by keeping foreign competition out. But capital
ism cannot do without monopoly powers, and craves means to assemble
them. So the question upon the agenda is how to assemble monopoly
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powers in a situation where the protections afforded by the so-called
"natural monopolies" of space and location, and the political protections
of national boundaries and tariffs, have been seriously diminished, if not
eliminated.
The obvious answer is to centralize capital in mega-corporations or
set up looser alliances (as in the airline and automobile industries) that
dominate markets. And we have seen plenty of that. lhe second path is to
secure ever more firmly the monopoly rights of private property through
international commercial laws that regulate all global trade. Patents
and so-called " intellectual property rights" have consequently become
a major field of struggle through which monopoly powers more gener
ally are asserted. The pharmaceutical industry, to take a paradigmatic
example, has acquired extraordinary monopoly powers, in part through
massive centralizations of capital and in part through the protection of
patents and licensing agreements. And it is hungrily pursuing even more
monopoly powers as it seeks to establish property rights over genetic
materials of all sorts (including those of rare plants in tropical rainforests
traditionally collected by indigenous inhabitants). As monopoly privi
leges from one source diminish, so we witness a variety of attempts to
preserve and assemble them by other means.
I cannot possibly review all of these tendencies here. I do want,
however, to look more closely at those aspects of this process that impinge
most directly upon the problems of local development and cultural activ
ities. I wish to show, first, that there are continuing struggles over the
definition of the monopoly powers that might be accorded to location
and localities, and that the idea of "culture" is more and more entangled
with attempts to reassert such monopoly powers precisely because claims
to uniqueness and authenticity can best be articulated as distinctive and
non-replicable cultural claims. I begin with the most obvious example of
monopoly rent, given by "the vineyard producing wine of extraordinary
quality that can be sold at a monopoly price:'
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ADVENTU R E S IN T H E W I N E T RAD E
Th e wine trade, like brewing, has become more and more international
over the last thir ty years, and the stresses of international competition
have produced some curio us e ffects. Under pressure from the European
Union, for example, international wine producers have agreed (after long
legal battles and intense negotiations) to phase out the use of "traditional
expressions" on wine labels, which could eventually include terms like
"chateau" and "domaine" as well as generic terms like "champagne," "bur
gundy;' "ch ablis" or "sauterne:' In this way the European wine industry,
led by the French, seeks to preserve monopoly rents by insisting upon the
unique virtues of land, climate, and tradition (lumped together under the
French term "terroir") and the distinctiveness of its product certified by
a name. Reinforced by institutional controls like "appellation controlee;'
the French wine trade insists upon the authenticity and originality of
its product, which grounds the uniqueness upon wh ich monopoly rent
can be based.
Australia is one of the countries that agreed to this move. Chateau
Tahbilk in Victoria obliged by dropping the "Chateau" from its label,
a irily pronouncing that "we are proudly Australian with no need to use
terms inherited from other countries and cultures of bygone days:· To
compensate, they identified two factors which, when combined, "give us
a unique position in the world of wine:' Theirs is one of only six world
wide wine regions where the meso- climate is dramatically influenced
by inland water m ass (the numerous lakes and local lago ons moder
ate and cool the climate) . Their soil is of a unique type (found in only
one other location in Victoria) , described as red/sandy loam colored by
a very high ferr ic oxide content, which "has a positive effect on grape
quality and adds a certain distinctive regional character to our wines:'
Th ese two factors are brought together to define "Nagamb ie Lakes" as
a unique Viticultural Region (to be authenticated, presumably, by the
Australian Wine and B randy Corporation's Geographical Indications
Committee, set up to identify Viticultural regions throughout Australia).
Tahbilk thereby establishes a counter-claim to monopoly rents on the
grounds of the unique mix of environm ental conditions in the region
where it is situated. It does so in a way that parallels and competes with
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the uniqueness claims of "terroir" and "domaine" pressed by French
wine producers.10
But we then encounter the first contradiction. All wine is tradable,
and therefore in some sense comparable, no matter where it is from.
Enter Robert Parker and the Wine Advocate, which he publishes regu
larly. Parker evaluates wines for their taste and p ays no particular m ind
to "terroir" or any other cultural-historical claims. He is notoriously
independent (most other guides are supported by influential sectors
of the wine industry) . He ranks wines on a scale according to his own
distinctive taste. H e has an extensive following in the United States, a
m ajor market. If he rates a Chateau wine from B ordeaux 65 points and
an Australian wine 95 points, then prices are affected. The B ordeaux
wine producers are terrified of h im . They h ave sued h im, denigrated him,
abused him, and even physically assaulted h im. He challenges the bases
of their mon opoly rents. 1 1
Monopoly claims, we can conclude, are a s much a n "effect o f dis
course" and an outcome of struggle as they are a reflection of the qualities
of the product. B ut if the language of "terroir" and tradition is to b e aban
doned, then wh at kind of d iscourse can be put in its place? Parker and
m any others in the wine trade have in recent years invented a language
in which wines are describ ed in terms such as "flavor of peach and plum,
with a hint of thyme and gooseberry." The language sounds bizarre,
but this discursive shift, which corresponds to rising international
competition and globalization in the wine trade, takes on a d istinc
tive role, reflecting the commodification of wine consumption along
standardized lines.
But wine consumption h as many d imensions that open paths to prof
itable exploitation. For m any it is an aesthetic experience. Beyond the
sheer pleasure ( for some) of a fine wine with the right food, there lie
all sorts of other referents within the Western tradition that track back
to mythology (Dionysus and B a cchus), religion (the blood of Jesus
and com munion rituals), and traditions celebrated in festivals, poe try,
song, and literature. Knowledge of wines and "proper" appreciation are
often signs of class, and are analyzable as a form of "cultural" capital (as
Bourdieu would put it). G etting the wine right m ay h ave helped to seal
more than a few major business deals. (Would you trust someone wh o
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did not know how to select a wine?) Style of wine is related to regional
c uisines, and thereby embedded in those practices that turn regionality
into a way of life m arked by distinctive structures of feeling (it is hard to
imagine Zorba the Greek drinking Mandavi Californian jug wine, even
though the latter is sold in Athens airport) .
Th e wine trade is about m oney and profit, but it is also about culture in
all of its senses (from the culture of the product to the cultural practices
that surround its consumption and the cultural capital that can evolve
alongside it among both producers and consumers) . The p erpetual se arch
for monopoly rents entails seeking out criteria of sp ecialty, unique
ness, originality, and authenticity in each of these realms. If uniqueness
cannot be established by appeal to "terroir" and tradition, or by straight
description of flavor, then other modes of distinction must be invoked
to establish monopoly claims and discourses devised to guarantee the
truth of those claims (the wine that guarantees seduction or the wine
that goes with n ostalgia and the log fire are current advertising tropes
in the United States). In practice, what we find within the wine trade
is a host of competing discourses, all with different truth claims about
the uniqueness of the product. But, to return to my starting point, all of
these discursive shifts and fluxions, as well as m any of the shifts and turns
that have occurred in the strategies for commanding the international
market in wine, h ave at their roo t not only the search for profit but also
the search for monop oly rents. In this the language of authenticity, origi
n ality, un iqueness, and special un-replicable qualities lo oms large. Th e
generality o f a globalized market produces, i n a manner consistent with
the second contradiction I identified earlier, a powerful force seeking to
guarantee not only the continuing monopoly privileges of private prop
erty, but the monopoly rents that derive from depicting commodities
as incomparable.

U R BAN E N T R E P R E N E U R IA LI S M A N D TH E
S EARC H FO R M O N O P O LY R E N TS
Recent struggles within the win e trade provide a useful model for under
standing a wide range of phenomena within the contemporary phase of
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globalization. They have particular relevance for understanding how local
cultural developm ents and traditions b ecome absorbe d within the calculi
of political economy through attempts to garner monopoly rents. They
also pose th e question of how m uch the c urrent interest in local cultural
innovation and the resurrection and invention of local traditions attaches
to the desire to extract and appropriate such rents. Since capitalists o f all
sorts ( including the most exuberant of international financiers) are easily
seduced by th e lucrative prospects of mon opoly powers, we immediately
discern a third contradiction: that the most avid globalizers will support
lo cal developments that have the potential to yield monopoly rents even
if the effect of such support is to produce a local political climate antago 
nistic to globalization. Emphasizing the uniqueness and purity of local
Balinese culture may be vital to the hotel, airline, and tourist industry, but
what happens when this encourages a B alinese movement that violently
resists the "impurity" of commercialization? The B asque Country may
appear a potentially valuable cultural configuration precisely because of
its uniqueness, b ut ETA, with its demand for autonomy and prepared
ness from time to time to take violent action, is not easily amenable to
comm ercialization. But the lengths to which commercial interests can go
are amazing. After the release of the film City of God, which depicted the
violence and drug wars of Rio's favelas in monstrously (and, some would
say, m isleading) graphic detail, an enterprising tourist industry started to
market favela tours in some of the more dangerous neighborh oods (you
could chose your own preferred level of tour risk) . Let us prob e a little
more deeply into this contradiction as it impinges upon urban develop
ment pol itics. In order to do so, however, we must briefly situate those
politics in relation to globalization.
Urban entrepreneurialism has b ecome important both nationally and
internationally in recent decades. By th is I mean that pattern of behav
ior with in urban governance that m ixes together state powers (local,
m etropolitan, regional, national, or supranational) with a wide array of
organizational forms in civil society (chambers of commerce, unions,
churches, educational and research institutions, community groups,
NG Os, and so on) and private interests ( corp orate and individual) to
form coalitions to promote or m anage urban or regional development
of one sort or another. There is now an extensive literature on this topic

TH E ART OF R E N T

101

which shows that the forms, activities, and goals of these governance
systems (variously known as "urban regimes," "growth machines" or
"regional growth coalitions") vary widely depending upon local con
ditions and th e mix of forces at work within themY The role of this
urban cntrepreneurialism in relation to the neoliberal form of glo 
balization has also been scrutinized at length, most usually under the
rubric of local-global relations and the so-called "space-place dialec
tic:' Most geographers who have looked in to the problem h ave rightly
concluded that it is a categorical error to view globalization as a causal
force in relation to local development. What is at stake here, they rightly
argue, is a rather more complicated relationship across scales in which
local initiatives can p ercolate upwards to a global scale and vice versa,
at the same time as processes within a particular definition o f scale
interurban and interregional competition b eing the most obvious
examples-can rework the local and regional configurations of what
globalization is about.
Globalization should not be seen, therefore, as an undifferentiated
unity, but as a geographically articulate d patterning of global capital
ist activities and relationsY But wh at, exactly, does it mean to sp eak of
a "geographically articulated patterning"? Th ere is, of course, plenty of
evidence of uneven geographical development (at a variety of scales),
and at least some cogent theorizing to understand its capitalistic logic.
Some of it can b e understood in conventional terms as a search on the
p art of mobile capitals (with financial, commercial, and pro duction
capital having diffe rent capacities in this regard) to gain a dvantages in
the production and appropriation of surplus values by moving around.
Trends can indeed be identifi ed that fi t with simple models of a "race
to the bottom" in which the cheapest and most easily exploited labor
power becomes the guiding beacon for capital mobility and investment
decisions. But there is plenty of counterva iling evidence to suggest that
this is a gross oversimplification when projected as a monocausal expla
n ation of the dynamics of uneven geographical development. Capital
in general just as easily flows into high-wage regions as into low- wage
ones, and often seems to be geograph ically guided by quite d ifferent
criteria to those conventionally set out in b o th b ourgeois and M arxist
political economy.
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Th e problem derives partly from the habit of ignoring the category
of landed capital and the considerable importance of long- term invest
m ents in the built environment, which are by definition geograph ically
immobile. Such investments, particularly when they are of a specula
tive sort, invariably invite even further waves of investment if the first
wave proves profitable (to fill the convention center we need the hotels,
which require better transport and commun ications, which create the
possibility of expanding the capacity of the convention center . . . ). So
there is an element of circular and cumulative causation at work in the
dynamics of metropolitan area investments (lo ok, for example, at the
whole Do cklands redevelopment in London and the financial viability
of Canary Wh arf, wh ich pivots on further investments, both public and
private, in the area ) . Th is is what so-called "urban growth machines" are
often all about: the orchestration of investment process dynamics and
the provision of key public investments at the right place and time to
promote success in inter-urban and inter-regional competition. ' �
B u t this would n o t be a s attractive a s i t is were i t not for the ways in
which monopoly rents m ight also be captured. A well-known strategy
of d evelopers, for example, is to reserve the choicest and most rentable
piece of land in some development in order to extract monopoly rent
from it after the rest of the project is realized. Savvy governments with
the requisite powers can engage in the same practices. The government
of Hong Kong, as I understand it, is largely financed by controlled sales
of public domain land for development at very high monopoly prices.
Th is converts, in turn, into monopoly rents on properties, which makes
Hong Kong very attractive to international financial investment capital
working through property markets. Of course, Hong Kong has other
uniqueness claims, given its location, upon which it can also trade
very vigorously in offering monopoly advantages. Singapore, in ciden
tally, set out to capture monopoly rents, and was h ighly successful in so
doing in somewhat similar fashion, though by very different political
economic means.
Urban governance of this sort is mostly oriented to constructing pat
terns of local investments not only in physical infrastructures such as
transport and communications, port facilities, sewage, and water, but also
in the social in frastructures of education, technology and science, social
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control, culture, and living quality. Th e a im is to create suffi cient synergy
within the urb anization process for monopoly rents to be created and
realized by both private interests and state powers. Not all such efforts are
successful, of course, but even the unsuccessful examples can partly or
largely be und erstood in terms of their failure to real ize monopoly rents.
But the s earch for monopoly rents is not confined to the practices of real
estate development, economic initiatives, and government finance. It has
a far wider application.

C O LLECTIVE SYM BO LIC CAP ITAL, M A R KS O F
D I STI N CT I O N , A N D M O N O PO LY R E NTS
If claims to uniqueness, authenticity, particularity, and specialty underlie
the ability to capture m onopoly rents, then on what better terrain is it
possible to make such claims than in the field of h istorically constituted
cultural artifacts and practices and special environmental characteristics
(including, of course, the built, social, and cultural environments) ? As
in the win e trade, all such claims are as much an outcome of discursive
constructions and struggles as they are grounded in material fact. M any
rest upon historical narratives, interpretations and meanings of collective
memories, significations of cultural practices, and the like: there is always
a strong social and discursive element at work in the construction of such
causes for extracting monopoly rents, since there will be, at least in m any
people's minds, no other place than London, Cairo, B arcelona, Milan,
Istanbul, S an Francisco, or wherever, in wh ich to gain access to whatever
it is that is supposedly unique to such places.
The most obvious example is contemporary tourism, but I think it
would be a m istake to let the m atter rest there. For what is at stake here
is the p ower of collective symbolic capital, of special marks of distinc
tion that attach to some place, which h ave a significant drawing power
upon the flows of capital more generally. B ourdieu, to whom we owe the
general usage of these terms, unfortunately restricts them to individuals
(rather like atoms floating in a sea of structured aesthetic judgments),
when it seems to me that the collective forms (and the relation of indi
viduals to those collective forms) might be of even gre ater interest. 1 5
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The collective symb olic capital which attaches to names and places like
Paris, Athens, New York, R io de Janeiro, B erlin , and Rome is of great
import and gives such places great economic advantages relative to, say,
Baltimore, Liverpool, Essen, Lille, and Glasgow. Th e problem for these
latter places is to raise their quotient of symbolic capital and to increase
their marks of distinction so as to better ground their claims to the
uniqueness that yields monopoly rent. Th e "branding" of cities becomes
big business.1 6 G iven the general loss of other monopoly powers through
easier transport and communications and the reduction of other barri
ers to trade, this struggle for collective symbolic capital has become even
more important as a b asis for monopoly rents. How else can we explain
the splash made by the G uggenheim Museum in B ilbao, with its signa
ture Gehry arch itecture? And how else can we explain the willingness of
m ajor financial institutions, with considerable international interests, to
finance such a signature project?
Th e rise to prominence of B arce lona w ithin the European system of
cities, to take another example, has in part been based on its steady amass
ing of symbolic capital and its accumulation of m arks of distinction. In
this the excavation of a distinctively Catalan h istory and tradition, the
m arketing of its strong artistic accomplishments and arch itectural herit
age ( G aud!, of course), an d its distinctive marks of lifestyle and literary
traditions, have lo omed large, backed by a deluge of bo oks, exhibitions,
and cultural events that celebrate its distinctiven ess. Th is has all been
showcased with new signature archite ctural embellishments (Norman
Foster's radio commun ications tower and Meier's gleam ing wh ite
Museum of Modern Art in the midst of th e somewh at degraded fabric o f
t h e o l d city) a n d a whole host of investments to open u p t h e harbor and
the beach, reclaim derelict lands for the Olympic Village (with cute refer
ence to the utopianism of the Icarians ) , and turn what was once a rather
murky and even dangerous nightlife into an open panorama of urban
spectacle. All of this was helped o n by the O lympic G ames, which op ened
up huge opportun ities to garner monopoly rents (Samaranch, president
of the International O lympic Committee, just h appened to have large real
estate interests in Barcelona ) . 1 7
Bu t B arcelona's initial success appears to b e headed deep into t he first
contradiction. As opp ortunities to pocket monopoly rents galore present
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themselves on the basis of the collective symbolic capital of Barcelona as a
city (property prices have skyrocketed since the Royal Institute of British
Architects awarded the whole city its medal for architectural accomplish
ments), so their irresistible lure draws more and more homogenizing
multinational commodification in its wake. The later phases of water
front development look exactly like every other in the western world: the
stupefying congestion of the traffic leads to pressures to put boulevards
through parts of the old city, multinational stores replace local shops,
gentrification removes long-term residential populations and destroys
older urban fabric, and Barcelona loses some of its marks of distinction.
There are even unsubtle signs of Disneyfication.
This contradiction is marked by questions and resistance. Whose col
lective memory is to be celebrated here-the anarchists, like the Icarians,
who played such an important role in Barcelona's history; the republi
cans who fought so fiercely against Franco; the Catalan nationalists,
immigrants from Andalusia; or a long-time Franco ally like Samaranch?
Whose aesthetics really count-the famously powerful architects of
Barcelona, like Bohigas? Why accept Disneyfication of any sort? Debates
of this sort cannot easily be stilled precisely because it is clear to all that
the collective symbolic capital that Barcelona has accumulated depends
upon values of authenticity, uniqueness, and particular non-replicable
qualities. Such marks of local distinction are hard to accumulate without
raising the issue of local empowerment, even of popular and opposi
tional movements. At that point, of course, the guardians of collective
symbolic and cultural capital-the museums, the universities, the class
of benefactors, and the state apparatus-typically close their doors and
insist upon keeping the riff-raff out (though in Barcelona the Museum
of Modern Art, unlike most institutions of its kind, has remained amaz
ingly and constructively open to popular sensibilities). And if that fails,
then the state can step in with anything from something like the "decency
committee" set up by Mayor Giuliani to monitor cultural taste in New
York City to outright police repression. Nevertheless, the stakes here are
significant. It is a matter of determining which segments of the popula
tion are to benefit most from the collective symbolic capital to which
everyone has, in their own distinctive ways, contributed both now and in
the past. Why let the monopoly rent attached to that symbolic capital be
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captured only by the multinationals, or by a small, powerful segment of
the local bourgeoisie? Even Singapore, which created and appropriated
monopoly rents so ruthlessly and so successfully over the years (mainly
out of its locational and positional advantage), saw to it that the benefits
were widely distributed through housing, health care and education.
For the sorts of reasons that the recent history of Barcelona exem
plifies, the knowledge and heritage industries, the vitality and ferment
of cultural production, signature architecture and the cultivation of dis
tinctive aesthetic judgments have become powerful constitutive elements
in the politics of urban entrepreneurialism in many places (particularly
Europe). The struggle is on to accumulate marks of distinction and col
lective symbolic capital in a highly competitive world. But this brings in
its wake all of the localized questions about whose collective memory,
whose aesthetics, and whose benefits are to be prioritized. Neighborhood
movements in Barcelona make claims for recognition and empowerment
on the basis of symbolic capital, and can assert a political presence in
the city as a result. It is their urban commons that are appropriated all
too often not only by developers, but by the tourist trade. But the selec
tive nature of such appropriations can mobilize further new avenues of
political struggle. 1be initial erasure of all mention of the slave trade in
the reconstruction of Albert Dock in Liverpool generated protests on
the part of the excluded population of Caribbean background, and pro
duced new political solidarities among a marginalized population. The
holocaust memorial in Berlin has sparked long-drawn-out controver
sies. Even ancient monuments such as the Acropolis, whose meaning
one would have thought by now would be well-settled, are subject to
contestation. 18 Such contestations can have widespread, even if indirect,
political implications. The popular production of a new urban commons,
the amassing of collective symbolic capital, the mobilization of collective
memories and mythologies, and appeals to specific cultural traditions are
important facets of all forms of political action, of both left and right.
Consider, for example, the arguments that swirled around the recon
struction of Berlin after German reunification. All manner of divergent
forces collided there as the struggle to define Berlin's symbolic capital
unfolded. Berlin, rather obviously, can stake a claim to uniqueness on
the basis of its potential to mediate between east and west. Its strategic
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position in relation to the uneven geograph ical development of con
temporary capitalism (with the open ing up of the former Soviet Union)
confers obvious advantages. But there is also another kind of battle for
identity being waged wh ich invokes collective memories, mythologies,
h istory, culture, aesthetics, and tradition. I take up just one particularly
troubling d imension of this struggle-one that is not n ecessarily domi
n ant, and whose capacity to ground claims to monopoly rent under
global competition is not at all clear or certain. A faction of local archi
tects and planners (with the support of certain parts of the local state
app aratus) sought to revalidate the architectural forms of eighteenth- and
n inete enth- century B erlin, and in particular to h ighlight the architec
tural tradition of S chinkel, to the exclusion of much else. Th is m ight be
seen as a simple m atter of elitist aesthetic preference, but it is freighted
with a whole range of meanings that h ave to do with collective memories,
monumentality, the power of history, and political identity in the city. It
is also associated with that climate of opinion (articulated in a variety of
discourses) which defines who is or is not a B erliner, and who has a right
to the city in narrowly defined terms of pedigree or adherence to par
ticular values and beliefs. It excavates a local h istory and an arch itectural
heritage that is charged with nationalist and romanticist connotations.
In a context where the ill- treatm ent o f and violence against imm igrants
is widespread, it m ay even offer tacit legitimation to such actions. The
Turkish population, many of whom are now B erlin- born, have suf
fered m any indignities, and h ave largely been forced out from the city
center. Th eir contribution to B erlin as a city is ignored. Furthermore, the
romanticist/nationalist architectural style fits with a traditional approach
to m onumentality that broa dly replicates in contemporary plans (though
without specific reference, and maybe even unknowingly) A lbert Speer's
plans, drawn up for H itler in the 1 9 30s, for a m onumental foreground to
the Reichstag.
Th is is not, fortunately, all that is going on in the search for collec
tive symbolic capital

in

B erlin. Norman Foster's re construction of

the Reichstag, for example, or the collection of international m odern
ist architects brought in by the multinationals (largely in opposition to
local arch itects) to dominate the Potsdamer Platz, are h ardly consistent
with it. And the local romanticist response to the threat of multinational
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domination could, of course, merely end up being an innocent e lement of
interest in a complex ach ievement of diverse marks of distinction for the
city (Schinkel, after all, has considerable architectural merit, and a rebuilt
eighteenth - century castle could easily lend itself to Disneyfication).
But the potential downside of the story is of interest because it h igh
lights how the contradictions of monopoly rent can all to o easily play
out. Were these narrower plans and exclusionary aesthetics and d iscur
sive practices to become domin ant, then the collec tive symbolic capital
created would be hard to trade freely upon, because its very sp ecial
qualities would position it largely outside globalization and inside an
exclusionary political culture that rejects much of what globalization
is about, turning inward towards a parochial n ationalism at best and a
virulent rejection of fore igners and imm igrants at worst. The collective
monopoly powers that urban governance can command can be directed
towards opposition to the b anal cosmopolitanism of multinational glo
balization, but thereby ground localized nationalism. The cultural terms
in which aid to the Greeks to deal with their indebtedness was widely
rej ected in the court of G erman public opin ion suggests that the foster
ing of such lo calist nationalism can have serious global consequences.
The successful branding of a city may require the expulsion or eradica
tion of everyone or everything else that does not fit the brand.
Th e dilemma-between veering so close to pure commercialization
as to lose the marks of d istinction that underlie monopoly rents, or con
structing m arks of d istinction that are so special as to be very hard to
trade upon-is perpetually present. But, as in the wine trade, there are
always strong discursive gambits involved in defining what is or is not so
special about a product, a place, a cultural form, a tradition, an architec
tural heritage. D iscursive b attles become part of the game, and advocates
(in the media and academia, for example) gain their audience as well as
their financial support in relation to these processes. Th ere is much to
achieve, for example, by appeals to fashion ( interestingly, being a center
of fashion is one way for cities to accumulate considerable collective
symbolic capital). Capitalists are well aware of this, and must therefore
wade into the culture wars, as well as into the thickets of multicultural
ism, fashion, and aesthetics, because it is precisely through such means
that monopoly rents stand to be gained, if only for a while. And if, as I
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claim , monopoly rent is a lways an object of capitalist desire, then the
means of gaining it through interventions in the field of culture, history,
heritage, aesthetics, and meanings must ne cessarily be of great import for
capitalists of any sort. Th e question then arises as to how these cultural
interventions can themselves become a potent weapon of class struggle.

M O NO PO LY R E N T AN D S PAC ES OF H O P E
B y now critics will complain a t the seem ing economic reductionism of
the argument. I make it seem, they will say, as if capitalism produces
local cultures, shapes aesthetic meanings, and so dominates local ini
tiatives as to preclude the development of any kind of difference that is
not directly subsumed within the circulation of capital.

I

cannot prevent

such a reading, but this would be a perversion of my message. For what
I hope to h ave shown by invoking the concept of monopoly rent within
the logic of capital accumulation is that capital has ways to appropri
ate and extract surpluses from local differences, local cultural variations,
and aesthetic meanings of no matter what origin. European tourists can
now enjoy commercialized tours of New York's Harlem (with a gospel
choir thrown in), just as "p overty tourism" touts trips to zones of intense
poverty in the shanty- towns of South A frica, Dharavi in M umbai, and
the favelas of Rio. The music industry in the United States succeeds bril
liantly in appropriating the incredible grassroots and lo calized creativity
of m usicians of all stripes (almost invariably to the benefit of the industry
rather than the musicians) . Even politically explicit music which speaks
to the long history of oppression ( including some forms of rap, Jamaican
reggae, and K ingston D ance Hall music) becomes commodified. Th e
commodification a n d commercialization o f everything is, after all, one of
the hallmarks of our times.
B ut monopoly rent is a contradictory form. The se arch for it leads global
capital to value distinctive local initiatives-indeed, in certain respects,
the more distinctive and, in these times, the more transgressive the initia
tive, the better. It also leads to the valuation of uniqueness, authenticity,
p articularity, originality, and all manner of other dimensions to social life
that are inconsistent with the homogeneity presupposed by commodity
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production. And if capital is not to totally destroy the uniqueness that is
the basis for the appropriation of monopoly rents (and there are many
circumstances where it has done just that and been roundly condemned
for so doing), then it must support a form of differentiation and allow
of divergent and to some degree uncontrollable local cultural develop
ments that can be antagonistic to its own smooth functioning. It can
even support (though cautiously and often nervously) transgressive cul
tural practices precisely because this is one way in which to be original,
creative, and authentic, as well as unique.
It is within such spaces that oppositional movements can form, even
presupposing, as is often the case, that oppositional movements are not
already firmly entrenched there. The problem for capital is to find ways
to co-opt, subsume, commodify, and monetize such cultural differences
and cultural commons just enough to be able to appropriate monopoly
rents from them. In so doing, capital often produces widespread aliena
tion and resentment among the cultural producers who experience
first-hand the appropriation and exploitation of their creativity and their
political commitments for the economic benefit of others, in much the
same way that whole populations can resent having their histories and
cultures exploited through commodification. 1be problem for opposi
tional movements is to speak to this widespread appropriation of their
cultural commons and to use the validation of particularity, uniqueness,
authenticity, culture, and aesthetic meanings in ways that open up new
possibilities and alternatives.
At the very minimum, this means resistance to the idea that authen
ticity, creativity, and originality are an exclusive product of bourgeois
rather than working-class, peasant, or other non-capitalistic historical
geographies. It also entails trying to persuade contemporary cultural
producers to redirect their anger towards commodification, market
domination, and the capitalistic system more generally. It is, for example,
one thing to be transgressive about sexuality, religion, social mores, and
artistic and architectural conventions, but quite another to be transgres
sive in relation to the institutions and practices of capitalist domination
that actually penetrate deeply into cultural institutions. The widespread
though usually fragmented struggles that exist between capitalistic
appropriation and past and present cultural creativity can lead a segment
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of the community concerned with cultural matters to side with a politics
opposed to multinational capitalism and in favor of some more compel
ling alternative based on different kinds of social and ecological relations.
'This does not mean that attachment to "pure" values of authentic
ity, originality, and an aesthetic of particularity of culture is an adequate
foundation for a progressive oppositional politics. It can all too easily
veer into local, regional, or nationalist identity politics of the neofascist
sort, of which there are already far too many troubling signs throughout
much of Europe, as well as elsewhere. This is a central contradiction with
which the left must wrestle. The spaces for transformational politics are
there because capital can never afford to close them down. They provide
opportunities for socialist opposition. They can be the locus of explo
ration of alternative lifestyles, or even of social philosophies (much as
Curitiba in Brazil has pioneered ideas of urban ecological sustainability
to the point of reaping considerable fame from its initiatives). They can,
like the Paris Commune of 1 8 7 1 or the numerous urban-based political
movements around the world in 1 968, be a central element in that revo
lutionary ferment that Lenin long ago called "the festival of the people:'
'lhe fragmented oppositional movements to neoliberal globalization, as
manifest in Seattle, Prague, Melbourne, Bangkok, and Nice, and then
more constructively as the 2001 World Social Forum in Porto Alegre,
indicate such an alternative politics. It is not wholly antagonistic to glo
balization, but wants it on very different terms. The striving for a certain
kind of cultural autonomy and support for cultural creativity and differ
entiation is a powerful constitutive element in these political movements.
It is no accident, of course, that it is Porto Alegre rather than Barcelona,
Berlin, San Francisco, or Milan, that has opened itself to such opposi
tional initiatives. 19 For in that city the forces of culture and of history are
being mobilized by a political movement (led by the Brazilian Workers'
Party) in a quite different way, seeking a different kind of collective sym
bolic capital to that flaunted in the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao or
the extension to the Tate Gallery in London. The marks of distinction
being accumulated in Porto Alegre derive from its struggle to fashion an
alternative to globalization that does not trade on monopoly rents in par
ticular or cave in to multinational capitalism in general. In focusing on
popular mobilization, it is actively constructing new cultural forms and
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new definitions of authenticity, originality, and tradition. Th at is a hard
path to follow, as was shown by previous examples, such as the remark
able experiments in Red B ologna in the 1 9 60s and 1 970s. Socialism in
one city is not a viable concept, but it is in the cities that the conditions
for both the production and appropriation of monopoly rents are most
highly concentrated, in terms of both physical investments and cultural
movements. No alternative to the contemporary form of globalization
will be delivered to us from on high. It will h ave to come from with in
multiple local spaces-urban spaces in particular- conjoining into a
broader movement. It is here that the contradictions faced by capitalists
as they search for monopoly rent assume a certain structural significance.
By seeking to trade on values of authenticity, locality, history, culture,
collective memories, and tradition they open a space for political thought
and action within which so cialist alternatives can be both devised and
pursued. The space of that commons deserves intense exploration and
cultivation by oppositional movements that embra ce cultural producers
and cultural prod uction as a key element in the ir political strategy. Th ere
are abundant h istorical precedents for mobilizing the forces of high
culture in this way (the role of constructivism in the creative ye ars of the
Russian Revolution from 1 9 1 8 to 1 92 6 is just one of many instructive h is
torical examples). But popular culture as produced through the common
relationships of daily life is also crucial. Here lies one of the key spaces
of hope for the construction of an alternative kind of globalization and
a vibrant anti-commodification politics: one in which the progressive
forces of cultural production and transformation can seek to appropri
ate and underm ine the forces of capital rath er than the other way round.

Secti o n I I :
Re be l C it i e s

C HAPT E R FIVE

Rec l a i m i n g th e C ity fo r
Anti-Ca p ita l i st Stru g g l e

I the forces of capital and its innumerable allies must relentlessly mobilize

f urbanization is so crucial in the h istory of capital accumulation, and if

to p eriodically revolutionize urban life, then class struggles of some sort,
no matter whether they are explicitly recognized as such, are in evitably
involved. Th is is so if only because the forces of capital have to struggle
m ightily to impose their will on an urban pro cess and whole popula
tions that can never, even under the most favorable of circumstances, be
under their total control. An important strategic political question then
follows: To wh at degree should anti-c apitalist struggles explicitly fo cus
and organize on the broad terrain of the city and the urban? And if they
should do so, then how and exactly why?
The history of urban-based class struggles is stunning. The succes
sive revolutionary movements in Paris from 1 789 through 1 830 and
1 848 to the Commune of 1 87 1 constitute the most obvious nineteenth
century example. Later events included the Petrograd Soviet, the Shanghai
Communes of 1 92 7 and 1 967, the Seattle G en eral Strike of 1 9 1 9, the
role of Barcelona in the Spanish C ivil War, the uprising in Cordoba in
1 969, and the more general urb an uprisings in the United States in the
1 960s, the urban -based m ovements of 1 968 ( Paris, Chicago, Mexico C ity,
B angkok, and others including the so-called "Prague Spring;' and the
rise of n eighborhood associations in Madrid that fronted the anti-Franco
movement in Spain around the same time). And in more recent times
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we have witnessed echoes of these older struggles in the Seattle anti
globalization protests of 1 9 99 (followed by similar protests in Quebec
City, G enoa, and many other cities as part of a widespread alternative
globalization movement) . Most recently we h ave seen m ass protests in
Tahrir Square in Cairo, in Madison, Wisconsin, in the Plazas del Sol in
Madrid and Catalunya in B arcelona, and in Syntagma Square in Athens,
as well as revolutionary m ovements and rebellions in Oaxaca in Mexico,
in Coch abamba (2000 and 2007) and El Alto (2003 and 2005) in Bolivia,
along with very d ifferent but equally important political eruptions in
B uenos A ires in 200 1 -02, and in Santiago in Chile (2006 and 20 1 1 ).
And it i s not, this history demonstrates, only singular urban centers
that are involved. On several occasions the spirit of protest and revolt
has spread contagiously through urban networks in remarkable ways.
The revolutionary m ovement of 1 848 may have started in Paris, but t he
spirit of revolt spread to Vienn a, Berlin, Milan, B udapest, Frankfurt,
and many other European cities. Th e Bolshevik Revolution in Russia
was accompanied by the formation of worker's councils and "soviets" in
B erlin, Vienna, Warsaw, Riga, Munich and Tur in, just as in 1 968 it was
Paris, B erlin, London, M exico City, B angkok, Chicago, and innumerable
other cities that experienced "days of rage;' and in some instances violent
repressions. Th e unfolding urban crisis of the 1 9 60s in the United States
affected m any cities simultaneously. And in an astonishing but much
underestimated moment in world h istory, on February 1 5, 2003 , several
m illion people simultaneously appeared on the streets of Rome (with
around 3 m illion, considered the largest anti-war rally ever in human
history) , Madrid, London, Barcelona, Berlin , and Athens, with lesser but
still substantial numb ers (though impossible to count because of police
repression) in New York and Melbourne, and thousands more in nearly
200 cities in Asia (except China), Africa, and Latin America in a world
wide demonstration against the threat of war with Iraq. D escribed at
the time as perhaps one of the first expressions of global public opinion,
the movement quickly faded, but leaves b ehind the sense that the global
urban network is replete with political possibilities that remain untapped
by progressive movements. Th e current wave of youth-led movements
th roughout the world, from Cairo to M adrid to Sant iago-to say nothing
of a street revolt in London, followed by an "Occupy Wall Street"
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movem ent that began in New York City before spreading to innumerable
cities in the US and now around the world-suggests there is something
political in the city air struggling to be expressed. 1
Two questions derive from this b rief account of urban-based political
movements. Is the city (or a system of cities) merely a passive site (or
pre -existing network)-the place of appearance-where deeper currents
of political struggle are expressed? On the surface it might seem so. Yet
it is also clear that certain urban environmental characteristics are more
conducive to rebellious protests than others-such as the centrality of
squares like Tahrir, Tiananmen, and Syntagma, the more easily barri
caded streets of Paris compared to London or Los A ngeles, or El A lto's
position commanding the main supply routes into La Paz.
Political power therefore often seeks to reorganize urban infrastruc
tures and urban life with an eye to the control of restive populations. Th is
was most famously the case with Haussmann's boulevards in Paris, wh ich
were viewed even at the time as a means of m il itary control of rebellious
citizens. This case is not unique. Th e re- engineering of inner cities in
the United States in the wake of the urban uprisings of the 1 960s just
happened to create major physical highway barriers- moats, in effect
b e tween the citadels of h igh-value downtown property and impoverished
inner- city neighborhoo ds. The violent struggles that occurred in the
drive to subdue oppositional movements in Ramallah on the West Bank
(pursued by the Israeli IDF) and Fallujah in Iraq (pursued by the US
military) h ave played a crucial role in forcing a re- think of military
strategies to pacify, police, and control urban populations. Oppositional
movements like Hezbollah and Hamas, in their turn, increasingly pursue
urbanized strategies of revolt. M ilitarization is not, of course, the only
solution (and, as Fallujah demonstrated, it m ay be far from the best).
Th e planned pacification programs in R io's favelas entail an urbanized
approach to social and class warfare through the application of a range
of different public policies to troubled neighborhoods. For their part,
Hezbollah and Ham as both combine military operations from within the
dense networks of urban environments with the construction of alterna
tive urban governance structures, incorporating everything from garbage
removal to social support payments and neighborhood administrations.
The urban obviously functions, then, as an important site of political
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action and revolt. The actual site characteristics are important, and the
physical and social re-engineering and territorial organization of th ese
sites is a weapon in political struggles. In the same way that, in m ili
tary operations, the choice and shaping of the terrain of ac tion plays an
important role in d etermin ing who wins, so it is with popular protests
and political movements in urban settings. 2
The se cond major point is that political protests frequently gauge
their effectiveness in terms of their ability to disrupt urban econom ies.
In the spring of 2006, for example, widespread agitation developed in
the United States within immigrant populations over a proposal before
Congress to criminalize undocumented immigrants (some of whom had
b een in the country for decades) . Th e massive protests amounted to what
was in effect an imm igrant workers' strike that e ffectively closed down
economic activity in Los Angeles and Chicago, and had serious impacts
on other cities as well. Th is impressive dem onstration of the political and
economic power of unorganized immigrants (both legal and illegal) to
disrupt the flows of production as well as the flows of go ods and ser
vices in major urban centers played an important role in stopping the
proposed legislation.
The immigrants' rights movement arose out of nowhere, and was
marked by a go od deal of spontaneity. But it then fell off rapidly, leaving
beh ind two m in or but perhaps significant achievem ents, in addition
to blocking the proposed legislation: the formation of a permanent
immigrant workers' alliance and a new tradition in the United States
of celebrating May D ay as a day to march in support of the aspirations
of labor. While this last achievement appears purely symbolic, it nev
ertheless reminds the unorganized as well as the organized workers in
the Un ited States of their collective potentiality. One of the main barri
ers to the realization of this potentiality also be came clear in the rapid
decline of the movement. Largely H ispanic-based, it failed to negotiate
effectively with the leadership of the African-American population. Th is
opened the way for an intense barrage of prop aganda orchestrated by the
right-wing media, which suddenly shed croco dile tears for how A frican
American jobs were being taken away by illegal Hispanic immigrants.3
Th e rapidity and volatility with which massive protest m ovements have
risen and fallen over the last few decades calls for some commentary. In
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addition to the global anti-war demonstration of 2003 and the rise and
fall of the imm igrant workers' rights movement in the United States in
2006, there are innumerable examples of the erratic track and uneven
geographical expression of opp ositional movements; they include the
rapidity with which the revolts in the French suburbs in 2005 and the
revolutionary bursts in much of Latin America, from Argentina in
200 1 -02 to B olivia in 2000-05, were controlled and reabsorbed into
dominant capitalist practices. Will the populist protests of the indignados
throughout southern Europe in 2 0 1 1 , and the more recent Occupy Wall
Street movement, have staying power? Understanding the politics and
revolutionary potential of such movements is a serious challenge. Th e
fluctuating history and fortunes of t h e anti- or alternative globalization
movement since the late 1 9 90s also suggests that we are in a very par
ticular and perhaps radically different phase of anti-capitalist struggle.
Formalized through the World Social Forum and its regional offshoots,
and increasingly ritualized as perio d ic demonstrations against the World
B an k, the I M F, the G7 (now the G20), or at almost any international
meeting on any issue ( from climate change to racism and gender equal
ity) , th is movement is hard to pin down b ecause it is "a movement of
movements" rather than a single-minded organization:' It is not that tra
d itional forms of left organizing (left political parties and militant sects,
labor unions and m ilitant environmental or so cial movements such as
the Maoists in India or the landless peasants movement in Brazil) have
d isappeared. But they now all seem to swim within an ocean of m ore
d iffuse oppositional movements that lack overall political coherence.

C HA N G I NG L E FT P E RS P ECTIVES O N A N T I 
CA P I TALI ST ST R U G G LES
Th e bigger question

I

wish to address here is this: Are the urban mani

festations of all these diverse movements anything other than mere
side-effects of global, cosmopolitan, or even universal human aspirations
that h ave nothing specifically to do with the particularities of urban life?
Or is there something about the urban pro cess and the urban experience
- th e qualities of daily urban life-under capitalism that, in itself, has the
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potential to ground anti-capitalist struggles? If so, then what constitutes
this grounding and how can it be mobilized and put to use to challenge
the dominant political and economic powers of capital, along with its
hegemonic ideological practices and its powerful grasp upon political
subjectivities (this last point is, in my view, critical)? In other words,
should struggles within and over the city, and over the qualities and pros
pects of urban living, be seen as fundamental to anti-capitalist politics?
I do not claim here that the answer to this question is "obviously yes:' I
do claim, however, that this question is inherently worth asking.
For many on the traditional left (by which I mainly mean socialist
and communist political parties and most trade unions), the interpreta
tion of the historical geography of urban-based political movements has
been dogged by political and tactical a priori assumptions that have led
to the underestimation and misunderstanding of the potency of urban
based movements for sparking not only radical but also revolutionary
change. Urban social movements are all too often viewed as by defini
tion separate from or ancillary to those class and anti-capitalist struggles
that have their roots in the exploitation and alienation of living labor
in production. If urban social movements are considered at all, they are
typically construed as either mere offshoots or displacements of these
more fundamental struggles. Within the Marxist tradition, for example,
urban struggles tend to be either ignored or dismissed as devoid of revo
lutionary potential or significance. Such struggles are construed as being
either about issues of reproduction rather than production, or about
rights, sovereignty, and citizenship, and therefore not about class. The
immigrant workers' movement of unorganized labor in 2006, the argu
ment goes, was basically about claiming rights and not about revolution.
When a city-wide struggle does acquire an iconic revolutionary status,
as in the case of the Paris Commune of 1 87 1 , it is claimed (first by Marx,
and even more emphatically by Lenin) as a "proletarian uprising"5 rather
than as a much more complicated revolutionary movement-animated
as much by the desire to reclaim the city itself from its bourgeois appro
priation as by the desired liberation of workers from the travails of class
oppression in the workplace. I take it as symbolic that the first two acts of
the Paris Commune were to abolish night-work in the bakeries (a labor
question) and to impose a moratorium on rents (an urban question).

REC LAI M I NG TH E C I1Y FOR ANTI -CAPITALIST STRUGGLE

121

Traditional left groups can therefore on occasion take up urban-based
struggles, and when they do they can often be successful even as they
seek to interpret their struggle from within their traditional workerist
perspective. 1he British Socialist Workers' Party, for example, led the suc
cessful struggle against Thatcher's poll tax in the 1980s (a reform of local
government finance that hit the less affluent very hard). "Thatcher's defeat
on the poll tax almost certainly played a significant role in her downfall.
Anti-capitalist struggle, in the formal Marxist sense, is fundamentally
and quite properly construed to be about the abolition of that class rela
tion between capital and labor in production that permits the production
and appropriation of surplus value by capital. The ultimate aim of anti
capitalist struggle is the abolition of that class relation and all that goes
with it, no matter where it occurs. On the surface, this revolutionary aim
seems to have nothing to do with urbanization per se. Even when this
struggle has to be seen, as it invariably does, through the prisms of race,
ethnicity, sexuality, and gender, and even when it unfolds through urban
based inter-ethnic, racialized, and gendered conflicts within the living
spaces of the city, the fundamental conception is that an anti-capitalist
struggle must ultimately reach deep into the very guts of what a capitalist
system is about and wrench out the cancerous tumor of class relations in
production.
It would be a truthful caricature to say that working-class movements
in general have long privileged the industrial workers of the world as the
vanguard agent in this mission. In Marxist revolutionary versions, this
vanguard leads the class struggle through the dictatorship of the prole
tariat to a promised world where state and class wither away. It is also a
truthful caricature to say that things have never worked out this way.
Marx argued that the class relation of domination in production had
to be displaced by the associated workers controlling their own pro
duction processes and protocols. This view parallels a long history of
political pursuit of worker control, autogesti6n (usually translated as "self
management"), worker cooperatives, and the like.6 These struggles did not
necessarily arise out of any conscious attempt to follow Marx's theoretical
prescriptions (indeed, the latter almost certainly reflected the former),
nor were they necessarily construed in practice as some way-station on
the journey to a root-and-branch revolutionary reconstruction of the
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social order. They more usually arose out of the basic intuition, arrived at
in many different places and times by workers themselves, that it would
be much fairer, less repressive, and more in accord with their own sense
of self-worth and personal dignity to regulate their own social relations
and production activities, rather than to submit to the oppressive dic
tates of an often despotic boss demanding that they give unstintingly of
their capacity for alienated labor. But attempts to change the world by
worker control and analogous movements-such as community-owned
projects, so-called "moral" or "solidarity" economies, local economic
trading systems and barter, the creation of autonomous spaces (the most
famous of which today would be that of the Zapatistas)-have not so far
proved viable as templates for more global anti-capitalist solutions, in
spite of the noble efforts and sacrifices that have often kept these efforts
going in the face of fierce hostilities and active repressions.;
The main reason for the long-run failure of such initiatives to aggregate
into some global alternative to capitalism is simple enough. All enter
prises operating in a capitalist economy are subject to "the coercive laws
of competition" that undergird the capitalist laws of value production
and realization. If somebody makes a similar product to me at a lower
cost, then I either go out of business, or adapt my production practices to
increase my productivity, or lower my costs of labor, intermediate goods
and raw materials. While small and localized enterprises can work under
the radar and beyond the reach of the laws of competition (acquiring
the status of local monopolies, for example), most cannot. So worker
controlled or cooperative enterprises tend at some point to mimic their
capitalistic competitors, and the more they do so the less distinctive their
practices become. Indeed, it can all too easily happen that workers end
up in a condition of collective self-exploitation that is every bit as repres
sive as that which capital imposes.
Furthermore, as Marx also shows in the second volume of Capital, the
circulation of capital comprises three distinctive circulatory processes,
those of money, productive, and commodity capitals.8 No one circulatory
process can survive or even exist without the others: they intermingle
and co-determine each other. Workers' control or community collec
tives in relatively isolated production units can rarely survive-in spite
of all the hopeful autonomista, autogestion and anarchist rhetoric-in the
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face of a hostile financial environment and credit system and the preda
tory practices of merchant capital. Th e power of finance capital and of
merchant capital (the Wal-Mart phenomenon) has b e en particularly
resurgent in recent years (this is a much -neglected topic in contemporary
left theorizing) . What to do about these other circulation processes and
the class forces that crystallize around them thus becomes a large part of
the problem. Th ese are, after all, the primal forces through which the iron
law of capitalist value determ ination operates.
The theoretical conclusion that follows is glaringly obvious. The aboli
tion of the class relation in production is contingent upon the abolition of
the p owers of the capitalist law of value to dictate conditions of produc
tion through free trade on the world market. Anti-capitalist struggle must
not only be about organizing and re- organizing within the labor process,
fundamental though that is. It must also be about finding a political and
social alternative to the operation of the capitalist law of value across
the world market. While worker control or communitarian movements
can arise out of the concrete intuitions of people collectively engaging in
production and consumption, contesting the operations of the capital
ist law of value on the world stage requires a theoretical understanding
of macroeconomic interrelations along with a d ifferent form of techni
cal and organizational sophistication. This poses the difficult problem
of developing a political and organizational ability b o th to mobilize
and to control the organization of international divisions of labor and
of exchange practices and relations on the world market. D e-coupling
from these relations, as some now propose, is close to impossible for a
variety of reasons. Firstly, de- coupling increases the vulnerability to local
fam ines and so cial and so-called natural catastrophes. S econdly, effective
management and survival almost always depends upon the availability
of sophisticated means of production. For example, the ability to coordi
nate flows throughout a commodity chain to a workers' collective ( from
raw materials to finished products) depends on the availability of power
sources and tech nologies, such as elec tricity, cell phones, computers, and
the internet, that are procured from that world in which the capitalist
laws of value creation and circulation predominate.
In the face of these obvious difficulties, many forces on the traditional
left turned historically to the conquest of state power as th eir prime
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objective. Those powers could then be used to regulate and control capital
and money flows, to institute non-market (and non-commodified)
systems of exchange through rational planning, and to set in place an
alternative to the capitalist laws of value determination through organized
and consciously planned reconstructions of the international division of
labor. Unable to make this system work globally, communist countries
from the Russian Revolution onwards chose to isolate themselves from
the capitalist world market as much as possible. The end of the Cold
War, the collapse of the Soviet Empire, and the transformation of China
into an economy that fully and victoriously embraced the capitalist law
of value has resulted in an across-the-board dismissal of this particular
anti-capitalist strategy as a feasible path towards building socialism. The
centrally planned and even social- democratic idea that the state could
even protect against the forces of the world market through protection
ism, import substitution (as in Latin America in the 1 960s, for example),
fiscal policies, and social welfare arrangements, was abandoned step by
step as the neoliberal counter-revolutionary movements gathered steam
to dominate state apparatuses from the mid 1970s onwards.9
The rather dismal historical experience of centrally planned Stalinism
and communism as it was actually practiced, and the ultimate failure of
social-democratic reformism and protectionism to resist the growing
power of capital to control the state and to dictate its policies, has led
much of the contemporary left to conclude either that the "smashing
of the state" is a necessary precursor to revolutionary transformation
or that organizing production autonomously from within the state is
the only viable path towards revolutionary change. The burden of poli
tics thus shifts back to some form of worker, community, or localized
control. The assumption is that the oppressive power of the state can be
"withered away" as oppositional movements of various sorts-factory
occupations, solidarity economies, collective autonomous movements,
agrarian cooperatives, and the like-gather momentum within civil
society. This amounts to what one might call a "termite theory" of revo
lutionary change: eating away at the institutional and material supports
of capital until they collapse. This is not a dismissive term. Termites can
inflict terrible damage, often hidden from easy detection. The problem
is not lack of potential effectiveness; it is that, as soon as the damage
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wrought becomes too obvious and threatening, then capital is both able
and all too willing to call in the exterminators (state powers) to deal with
it. The only hope then is that the exterminators will either turn upon
their masters (as they have sometimes done in the past) or be defeated-a
rather unlikely outcome except in particular circumstances such as those
in Afghanistan-in the course of a militarized struggle. 1bere is, alas,
no guarantee that the form of society that will then emerge will be less
barbaric than that which it replaces.
Opinions across the broad spectrum of the left on what will work and
how are fiercely held, and equally fiercely defended (oftentimes rigidly
and dogmatically). To challenge any one particular way of thinking
and acting often provokes vituperative responses. The left as a whole is
bedeviled by an all-consuming "fetishism of organizational form:' The tra
ditional left (communist and socialist in orientation) typically espoused
and defended some version of democratic centralism (in political parties,
trade unions, and the like). Now, however, principles are frequently
advanced-such as "horizontality " and "non-hierarchy "-or visions of
radical democracy and the governance of the commons, that can work
for small groups but are impossible to operationalize at the scale of a met
ropolitan region, let alone for the 7 billion people who now inhabit planet
earth. Programmatic priorities are dogmatically articulated, such as the
abolition of the state, as if no alternative form of territorial governance
would ever be necessary or valuable. Even the venerable social anarchist
and anti-statist Murray Bookchin, with his theory of confederalism,
vigorously advocates the need for some territorial governance, without
which the Zapatistas, just to take one recent example, would also cer
tainly have met with death and defeat: though often falsely represented as
being totally non-hierachical and "horizontalist" in their organizational
structure, the Zapatistas do make decisions through democratically
selected delegates and officers.10 Other groups focus their efforts on the
recuperation of ancient and indigenous notions of the rights of nature,
or insist that issues of gender, racism, anti-colonialism, or indigeneity
must be prioritized above, if not preclude, the pursuit of an anti-capitalist
politics. All of this conflicts with the dominant self-perception within
these social movements, which tends to believe that there is no guiding
or overarching organizational theory, but simply a set of intuitive and
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flexible practices that arise "naturally" out of given situations. In this, as
we shall see, they are not entirely wrong.
To top it all, there is a conspicuous absence of broadly agreed concrete
proposals as to how to reorganize divisions of labor and (monetized?)
economic transactions throughout the world to sustain a reasonable
standard of living for all. Indeed, this problem is all too often cavalierly
evaded. As a leading anarchist thinker, David Graeber, puts it, echoing
the reservations of Murray Bookchin set out above:
Temporary bubbles of autonomy must gradually turn into permanent,
free com munities. However, in order to do so, those communities cannot
exist in total isolation; neither can they have a purely confrontational rela
tion with everyone around them. They have to have some way to engage
with larger economic, social or political systems that surround them. ·I his
is the trickiest question because it has proved extremely difficult for those
organized on radically democratic lines to so integrate themselves in any
meaningful way in larger structures without having to make endless com
promises in their founding principles. 1 1

At this point i n history, the chaotic processes of capitalist creative destruc
tion have evidently reduced the collective left to a state of energetic but
fragmented incoherence, even as periodic eruptions of mass movements
of protest and the gnawing threat of "termite politics" suggest that the
objective conditions for a more radical break with the capitalist law of
value are more than ripe for the taking.
At the heart of all this, however, lies a simple structural dilemma: How
can the left fuse the need to actively engage with, but also create an alter
native to, the capitalist laws of value determination on the world market,
while facilitating the associated laborers' ability democratically and col
lectively to manage and decide on what they will produce and how? This
is the central dialectical tension that has hitherto escaped the ambitious
grasp of anti-capitalist alternative movements.12
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ALT E R N AT I V ES
If a viable anti-capitalist movement is to emerge, then past and current
anti-capitalist strategies have to be re-evaluated. Not only is it vital to step
back and think about what can and must be done, and who is going to do
it where. It is also vital to match preferred organi7..ational principles and
practices with the nature of the political, social, and techn ical battles that
have to be fought and won. Whatever solutions, formulations, organiza
tional forms, and political agendas are proposed must provide answers to
three compelling questions:

l) The first is that of crushing material impoverishment for much of the
world's population, along with the concomitant frustration of the poten 
tial for the full development of human capacities and creative powers.
Marx was above all a pre-eminent philosopher of human flourishing,
but he recognized that th is was possible only in "that real m of freedom
which begins when the realm of necessity is left behind:' The problems
of the global accumulation of poverty cannot be confronted, it should be
obvious, without confronting the obscene global accumulation of wealth.
Anti-poverty organizations need to commit to an anti-wealth poli
tics and to the construction of alternative social relations to those that
dominate within capitalism.

2) The second question derives from the clear and imminent dangers
of out-of-control environmental degradations and ecological transfor
mations. This, too, is not only a material but also a spiritual and moral
question of changing the human sense of nature, as well as the material
relation to it. There is no purely techn ological fix to this question. There
have to be significant lifestyle changes (such as rolling back the political,
economic, and environmental impacts of the last seventy years of subur
banization) as well as major shifts in consumerism, productivism, and
institutional arrangements.
3) The third set of questions, which underpins the first two, derives from
a historical and theoretical understanding of the inevitable traj ectory of
capitalist growth. For a variety of reasons, compounding growth is an
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absolute condition for the continuous a ccumulation and reproduction
of capital. Th is is the socially constructed and historically specific law
of endless capital accumulation that has to be challenged and eventu
ally abolished. Compound growth (say, at a minimum of 3 percent
forever) is a sheer impossibility. Capital has now arrived at an inflection
point (which is different from an impasse) in its long history, where this
imm an ent impossibility is beginning to be realized. Any anti- capitalist
alternative has to ab olish the power of the capitalist law of value to regu
late the world m arket. Th is requires the abolition of the dominant class
relation that underpins and mandates the perpetual expansion of surplus
value production and realization. And it is this class relation that pro
duces the increasingly lopsided d istributions of wealth and power, along
with the perpetual growth syndrome that exerts such enormous destruc
tive pressure on global social relations and ecosystems.
How, then, can progressive forces organize to solve these problems, and
how can the h itherto evasive dialectic between the dual imperatives of
localized worker control and global coordinations be managed? It is in
this context that I want to return to the foundational question of this
inqu iry: Can urban-based social movements play a constructive role
and make their mark in the anti-capitalist struggle across these three
dimensions? The answer depends in part upon some foundational
reconceptualizations of the nature of class, and on the redefinition of the
terrain of class struggles.
The conception of worker control that has hitherto dominated alter
native left political thinking is problematic. Th e focus of struggle has
been on the workshop and the factory as a privileged site of production
of surplus value. The industrial working class has traditionally been priv
ileged as the vanguard of the prole tariat, its main revolutionary agent.
But it was not factory workers who produced the Paris Commune. Th ere
is, for this reason, a dissident and influential view of the Commune that
says it was not a proletarian uprising or a class-based movement at all,
but an urban social movement that was reclaiming citizenship rights and
the right to the city. It was not, therefore, anti-capitalist. D
I see no reason why it should not be construed as b oth a class struggle
and a struggle for citizenship rights in the place where working people
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lived. To begin with, the dynamics of class exploitation are not confined to
the workplace. Whole economies of dispossession and of predatory prac
tices, of the sort described in Chapter 2 with respect to housing markets,
are a case in point. These secondary forms of explo itation are primarily
organized by m erchants, landlords, and the financiers; and their effects
are primarily felt in the living space, not in the factory. Th ese forms
of exploitation are and always have been vital to the overall dynamics of
capital accumulation and the perpetuation of class power. Wage conces
sions to workers can, for example, be stolen back and recuperated for
the capitalist class as a whole by merchant capitalists and landlords and,
in contemporary conditions, even more viciously by the credit-mongers,
the bankers, and the financiers. Practices of accumulation by disposses
sion, rental appropriations, by money- and profit-gouging, lie at the heart
of many of the discontents that attach to the qualities of daily life for
the mass of the population. Urban social movements typically mobilize
around such questions, and they derive from the way in which the per
petuation of class power is organized around living as well as around
working. Urban social movements therefore always have a class content
even when they are primarily articulated in terms of rights, c itizenship,
and the travails of social reproduction.
The fact that these discontents relate to the commodity and monetary
rather than the production circuit of capital matters not one wit: indeed,
it is a big theoretical advantage to reconceptualize matters thus, because
it focuses attention on those aspects of capital circulation that so fre
quently play the nemesis to attempts at worker control in production.
Since it is capital circulation as a whole that matters (rather than merely
what happens in the productive circuit) , what does it matter to the capi
talist class as a whole whether value is extracted from the commodity
and money c ircuits rather than from the productive circuit d irectly? Th e
gap between where surplus value is produced a n d where it is realized is
as crucial theoretically as it is practically. Value created in pro duction
may be recaptured for the capitalist class from the workers by landlords
charging h igh rents on housing.
Secondly, urbanization is itself produced. Thousands of workers are
engaged in its production, and the ir work is productive of value and of
surplus value. Why not fo cus, therefore, on the city rather than the factory
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as the prime site of surplus value production ? Th e Paris Commune can
then be reconceptualized as a struggle of that proletariat which produced
the city to claim back the right to have and control that which they had
produced. Th is is (and in the Paris Commune case was) a very different
kind of proletariat to that which much of the left has typically cast in a
vanguard role. It is characterized by insecurity, by episodic, temporary,
and spatially diffuse employment, and is very difficult to organize on a
workplace basis. But at this point in the history of those parts of the world
characterized as advanced capitalism, the conventional factory proletar
iat has been radically diminished. So we now have a choice: mourn the
passing of th e possibility of revolution because that proletariat has disap
peared, or change our conception of the proletariat to include the hordes
of unorganized u rbanization producers (of the sort that mobilized in the
immigrant rights marches) , and explore their distinctive revolutionary
capacities and powers.
So who are these workers who produce the city? The city builders, the
construction workers in partic ular, are the most obvio us candidate even
as they are not the only nor the largest labor force involved. As a political
force, the construction workers have in recent times in the Un ited States
(and possibly elsewhere) all too often been supportive of the large-scale
and class-biased developmentalism that keeps them employed. Th ey do
not have to b e so. Th e masons and builders that Haussmann brought
to Paris played an important role in the Commune. Th e "Green Ban"
construction union movement in New South Wales in the early 1 9 70s
banned working on projects they deemed environmentally unsound, and
were successful in much of what they did. They were ultimately destroyed
by a combination of concerted state power and their own Maoist national
leadership, who considered environmental issues a manifestation of
flabby bourgeois sentimentality. 14
But there is a seamless connection between those who mine the
iron ore that go es into the steel that go es into the construction of the
bridges across which the trucks carrying commodit ies travel to their
final destinations of factories and homes for consumption. All of these
activities (in cluding sp atial movement) are productive of value and of
surplus value. If capitalism often recovers from crises, as we saw earlier,
by "building houses and filling them with th ings;' then dearly everyone
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engaged in that urban izing activity has a central role t o play in the mac
roeconomic dynam ics of capital accumulation. And if maintenance,
repairs, and replacements (often diffi cult to distinguish in practice) are
all part of the value-producing stream (as Marx avers), then the vast
army of workers involved in these activities in our cities is a lso contribut
ing to value and surplus value production. I n New York C ity thousands
o f workers are engaged in erecting scaffolding and t aking it down again.
Th ey are producing value. If, furthermore, the flow o f commodities from
place of origin to final destination is productive of value, as Marx also
insists, then so are the workers who are employed on the fo od chain that
links rural producers to urban consumers. Thousands of delivery tr ucks
clog the streets of New York City every day. Organized, those workers
would have the power to strangle the metabolism of the city. Strikes of
transport workers ( as, for example, in France over the last twenty years,
and now in Shanghai) are extrem ely effective political weapons (used
n egatively in Chile in the coup year of 1 9 73 ) . The Bus R iders Union in
Los Angeles, and the organization of taxi drivers in New York and LA, are
examples of organizing across these dimensions.'5 When the rebellious
population of El Alto cut the main supply lines into La Paz, forcing the
bourgeoisie to live on scraps, they soon gained their political objective.
It is in fact in the cities that the wealthy classes are most vulnerable, not
necessarily as persons but in terms of the value of the assets they control.
It is for this reason that the capitalist state is gearing up for m ilitarized
urban struggles as the front line of class struggle in years to come.
Consider the flows not only of fo od and other consumer goods, but
a lso of energy, water, and other necessities, and their vulnerabilities to
disruption too. The production and reproduction of urban life, while
some of it can be "dismissed" (an unfortunate word) as "unproductive"
in the M arxist canon, is nevertheless socially necessary, part of the "faux
frais" of the repro duction of the class relations between capital and labor.
Much of this labor has always been temporary, insecure, itinerant, and
precarious; and it very often fudges the supposed boundary b etween pro
duction and repro duction (as in the case of street vendors). New forms
of organizing are absolutely essential for this labor force that pro duces
and, just as importantly, reproduces the city. Th is is where newly fledged
organizations come in, such as the Excluded Workers Congress in the
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United Sates, which is an alliance of workers characterized by temporary
and insecure conditions of employment, often, as with domestic workers,
spatially scattered throughout a metropolitan region. 1 6
Th e history of conventional labor struggles-and this is my third
major point-also needs some rewriting. Most struggles waged by
factory- based workers turn out, on inspection, to have had a much
broader base. Margaret Kahn complains, for example, how left historians
of labor laud the Turin Factory Councils of the early twentieth century
while totally ignoring the "Houses of the People" in the community
where much of the politics was shap ed, and from which strong currents
of logistical support flowed. 17 E. P. Thompson depicts how the making
of the English working class depended as much upon what happened in
chapels and in neighborhoods as in the workplace. The local city trades
councils have played a much-underestimated role in British political
organization, and often anchored the militant base of a nascent Labour
Party and other left organizations in particular towns and cities in ways
that the n ational union movement often ignored. 18 How successful would
the Flint sit-down strike of 1 9 3 7 have b een in the United States had it not
been for the masses of the unemployed and the neighb orho od organ iza
tions outside the gates that unfailingly delivered their support, moral and
m aterial?
Organizing the neighborhoods has been j ust as important in prosecut
ing labor struggles, as has organizing the workplace. One of the strengths
of the factory o ccupations in Argentina that followed on the collapse of
200 1 is that the cooperatively managed factories also turned themselves
into neighb orhood cultural and educational centers. They built bridges
between the community and the workplace. When p ast owners try to
evict the workers or seize back the machinery, th e whole populace typi
cally turns out in solidarity with the workers to prevent such action . 1 9
When UNITE H E R E sought t o mobilize rank-and-file hotel workers
around LAX airport in Los Angeles, they relied heavily "on extensive
outreach to political, religious and other community allies, building a
coalition" that could counter the employers' repressive strategies.20 But
there is, in this, also a cautionary tale: in the British m iners' strikes of the
1 9 70s and 1 980s, the m in ers who lived in diffuse urbanized areas such as
Nottingham were the first to cave in, while those in Northumbria, where
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workplace and living- place politics converged, maintained their solidar
ity to the end.2 1 The problem posed by circumstances of th is sort will be
taken up later.
To the degree that conventional workplaces are disappearing in
many parts of the so-called advanced capitalist world (though not, of
course, in China or Bangladesh), organizing around not only work
but also around conditions in the living space, while building bridges
between the two, becomes even more crucial. But it has often been so
in the past. Worker- controlled consumer cooperatives offered critical
support during the Seattle general strike of 1 9 1 9 , and when the strike
collapsed m ilitancy shifted very m arkedly towards the development of an
elaborate and interwoven system of mainly worker- controlled consumer
co operatives.22
As the lens is widened on the social milieu in which struggle is occur
ring, the sense of who the proletariat m ight be and what their aspirations
and organizational strategies m ight be is transformed. The gender
composition of oppositional politics looks ver y different when rela
tions outside of the conventional factory (in both workplaces and living
spaces) are brought firmly into the picture. The social dynamics of the
workplace are not the same as those in the living space. On the latter
terrain, distinctions based on gender, race, ethnicity, religion, and culture
are frequently more deeply etched into the social fabric, while issues of
social repro duction play a more prominent, even dominant role in the
shaping of political subjectivities and consciousness. Conversely, the
way capital differentiates and divides populations ethnically, racially, and
a cross gender lines pro duces marked disparities in the economic dynam
ics of disp ossession in the living space (thanks to the circuits of money
and commodity capital) . While the median loss of household wealth in
the United States for everyone was 28 percent over the period 2005-09,
that of Hispanics was 66 p ercent, and that of blacks 5 3 percent, while for
whites it was 1 6 percent. The class character of ethnic discrim inations
in accumulation by dispossession, and the way these discrim inations
differentially affect neighborho od life, co uld not b e plainer, particularly
since most of the losses were due to falling housing values.23 But it is a lso
in neighborhood spaces that profound cultural ties b ased, for example,
in ethnicity, religion, and cultural h istories and collective memories can
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just as often bind as divide, to create the possibility of social and political
solidarities in a completely different dimension to that which typically
arises within the workplace.
Th ere is a wonderful film that was produced by blacklisted H ollywoo d
writers and d irectors (the so-called Hollywoo d Ten) i n 1 9 54 called Salt

of the Ea rth. Based on actual events in 1 95 1 , it depicts the struggle of
h ighly exploited M exican- American workers and their fam ilies in a
zinc mine in New Mexico. Th e Mexican workers demand equality with
white workers, safer work conditions, and to be tre ated with dignity (a
recurring theme in many anti-capitalist struggles) . The women are dis
tressed by the repe ated failure of the male-domin ated union to press
home issues like sanitation and running water in the tied accommoda
tions they inhabit. When the workers strike for their demands and are
then banned from picket ing under the Taft-Hartley Act provisions, the
women take over the picket line (overcom ing a lot of m ale opposition
in the process). The men have to look after the children, only to learn
the hard way how important running water and sanitation are to a rea
sonable daily life at home. G ender equality and fem inist consciousness
emerge as crucial weapons in the class struggle. When the sheriffs come
to evict the families, popular support from other fam ilies (clearly based
in cultural solidarities) not only sustains the striking families with food,
but also puts them back into their tied housing. Th e company in the end
has to cave in. The awesome power of unity between gender, ethnic
ity, working, and l iving is not easy to construct, and the tension in the
film between m en and women, between A nglo and Mexican workers,
and between work-based and daily life perspectives, is just as sign ificant
as that between labor and capital. Only when unity and parity are con
structed among all th e forces of labor, the film says, will you be able to
win. The d anger this message represented for capital is measured by the
fact that this is the only film ever to be systematically banned for politi
cal reasons from being shown in any US commercial venue for many
years. Most of the actors were not professional; many were drawn from
the m iner's union. But the brilliant leading professional actress, Rosaura
Revueltas, was deported to Mexico.24
I n a recent book, Fletcher and G apasin argue that the labor movement
should pay more attention to geograph ical rather than se ctoral forms of
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organization-that the U S movement should empower the central labor
councils in cities in addition to organizing sectorally.
To the extent that labor speaks about matters of cla s s, It should not see
Itself as separate from the comm unity. The term labor should denote
forms of organization with roots In the working clas s and with agendas
that explicitly adnnce the class demands of the working class. In that
sense. a communit}·- based organization rooted In the working class (such
as a worker's center ) that addresses class-specific Issues Is a labor organi
zation In the same way that a trade union Is. To push the envelope a bit
more, a trade union that addresses the Interests of only one section of the
working class ( such as a white s upremacist craft union) deserves the label
labor organl2atlon less than does a community- based organization that
assi sts the unemployed or the homeless.25

They therefore propose a new approach to labor organizing that
essentiallr defies current trade union practices In forming alliances and
taking political action . Indeed, It has the following central premi s e : ifclass

stmggle

Is

not res tricted to the K'Orkplace, tile" neither shou ld rmiot�s be.

The strategic conclusion Is that unions must think In terms of organiz
Ing cities rather than simply organ izing workplaces (or Indu strie s ) . And
organizing cities Is p o ssible only If unions work with allies In metropoli
26
tan social blocks.

" How then ;' they go on to ask "does one organize a city?" Th is , it seems
to me, is one of the key questions that the left will have to answer if anti 
capitalist struggle is t o be revitalized i n the years t o come. Such struggles ,
as we have seen, have a distinguished history. The inspiration d rawn
from "Red Bologna" in the 1 9 70s is a case in point. There has in fact
been a long and distinguished history of "municipal socialism;· and even
whole phases of radical urban reform , such as that which occ urred in
" Red Vienna" or through the local radical municipal councils in Britain
in the 1 920s, which need to be recuperated as central to the history both
of left reformism and of more revolutionary movements .27 And it is one
of those c urious ironies of history that the French Communist Party dis
tinguished itself far more in municipal administration (in part because
it had no dogmatic theory or instructions from Moscow to guide it)
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than it did in other arenas of pol itical life, from the 1 960s even up to the
present day. The British trade union councils likewise played a crucial
role in urban politics, and rooted the militant power of local left parties.
'Ibis tradition continued in the struggle by the municipalities in Britain
against Thatcherism in the early 1 980s. These were n ot only rearguard
actions but, as in the case of the Greater London Council under Ken
Livingstone in the early 1980s, potentially innovative, until Margaret
Thatcher, recognizing the threat this urban-based opposition posed,
abolished that whole layer of governance. Even in the United States,
Milwaukee for many years had a socialist administration, and it is worth
remarking that the only socialist ever elected to the US Senate began his
career and earned the people's trust as mayor of Burlington , Vermont.

T H E R I G H T TO T H E C I TY AS A PO L I T I CA L
C LASS- BAS E D D E MAN D
If the participants in the Paris Commune were reclaiming their right to
the city they had collectively helped produce, then why can not "the right
to the city" become a key mobilizing slogan for anti-capitalist struggle?
The right to the city is, as was noted at the outset, an empty sign ifier full
of immanent but n ot transcendent possibilities. This does n ot mean it
is irrelevant or politically impotent; everything depends on who gets to
fill the signifier with revolutionary as opposed to reformist immanent
meaning.
It is not always easy to distinguish between reformist and revolution 
ary initiatives in urban settings. Participatory budgeting in Porto Alegre,
ecologically sensitive programs in Curitiba, or living-wage campaigns
in many US cities appear reformist (and rather marginal at that). The
Chongqi ng in itiative, described in Chapter 2, sounds on the sUiface more
like an authoritarian version of Nordic paternalistic socialism rather than
a revolutionary movement. But as their infl uence spreads, so initiatives of
this sort reveal deeper layers of possibility for more radical conceptions
and actions at the metropolitan scale. A spreading, revitalized rheto
ric (originating in Brazil in the 1 990s, but then moving from Zagreb to
Hamburg to Los Angeles) over the right to the city, for example, seems
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to suggest something more revolutionary might be in prospect.28 The
measure of that possibility appears in the desperate attempts of existing
political powers (for example, the NGOs and international institutions,
including the World Bank, assembled at the Rio World Urban Forum in
20 10) to co-opt that language to their own purposes.29 In the same way
that Marx depicted restrictions on the length of the working day as a first
step down a revolutionary path, so claiming back the right for everyone
to live in a decent house in a decent living environ ment can be seen as
the first step towards a more comprehensive revolutionary movement.
There is no point i n complaining at the attempt to co-opt. The left
should take it as a compliment and battle to sustain its own distinctive
immanent mean ing: all those whose labors are engaged in producing and
reproducing the city have a collective right not only to that which they
produce, but also to decide what kind of urban ism is to be produced
where, and how. Alternative democratic vehicles (other than the exist
ing democracy of money power) such as popular assemblies need to be
constructed if urban life is to be revitalized and reconstructed outside of
dominant class relations.
The right to the city is not an exclusive individual right, b ut a focused
collective right. It is inclusive not only of construction workers but also
of all those who facilitate the reproduction of daily life: the caregivers
and teachers, the sewer and subway repair men, the plumbers and elec
tricians, the scaffold erectors and crane operators, the hospital workers
and the truck, bus, and taxi drivers, the restaurant workers and the enter
tainers, the bank clerks and the city administrators. It seeks a unity from
within an incredible diversity of fragmented social spaces and locations
within in numerable divisions of labor. And there are many putative
forms of organization-from workers' centers and regional workers'
assemblies (such as that of Toronto) to alliances (such as the Right to
the City all iances and the Excluded Workers Congress and other forms
of organization of precarious labor) that have this objective upon their
political radar.
B ut, for obvious reasons, it is a complicated right partly by virtue
of the contemporary con ditions of capitalist urbanization, as well as
because of the nature of the populations that might actively pursue such
a right. Murray B ookchin, for example, took the plausible view (also
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attributable to Lewis Mumford and many others influenced by the social
anarchist tradition of thinking) that capitalist processes of urbanization
have destroyed the city as a functioning body politic upon which a civi
lized anti- capitalist alternative might be b uilt:10 In a way, Lefebvre agrees,
though in h is case far more emphasis is placed on the rationalizations of
urban space by state bureaucrats and technocrats to facilitate the repro 
duction of capital accum ulation and of dominant class relations. The
right to the contempo rary suburb is hardly a viable anti- capitalist slogan.
It is for this reason that the right to the city has to be construed not as
a right to that which already exists, but as a right to rebu ild and re-create
the city as a socialist body politic in a completely d ifferent image -one
that eradicates poverty and social inequality, and one that heals the
wounds of disastrous environmental degradation. For this to happen,
the production of the destructive forms of urbanization that facilitate
perpetual capital accumulation has to be stopped.
Th is was the sort of thing that M urray B ookchin argued for in pushing
to create what he called a "municipal lib ertarianism" embedded in a
bioregional con ception of associated municipal assemblies rationally
regulating their interchanges with each other, as well as with nature. It
is at this point that the world of practical politics fru itfully intersects
with the long h istory of largely anarch ist- inspired utopian thinking and
writing about th e city. � '

TOWA R D S U R BAN R EVOLUT I O N
Three theses e merge from this history. F irst, work- based struggles, from
strikes to factory takeovers, are far m ore likely to succeed when there is
strong and vibrant support from popular forces assembled at the sur
rounding neighborhood or community level (including support from
in fluential local leaders and their political organizations). Th is presumes
that strong links between workers and local p opulations already exist or
can be quickly constructed. Such links can arise "naturally" out of the
simple fac t that the workers' families constitute the community (as in
the case of m any m ining communities of the sort portrayed in Salt of the

Earth). B ut in more diffuse urban settings, there has to be a conscious
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political attempt t o construct, maintain a n d strength en such links.
Where those links do not exist, as happened with the Nottingh amshire
coal m iners in the strikes of the 1 9 80s in Britain, they have to be created.
Otherwise such movements are far more likely to fail.
Secondly, the concept of work has to shift from a narrow definition
attaching to industrial forms of labor to the far broader terrain of the
work entailed in the production and reproduction of an increasingly
urbanized daily life. Distinctions between work-based and community
based struggles start to fade away, as indeed does the idea that class and
work are defined in a place of production in isolation from the site of
social reproduction in the household. 32 Those who bring running water
to our homes are just as imp ortant in the struggle for a better quality of
life as those who make the pipes and the faucets in the factory. Those
who deliver the food to the city ( including the street vendors) are just
as significant as those who grow it. Those who cook the foo d before it is
eaten (the roasted -corn or hot-dog vendors on the streets, or those who
slave away over the stoves in the househ old kitchens or over open fires)
likewise add value to that food before it is digested. The collective labor
involved in the production and reproduction of urban life must there
fore be come more tightly folded into left thinking and organizing. Earlier
d istinctions that made sense-between the urban and the rural, the city
and the country- h ave in recent t imes also become moot. Th e chain of
supply both into and out of the cities entails a continuous movement, and
does not entail a break. Above all, the concepts of work and of class have
to be fun damentally reformulated. Th e struggle for collective citizens'
rights (such as those of immigrant workers) has to be seen as integral to
anti- capitalist class struggle.
Th is revitalized conception of the proletariat embraces and includes
the now massive informal sectors characterized by temporary, insecure,
and unorganized labor. G roups in the population of th is sort, it turns
out, h ave h istorically played an important role in urban rebellions and
revolts. Th eir action has not always been of a left character (but then
neither can craft unions always claim that). They h ave often been sus
ceptible to the blandishments of unstable or authoritarian charismatic
leadership, secular or religious. For this reason the politics of such disor
ganized groups have often wrongly been dism issed by the conventional
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left as those of the "urban mob" (or, even more unfortun ately, in Marxist
lore as a "lumpenproletariat"), as much to be feared as embraced. It is
imperative that these populations now be embraced as crucial to, rather
than excluded from, anti- capitalist politics.
F inally, while the exploitation of living labor in production (in the
broader sense already defined) must remain central to the conception
of any anti- capitalist movement, struggles against the recuperation and
realization of surplus value from workers in their living spaces have to be
given equal status to struggles at the various points of production of the
city. As in the case of temporary and inse cure workers, the extension of
class action in this direction poses organizational problems. B ut, as we
shall sec, it also holds out innumerable possibilities.

" H OW, TH E N , DO E S O N E ORGAN I Z E A C ITY? "
The honest answer to Fletcher and Gap asin's question is: we simply do
not know, partly because not enough h ard thought has been given to the
question, and partly because there is n o systematic historical record of
evolving political practices on which to base any generalizations. There
have, of course, been brief perio ds of experimentation with "gas and
water" socialist admin istration, or more a dventurous urban utopianism,
as in the Soviet Union in the 1 9 20s.33 But much o f this easily faded into
reformist socialist realism or paternalistic socialist/communist modern
ism (of which we see m any touching relics in Eastern Europe). Most of
what we now know about urban organization comes from conventional
theories and studies of urban governance and administration within
the context of bureaucratic capitalist govcrnmcntality (against which
Lefebvre quite rightly endlessly railed), all of which is a far cry from the
organization of an anti-capitalist politics. The best we have is a theory
of the city as a corporate form, with all that this implies in terms of the
possibilities of corporatist decision-making (which can, on occasion,
when taken over by progressive forces, contest the more rabid forms of
capitalist development and begin to ad dress the questions of crippling
and glaring social inequality and environm ental degradations, at least
at the local level, as happened in Porto Alegre and as was attempted in
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Ken Livingstone's GLC ) . Alongside this, there is an extensive literature
(usually in these times laudatory rather than critical) on the virtues of
competitive urban entrepreneurialism. in which city administrations use
a wide variety of incentives to attract (in other words, subsidize)
investment.34
So how can we even begin to answer Fletcher and Gapasin's question?
One way is to examine singular examples of urban political practices in
revolutionary situations . So I close with a summary look at recent events
in Bolivia, in the search for clues as to how urban rebellions might relate
to anti- capitalist movements.
It was in the streets and squares of Cochabamba that a rebellion against
neoliberal privatization was fought out in the famous "Water Wars" of
2000. Government policies were rebuffed, and two major international

corporations-Bechtel and Suez-were forced out. And it was from El
Alto, a teeming city on the plateau above La Paz, that rebellious
movements arose to force the resignation of the pro-neoliberal president,
Sanchez de Lozada, in October 2003, and to do the same to his successor,
Carlos Mesa, in 2005. All of this paved the way for the national electoral
victory of the progressive Evo Morales in December 2005. It was in
Cochabamba also that an attempted counter- revolution by conservative
elites against the presidency of Evo Morales was thwarted in 2007, as the
conservative city administration fled the town in the face of the wrath of
indigenous peoples who occupied it.
The difficulty, as always, is to understand the distinctive role local
conditions played in these singular events, and to assess what universal
principles (if any) we might derive from a study of them. This problem
has bedeviled conflicting interpretations of the universal lessons that
might be drawn from the Paris Commune of 1 8 7 1 . The advantage of a
focus on contemporary El Alto, however, is that this is an ongoing
struggle, and therefore open to continuous political interrogation and
analysis. There already exist some excellent contemporary studies upon
which to base interim conclusions.
Jeffrey Webber, for example, provides a compelling interpretation of
events in Bolivia over the last decade or so.35 He views the years 2000-05
as a genuinely revolutionary epoch in a situation of deep cleavage
between elite and popular classes. Popular rej ection of neoliberal policies
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with respect t o the u s e o f treasured natural resources on the part o f a
state ruled by a traditional elite (and backed by the forces of international
capital) fused with a long-standing struggle for liberation from racial
repression by an indigenous, largely peasant population. The violence of
the neoliberal regime provoked uprisings that led to Morales's election in
2005. The entrenched elites (particularly concentrated in the city of Santa

Cruz) subsequently launched a counter- revolutionary movement against
the Morales government by demanding regional and local autonomy.
This was an interesting move, because ideals of "local autonomy" have
more often than not been embraced by the left in Latin America as
central to its liberation struggles. It was often a demand of indigenous
populations in Bolivia, and sympathetic academic theorists like Arturo
Escobar tend to view such a demand as inherently progressive, if not a
necessary precondition for anti-capitalist movements . 36 But the Bolivian
case demonstrates that local or regional autonomy can be used by
whatever party stands to benefit from shifting the locus of political and
state decision-making to the particular scale that favors its own interests.
This was what led Margaret Thatcher, for example, to abolish the Greater
London Council, because it was a center of opposition to her policies .
This is what animated Bolivian elites t o seek the autonomy o f Santa Cruz
against the Morales government, which they saw as hostile to their
interests . Having lost the national space, they sought to declare their local
space autonomous.
While Morales' political strategy after his election has helped to
consolidate the power of the indigenous movements, according to
Webber

he

effectively

abandoned

the

class-based

revolutionary

perspective that emerged in 2000-05 in favor of a negotiated and
constitutional compromise with landed and capitalist elites (as well as
accommodation to outside imperial pressures) . The result, Webber
argues,

has

been

a

"reconstituted

neoliberalism"

(with

"Andean

characteristics") after 2005, rather than any movement towards an anti
capitalist transition. The idea of a socialist transition has been postponed
many years into the future . Morales has, however, taken a global
leadership role on environmental issues by embracing the favored
indigenous

conception

of "the

rights

of mother

nature"

in

the

Cochabamba declaration of 20 1 0 , and by incorporating this idea into the
Bolivian constitution.
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Webber's views have been vigorously contested, as might be expected,
by supporters of the Morales regime .37 I am not in a position to j udge
whether Morales' undoubtedly reformist and constitutional turn at the
national level is a matter of political choice, expediency, or a necessity
imposed by the configuration of class forces prevailing in Bolivia, backed
by strong external imperialist pressures. Even Webber concedes that in
the Cochabamba peasant-led uprising against a right-wing autonomist
administration in 2007, it would have been disastrous adventurism for
the radical initiative to go against the constitutionalism of the Morales
government

by

permanently

replacing

the

elected

conservative

government officials who had fled the city by a popular assembly form of
government. 38
What role has urban organization played in these struggles ? This is an
obvious question, given the key roles of Cochabamba and El Alto as
centers of repeated rebellions and the role of Santa Cruz as the center of
the counter-revolutionary movement. In Webber's account, El Alto,
Cochabamba, and Santa Cruz all appear as mere sites where the forces of
class opposition and populist indigenous movements happened to play
out.

He

does

indigenous,

at one point note,

informal

proletarian

however,
city

of

that "the

El

SO-percent

Alto-with

its

rich

insurrectionary traditions of revolutionary Marxism from 'relocated' ex
miners, and indigenous radicalism from the Aymara, Quechua, and other
indigenous rural-to-urban migrants-played the most important role at
the height of sometimes bloody confrontations with the state . " He also
notes that
the rebellions, in their best moments, were characterized by assembly- style,
democratic, and mass-based mobilization from below, drawing upon the
organizational patterns of the Trotskyists and anarcho- syndicalist tin
miners-the vanguard of the Bolivian left for much of the twentieth
century-and

variations

of

the

indigenous

ayllus-traditional

communitarian structures-adapted to new rural and urban contexts. 39

But we know little more than this from Webber's account. The
particular conditions pertaining at the different sites of struggle are
largely ignored ( even when he provides a blow-by-blow account of the
2007 rebellion in Cochabamba) in favor of an account of the class and

populist forces
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in motion within B olivia in general, against the background of exter
nal imperialist pressures. It is therefore interesting to turn to the studies
of the anthropologists Leslie Gill and Sian Lazar, both of whom provide
in-depth portrayals of conditions, social relations, and putative organi
zational forms prevailing in El Alto at d ifferent historical moments . Gill's
study, Teetering

on

the Rim, published in 2000 , detailed conditions pre

vailing in the 1990s, while Lazar's study, El Alto, Rebel City, published
in 20 10, was based on field work in El Alto both before and after the
rebellion of 2003.40 Neither Gill nor Lazar anticipated the possibility of
rebellion before it happened While Gill recorded plenty of politics oc c ur
ring on the ground in the 1 990s, the movements v.oere so fragmented and
confused (partic ularly given the negative role of the NGOs that had dis
placed the state as the main providers of social services) as to seem to
preclude any coherent mass movement, even though the schoolteach
ers' strike that occurred during her field-work was fiercely fought out in
explicitly class-conscious terms. Lazar was also taken by surprise by the
rebellion of October 2003 , and returned to El Alto after it occurred to try
to reconstruct the circ umstances that had given rise to it.

El Alto is a special kind of place, and it is important to lay out the
particularities.(� It is a relatively new city ( only incorporated in 1 988) of
immigrants on the inhospitable Altiplano, high up above La Paz, largely
populated by rural peasants driven off the land-by the gradual commer
cialization of agricultural production; by displaced industrial workers
(partic ularly those from the tin m ines that had been rationalized, privat
ized, and in some instances closed down from the mid 1 980s onwards) ;
and by low-income refugees from La Paz, where high land and housing
costs had for some years bee n pushing poorer people to look for living
space elsewhere. There was not, therefore, a strongly entrenched bour
geoisie in El Alto, as there was in La Paz and Santa Cruz. It was, as Gill
puts it, a city "where many victims of Bolivia's ongoing experiment with
free-market reform teeter on the edge of survival :' The steady withdrawal
of the state, from the mid 1 980s, from administration and s ervice
provision under neoliberal privatization meant that local state controls
were relativdy weak. Populations had to hustle and self- organize to
survive, or rely on the dubious help of NGOs supplemented by dona
tions and favors extracted from political parties in return for support at
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dection times. B u t three of the four main supply routes into La Paz p ass
through El Alto, and the power to choke them off became important in
the struggles that occ urred . The urban-rural continuum (with the rural
dominated largely by indigenous peasant populations with distinctive
cultural traditions and forms of social organization, like the ayllus that
Webber mentions) was an important feature to the metabolism of the
city. The city mediated between the urbanity of La Paz and the rurality
of the region, both geographically and ethno-culturally. Aows of people
and of goods throughout the region circulated around and through El
Alto, while the daily commute from El Alto into La Paz rendered the
latter city dependent on El Alto for much of its low-wage labor force.
Older forms of collective organization of labor in Bolivia had been
disrupted in the 1 980s with the closure of the tin mines, but had earlier
constituted "one of the most militant working classes in Latin America:•.u
The miners had played a key role in the revolution of 1 952, which led
to the nationalization of the tin mines, and had likewise led the way
in bringing down the repressive Hugo Banzer regime in 1 978. Many
of the displaced miners ended up in El Alto after 1 985 and, by Gill's
account, experienced great difficulty in adj usting to their new situation.
But it would later become clear that their political class consciousness,
animated by Trotskyism and anarcho-syndicalism, did not entirely dis 
appear. I t was t o become a n important resource (though how important
is a matter of d ispute) in subsequent struggles, beginning with the 1995
teachers' strike that Gill studied in detail. But their politics shifted in
important ways. With no choice "but to participate in the poorly paid
and insec ure work that engaged the vast majority of El Alto's residents;'
the miners went from a situation in which the class enemy and their own
solidarity was clear, to one in which they had to answer a different and
far more difficult strategic question : " ( H ) ow c an they c onstruct a form
of solidarity in El Alto from an ethnically diverse social constituency
characterized by widely different individual histories, a mosaic of work
relations, and intense internal competitiveness? "43
This transition, forced upon the miners through neoliberalization, is
by no means unique to Bolivia or El Alto. It p os es the same dilemma
that hits displaced steel workers in Sheffield, Pittsburgh, and Baltimore.
In fact it is a pretty universal dilemma wherever the vast wave of
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deindustrialization and privatization unleashed since the mid 1 970s or
so has hit home. How it was confronted in B olivia is therefore of more
than passing interest
"New kinds of trade union structures have emerged," writes Lazar,
especially those of the peasants and the Informal sector workers In the
cities . . . They are based upon coalitions of smallholders, eYen micro
capitalists , who do not work for one boss In one place, where they can be
easily targeted by the army. Their household model of production allows
for fluidity of assoclatlonal llfe, but has also allowed them to form alli
ances and organizations based upon territorial location; the street where
they sell, the Yillage or region where they live and farm, and, with the
addition of the wclno organizational structures In the cities, their zone.

In this, the association between people and places becomes extremely
important as the source of common bonds. While these bonds can j ust as
often be agonistic as harmonious, the face-to-face contacts are frequent
and therefore incipiently strong.
Trade unions are flourishing In the lnfonnal economy of El Alto and form
a crucial part of the structure of civic organization that Is parallel to the
state and that shapes multi-tiered citizenship I n the city. They do so In
a context where economic competition between lndiYiduals Is painfully
exaggerated and where one would therefore expect political collaboration
to be dlffi c uh If not downright Impossible.

While the social movements often fall prey to severe factionalism and
infighting, they "are beginning to build a more coherent ideology out of
the particularity of the different sectoral demands:'" The residual collec
tive class consciousness and organizational experience of the d isplaced
tin miners thereby became a critical resource. When coupled with prac

tices of local democrac y resting on indigenous traditions of local and
popular decision -making assemblies (the

ayllus),

the subjective condi

tions for creating alternative political associations were partially realized.
As a result, "the working class in Bolivia is reconstituting itself as a
political subject,

albeit not in its traditionalform:'45

Hardt and Negri also take up this point in their own appropriation of
the Bolivian struggle in support of their theory of multitude.
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All relations of hegemony and representation \\1thln the working class
are thu s thrown Into question. It Is not even p oss ible for the traditional
unions to represent adequ ately the complex multiplicity of class subJects
and experiences. This shift, however, signals no farewell to the working
class or even a decline of worker struggle but rather an Increasing multi
plicity of the proletariat and a new physiognomy of struggles."

Lazar partially concurs with this theoretical reformulation, but provides
much more fine-grained detail on how the working-class movement
comes to be constituted. As she sees it, "the nested affiliation of an alli 
ance of associations, each one with local forms of accountability, is one of
the sources of the social movements' strength in Bolivia." These organi
zations were often hierarchical, and sometimes authoritarian rather than
democratic . But " if we view democracy as the will of the people, the cor
poratist side of Bolivian politics makes sense as one of its most important
democratic ( albeit not necessarily egalitarian) traditions :· The anti
capitalist victories of the sort that saw off major corporate enemies s uch
as Bechtel and Suez "would not have been possible without the mundane
experiences of collective democracy that are part of altenos' day-to
day lives."47
Democracy is organized in El Alto, according to Lazar, along three
distinctive lines. The neighborhood associations are place-bound organi 
zations that exist not only to provide collective local goods but also to
mediate the many conflicts that arise between residents. The overarch 
ing Assoc iation of Neighborhood Associations largely exists as a forun1
for resolving conflicts between neighborhoods . This is a classic "nested
hierarchical" form, but one in which all sorts of mechanisms exist, which
Lazar examines in detail, to ensure that leaders either rotate or stay faith 

ful to their base ( a princ iple which, until the Tea Party came along, would
be anathema in US politics) .
The second p inion comprises the sectoral associations of various
groups in the population, such as street vendors, transport workers, and
the like. And again , much of the work of these associations is devoted to
mediating conflicts ( for example, between individual street vendors ) . But
it is in this way that precarious workers in the so-called informal sector
are organized (a lesson to be learned by the "Excluded Workers" move
ment in the United States). This form of organization possesses tentacles
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reaching far back down the supply chain of, for example, fish and food
stuffs from the surround ing areas. Through these links it is capable of
easily and instantaneously mobilizi ng the insurrec tionary capacities
of surrounding peasant and rural p op ulations-or, conversely, of organ
izing immediate responses in the city to rural massacres and repressions.
These geographical ties were strong, and overlapped with those of the
neighborhood associations to which many peasant migrant families
belonged, while maintaining links back to their villages of origin.
Thirdly, there were more conventional unions, the most important of
which was that of the schoolteachers who, ever since the strike of 1995,
had been i n the forefront of militancy (as was also the case in Oaxaca in
Mexico) . The trade unions had a local, regional, and national organiza
tional structure that continued to function in negotiations with the state,
even though they had been much weakened by the neoliberal assault
upon regular employment and traditional forms of trade union organi
zation over the preceding thirty years.
But there is something else at work in El Alto that Lazar is at great
pains to integrate into her account. Underlying values and ideals are par
tic ularly strong, and are often upheld and artic ulated through popular
cultural events and activities-fiestas, religious festivals, dance events
as well as through more direct forms of collective participation , such as
the popular assemblies ( in the neighborhoods and within the formal and
informal trade unions) . These c ultural solidarities and collective memo
ries enable unions to overcome tensions "and promote a collective sense
of self, which in tum enables them to be effective political subjects.''48
The greatest of these tensions is that between leadership and the base.
Both place-based and sectoral forms of organization exhibit similar
characteristics, in which popular bases "attempt to assert collective
values in the face of leaders' perceived individualism." The mechanisms
are complex, but in Lazar's account there seem to be multiple informal
means by which issues of collectivism and individualism, solidarity and
factionalism, are worked out. Furthermore, the ''trade union" and the
"communitarian" forms of organization are not distinct traditions, but
frequently fuse c ulturally through the "syncretic appropriation of politi
cal traditions, drawing on trade unionisms, populism, and indigenous
democratic values and practices. It is the creative mixing of these different
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threads that has enabled El Alto to overcome its political marginaliza
tion at the national level and take center stage:'49 These were the sorts
of bonds "that coalesce at particular moments, such as Cochabamba in
2000, the peasant blockades of the altiplano of April and September 2000,
February and October of 2003 in E l A lto and La Paz and January-M arch
2005 in El Alto:'
El Alto has become such an important focus for this new politics,
L azar maintains, largely because of the ways in which the sense of citizen
ship has been constituted in the city. Th is is an important issue because it
presages the possibility of class and indigenous rebellion being organized
through solidarities based in common citizenship. H istorically, of course,
this has always been a central feature of the French revolution ary tradi
tion. In El Alto this sense of belonging and solidarity is
constituted as a mediated relationship between citizen and state that is
shaped by the structure of collective civic organization parallel to the state
at zone, citywide and national levels. In

1 999,

the political party . . . lost

its hold over these organizations and over the city in general, e nabl ing
a more oppositional stance to emerge; this coincided with the fact that
alteiios have been radicalized by increasing economic hardship. The pro
tests of September and October

2003

and subsequent years derive their

strength from the domination of these particular political circumstances
with much more long-standing processes of identificatio n with the
countryside and the construction of a collective sense of self.

L azar goes on to conclude that
citizenship in the indigenous city of El Alto involves a mix of urban and
rural, collectivism and individualism, egalitarianism and hierarchy. Th e
alternative visions of democracy that are being produced have reinvig
orated national and regional indigen ous movements by the ways that
they combine class-based and nationalist concerns with identity poli
tics, through the contestation over the ownership of the means of social
reproduction and the nature of the state.

The two communities that were most salient for her in all of this "are
based on residence at zonal and city levels, and on occupation at the city
level:''0 It is through the idea of citizenship that agonistic relations in
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both the workplace and the living space are conve rted into a powerful
form of social solidarity.
These diverse so cial processes (which Lazar is at pains not to romanti
cize in ways that so much of the academ ic left does) had a singular effect
on how the c ity itself came to be regarded. "It is pertinent to ask;' she
writes,
what is it that makes El Alto a city rather than a slum , a suburb, a market
place, o r a transport hub. My answer is that different actors, in both the
state system and in nonstate places, are in the process of making a dis
tinctive and separate identity for El Alto. That ide ntity is of course not
singular, but is becoming increasingly bound up with political radicalism
and indige n eity

.

And it was "the conversion of that identity and its emergent political con
sciousness into political action" in 2003 and 2005 that brought El Alto to
not only national but internat ional attention as a "rebel city."51
Th e lesson to be learned from Lazar's account is that it is indeed pos
sible to build a p olitical city out of the debilitating processes of neolib eral
urbanization, and thereby reclaim the city for anti-capitalist struggle.
While the events of October 2003 should be understoo d as "a h ighly con
tingent coming together of different sectoral interests that explo ded into
something much more when the government ordered the army to kill the
demonstrators;' the preceding years of organizing those sectoral inter
ests and th e building of a sense of the city as "a center of radicalism and
indigeneity" cannot be ignored. 52 The organization of informal lab orers
along traditional union lines, the pulling together of the Federation of
neighborhood associations, the politicization of urb an- rural relations,
the creation of nested hierarchies and of leadership structures along
side egalitarian assemblies, the mobilization of the forces of culture and
of collective m emories-all provide mo dels for thinking ab out what
might conscio usly be done to reclaim cities for anti-capitalist struggle.
The forms of organization that came together in El Alto in fact bear a
strong resemblance to some of the forms that came together in the Paris
Commune (the arrondissements, the un ions, the political factions, and
the strong sense of citizensh ip in and loyalty to the city) .
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FUTU R E M OV E S
Wh ile, i n the case of E l Alto, all o f this can be seen a s an outcome o f con
tingent circumstances that just happened to come together, why cannot
we imagine consciously b uilding a city-wide anti-capitalist movement
along such lines? Imagine in New York City, for example, the revival of
the now largely somnolent community boards as neighborhood assem
blies with b udget-allo cation powers, along with a merged Right to the
C ity Alliance and Excluded Workers Congress agitating for greater
equality in incomes and access to health care an d housing provision , all
coupled with a revitalized local Labor Council to try to rebuild the city
and the sense of citizenship and social and environm ental j ustice out
of the wreckage being wrought by n eolib eral corporatist u rbanization.
What the story of El Alto suggests is that such a coalition will work only
if the forces of culture and of a politically radical tradition (which most
cer tainly exists in New York, as it also does in Ch icago, San Francisco,
and Los Angeles) can be mobilized in such a way as to animate citizen
subjects (however fractious, as indeed is always the case in New York)
behind a radically different project of urbanization to that domin ate d by
the class interests of developers and financiers determined to "build like
Robert Moses with Jane Jacobs in m ind:'
But there is one hugely important jester in this otherwise rosy
looking scenario for the development of anti- capitalist struggle. For what
the B olivian case also demonstrates, if Webb er is only half r ight, is that
any anti-capitalist drive mobilized through successive urban rebellions
has to be consolidated at some point at a far h igher scale of generality, lest
it all lapse back at the state level into parl iamentary and constitutional
reformism that can do little m ore than reconstitute neoliberalism w ithin
the interstices of continuing imperial domination. This poses more
general questions not only of the state and state institutional arrange
ments of law, policing, and administration, but of the state system within
which all states are embedded. Much of the contemporary left, unfor
tunately, is reluctant to pose these questions even as it struggles from
time to time to come up with some form of macro-organization, such
as Murray B ookchin's radical "confederalism" or Elinor Ostrom's mildly
reformist "polycentric governance; which looks suspiciously like a state
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system, sounds like a state system, and will almost surely act like a state
system no matter what the intent of its proponents might be. 53 It is either
that, or lapse into the kind of incoherence that has Hardt and Negri in

Commonwea lth smash the state on p age 3 6 1 only to resurrect it on page
3 80 as the guarantor of a universal m inimum standard of living, as well
as of universal h ealth care and education.5'1
But it is precisely here that the question of how one organizes a
whole city b ecomes so crucial. It liberates progressive forces from being
organizationally locked into the micro-level of struggling worker col
lectives and solidarity e conomies (important those these may b e), and
forces upon us a completely different way of both theorizing and prac
ticing an anti- capitalist politics. From a critical perspective it is possible
to see precisely why Ostrom's preference for "polycentric government"
must fail, along with Bookchin's "confederal" municipal libertarianism.
"If the whole society were to b e organ ized as a confederation of autono
mous municipalities;' writes Iris Young, "then what would prevent the
development of large- scale inequality and inj ustice among comm uni
ties [of the sort described in Chapter 3] and thereby the oppression of
individuals who do not live in the more privileged and more power
ful communities? "55 The only way to avoid such outcomes is for some
higher authority both to m andate and enforce those cross-municipality
transfers that would roughly equalize at least opportunities, and perhaps
outcomes as well. Th is is what Murray B ookch in's confederal system of
autonomous municipalities would almost certainly be unable to achieve,
to the degree that this level of governance is barred from making policy
and firmly restricted to the administration and governance of th ings,
and effectively barred from the governance of people. The only way that
gen eral rules of, say, redistribution of wealth between municipalities can
be established is either by democratic consensus (which, we know from
h istorical experience, is unlikely to be voluntarily and informally arrived
at) or by citizens as demo cratic subjects with powers of decision at differ
ent levels with in a structure of hierarchical governance. To be sure, th ere
is no reason why all power should flow downwards in such a hierarchy,
and mechanisms can surely be devised to prevent dictatorship or author
itarianism. B ut the plain fact is that certain problems of, for example,
the common wealth, only become visible at particular scales, and
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it i s only appropriate that democratic decisions be m a d e at those scales.
From this standpoint the movement in B olivia might want to look
southwards for inspiration, at how the movement initially concentrated
in Santiago in C h ile has morphed from students demanding from the
state free and egalitarian educational provision into an anti-n eoliberal
allian ce of movem ents demanding of the state constitutional reform,
improved pension provision , new labor laws, and a progressive personal
and corporate tax system to begin to reverse the slide into ever greater
social inequality in Chilean civil so ciety. Th e question of the state, and
in particular what kind of state (or non-capitalist equivalent), cannot be
avoided even in the midst of immense contemporary skepticism, on b oth
the left and the right of the political spectrum, of the viability or desir
ability of such a form of institutionalization.
The world of citizenship and rights, within some body-politic of a
higher order, is not necessarily opposed to that of class and struggle.
C itizen and comrade can march toge ther in anti-capitalist struggle, albeit
often working at different scales. But this can occur only if we b ecome, as
Park long ago urged, m ore "conscious of the nature of our task;' which is
collectively to build the socialist city on the ruins of destruc tive capitalist
urb anization. That is the city air that can m ake people truly free. But this
entails a revolution in anti- capitalist th inking and practices. Progressive
anti- capitalist forces can more easily mobilize to leap forward into global
co ordinations via urban networks that may be h ierarchical but not
monocentric, corporatist but nevertheless democratic, egalitarian and
horizontal, systemically nested and federated (imagine a league of social
ist cities much as th e Hanseatic League of old became the ne twork that
nourished the powers of merchant capitalism ) , internally d iscordant and
contested, but solidarious against capitalist class power-and, above all,
deeply engaged in the struggle to undermine and eventually overthrow
the power of the capitalist laws of value on the world market to dictate
the social relations under which we work and live. Such a movement
must open the way for universal human fl ourishing beyond the con
straints of class domination and commodified market determinations.
The world of true freedom begins, as Marx insisted, only when such
material constraints are left behind. Reclaiming and organ izing cities for
anti- capitalist struggles is a great place to begin.

C HA PT E R S I X

Lo n d o n 20 1 1 : Fe ra l
Ca p ita l i s m H its t h e Streets

II

N crazy youths from all walks of life wh o raced around the streets

ihilistic and feral teenagers," the Da ily Mail called them: the

of London desperately and often m in dlessly hurling bricks, stones, and
bottles at the cops, while lo oting here and setting bonfires there, leading
the authorities on a m erry chase of catch-as-catch- can as they tweeted
their way from one strategic target to another.
The word "feral" pulled me up short. It reminded me of how the com
munards in Paris in 1 87 1 were depicted as wild animals, as hyenas, that
deserved to be ( and often were) summarily exec uted in the name of the
sanctity of private property, morality, religion, and the family. But the
word conjured up another association: Tony B lair attacking the "feral
media:' having for so long been comfortably lodged in the left pocket of
Rupert Murdoch, only later to be substituted as Murdo ch reached into
h is right pocket to pluck out D avid Cameron.
There will of course b e the usual hysterical debate between those
prone to view the riots as a matter of pure, unbridled, and inexcusable
criminality, and those anxious to contextualize events against a back
ground of bad policing, continuing racism and unjustified persecution
of youths and m inorities, mass unemploym en t of the young, burgeoning
social deprivation, and a mindless politics of austerity that has nothing
to do with economics and everyt hing to do w ith the perpetuation and
consolidation of personal wealth and power. Some may even get around
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to condemning the mean ingless and alienating qualities of so many jobs
and so much of daily life in the m idst of immense but unevenly distrib
uted potentiality for human flourishing.
If we are lucky, we will h ave commissions and reports to say all over
again what was said of Brixton and Toxtcth in the Thatcher years. I say
"lucky" because the feral instincts of the current British prime minister
seem m ore attuned to turning on water cannons, to calling in the tear gas
brigade, and using rubber bullets, wh ile p ontificating unctuo usly about
the loss of moral compass, the decline of civility, and the sad deteriora
tion of family values and d iscipline among errant youths.
B ut the problem is that we live in a society where capitalism itself has
become rampantly feral. Feral politicians cheat on their expenses; feral
bankers plunder the public purse for all it's worth; CEOs, hedge fund
operators, and private equity geniuses loot the world of wealth; tele
phone and credit card compan ies load mysterious ch arges on everyone's
bills; corporations and the wealthy don't pay taxes while they feed at the
trough of public finance; shopkeepers price-gouge; and, at the drop of a
hat swindlers and scam artists get to practice three- card m onte right up
into the highest ech elons of the corp orate and political world.
A p olitical economy of mass d ispossession, of predatory practices
to the point of daylight robbery-particularly of the poor and the vul
nerab le, the unsophisticated and the legally unprotected-has become
the o rder of the day. D oes anyone believe it is possible to find an honest
capitalist, an honest banker, an honest politician, an honest shopkeeper,
or an honest police commissioner anymore? Yes, they do exist. But only
as a m inority that everyon e else regards as stupid. Get smart. Get e asy
profits. D efraud and steal! The odds of getting caught are low. And in any
case there are plenty of ways to shield personal wealth from the costs of
corporate malfeasance.
What I say may sound shocking. Most o f us don't see it because we
don't want to. C ertainly no politician dare say it, and the press would only
print it to heap scorn upon the sayer. But my guess is that every street
rioter knows exactly what I mean. They are only doing what everyone
else is doing, though in a different way-more blatant ly and visibly, in
the streets. Th ey m imic on the streets of London what corporate capital
is doing to planet earth. Th atcherism unchained the inherently feral
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instincts of capitalism ( t h e "animal spirits" of t h e entrepreneur, apolo 
gists coyly named them ) , and noth ing h as transpired to curb them since.
Reckless slash- and-burn is now openly the motto of the ruling classes
pre tty much everywhere.
Th is is the new normal in which we live. Th is is what the next grand
commission of inquiry should address. Everyone, not just the rioters,
should be held to account. Feral capitalism should be put on trial for
crimes against humanity, as well as for crimes against nature.
Sadly, this is what the mindless rioters cannot see or demand.
Everything conspires to prevent us from seeing and demanding it also.
Th is is why political power so h astily dons the robes of superior morality
and unctu ous reason, so that no one m ight see it as so nakedly corrupt
and stupidly irrational.
But there are various glimmers of hope and light around the world. The

indignados movements in Spain and Greece, the revolutionary impulses
in Latin America, the peasant movements in Asia, are all beginning to
see through the vast scam that a predatory and feral global capitalism has
unleashed upon the world. What will it take for the rest of us to see and
act upon it? How can we begin all over again? What direction should we
take? The answers are not easy. But one thing we do know for certain: we
can only get to the right answers by asking the right questions.

C H A PT E R S EV E N

#OWS : T h e P a rty of Wa l l
Street M eets Its N e m e s i s

Tfor far to o long. It has totally domin ated the policies of presidents
he Party of Wall Street has ruled unchallenged in the Unite d States

over at least four decades, if not longer, no matter whether individual
presidents have been its willing agents or not. It has legally corrupted
Congress via the craven dependency of politicians in b o th political
parties upon its raw money power and upon access to the mainstream
media that it controls. Thanks to the appo intments made and approved
by presidents and Congress, the Par ty of Wall Street dominates much of
th e state apparatus as well as t he judicia ry- in particular the Supreme
Court, whose partisan j udgments increasingly favor venal money
interests, in spheres as diverse as electoral, labor, environmental, and
contract law.
Th e Party of Wall Street has one universal principle of rule: that there
shall be no serious challenge to the absolute power of money to rule
absolutely. That p ower must be exercised with one objective: those pos
sessed of money power shall not only be privileged to accumulate wealth
endlessly at will, but they shall have the right to inherit the earth, not only
taking e ither direct or indirect dominion of the land and all the resources
and productive capacities that reside there in, but also assuming absolute
command, directly or indirectly, over the labor and creative potentiali
ties of all those others it needs. The rest of humanity shall be deemed
disposable.
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These principles and practices do not arise out of individual greed,
short-sightedness, or mere malfeasance (although all of these are plenti 
fully to be found). These principles have been carved into the body politic
of our world through the collective will of a capitalist class animated by
the coercive laws of competition. If my lobbying group spends less than
yours, then I will get less in the way of favors. If a j urisdiction spends on
people's needs, it shall be deemed uncompetitive.
Many decent people are locked into the embrace of a system that is
rotten to the core. If they are to earn even a reasonable living they have
no other job option except to give the devil his due: they are only "fol
lowing orders:' as Eichmann famously clai med, "doing what the system
demands;' as others now put it, in acceding to the barbarous and immoral
principles and practices of the Party of Wall Street. 1be coercive laws of
competition force us all, to some degree, to obey the rules of this ruthless
and uncaring system . The problem is systemic, not individual.
The party's favored slogans of freedom and liberty to be guaranteed
by private property rights, free markets, and free trade actually translate
into the freedom to exploit the labor of others, to dispossess the assets of
the common people at will, and to pillage the environment for individual
or class benefit.
Once in control of the state apparatus, the Party of Wall Street typi
cally privatizes all the juicy morsels at less than market value to open
new terrains for their capital accumulation. They arrange subcontracting
(the military-industrial complex being a prime example) and taxation
practices (subsidies to agri-business and low capital gains taxes) that
permit them freely to ransack the public coffers. They deliberately foster
such complicated regulatory systems and such astonishing admin istra
tive incompetence within the rest of the state apparatus ( remember the
EPA under Reagan, and FEMA and "heck-of-a-job" Brown under Bush)
as to convince an inherently skeptical public that the state can never play
a constructive or supportive role in improving the daily life or the future
prospects of anyone. And, finally, they use the monopoly of violence that
all sovereign states claim to exclude the public from much of what passes
for public space and to harass, put under surveillance, and if necessary
criminalize and incarcerate all those who do not broadly accede to their
dictates. 1bey excel in practices of repressive tolerance that perpetuate
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the illusion o f freedom o f expression, a s long a s that expression does
not ruthlessly expose the true nature of their project and the repressive
apparatus upon which it rests.
'The Party of Wall Street ceaselessly wages class war. "Of course there
is class war;' says Warren Buffett, "an d it is my class, the rich, who are
making it and we are win ning:' Much of this war is waged in secret,
behind a series of masks and obfuscations through which the aims and
objectives of the Party of Wall Street are disguised.
The Party of Wall Street knows all too well that, when profound politi
cal and economic questions are transformed into cultural issues, they
become unanswerable. It regularly calls up a huge range of captive expert
opinion, for the most part employed in the think tanks and universities
they fund and splattered throughout the media they control, to create
controversies out of all manner of issues that si mply do n ot matter, and
to propose solutions to questions that do not exist. One minute they talk
of nothing other than the austerity necessary for everyone else to cure the
deficit, and the next they are proposing to reduce their own taxation no
matter what impact this may have on the deficit. The one thing that can
never be openly debated and discussed is the true nature of the class war
they have been so ceaselessly and ruthlessly waging. To depict something
as "class war" is, in the c urrent political climate and in their expert j udg
ment, to place it beyond the pale of serious consideration-even to be
branded a fool, if not seditious.
But now, for the first time, there is an explicit movement to confront
the Party of Wall Street and its unalloyed money power. The "street"
in Wall Street is being occupied-oh horror upon horrors-by others!
Spreading from city to city, the tactics of Occupy Wall Street are to take a
central public space, a park or a square, close to where many of the levers
of power are centered, and, by putting human bodies in that place, to
convert public space into a political commons-a place for open discus
sion and debate over what that power is doing and how best to oppose
its reach. This tactic, most conspicuously re-animated in the noble and
ongoing struggles centered on Tahrir Square in Cairo, has spread across
the world (Puerta del Sol in Madrid, Syntagma Square in Athens, and
now the steps of St Paul's Cathedral in London and Wall Street itself).
It shows us that the collective power of bodies i n public space is still the
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most effective instrument of opposition when all other means o f access
are blocked. What Tahrir Square showed to the world was an obvious
truth: that it is bodies on the street and in the squares, not the babble of
sentiments on Twitter or Faceb ook, that really matter.
The aim of this m ovement in the United States is simple. It says: "We
the people are determined to take back our country from the moneyed
powers that currently run it. Our aim is to prove Warren Buffett wrong.
His class, the rich, shall no longer rule unchallenged nor automatically
inherit the earth. Nor is his class, the rich, always destined to win:' It says:
"We are the 99 p ercent. We have the majority and this majority can, must
and shall prevail. Since all other channels of expression are closed to us
by money power, we have no other option except to occupy the parks,
squares and streets of our cities until our opinions are heard and our
needs attended to:'
To succeed, the movement has to reach out to the 99 percent. Th is it
can do and is doing, step by step. First there are all those being plunge d
into immiseration by unemployment, a n d a l l those who have b e e n o r
are now b eing dispossessed of their houses a n d their assets b y t h e Wall
Street phalanx. The movement must forge broad coalitions between stu
dents, immigrants, the underemployed, and all those threatened by the
totally unnecessary and draconian austerity politics being inflicted upon
the nation and the world at the behest of the Party of Wall Street. It must
focus on the astonishing levels of exploitation in workplaces-from the
immigrant domestic workers who the rich so ruthlessly exploit in their
homes to the restaurant workers who slave for almost nothing in the
kitch ens of the establishments in which the rich so grandly eat. It must
bring together the cre ative workers and artists whose talents are so often
turned into commercial products under the control of b ig-money power.
The movement must above all reach out to all the alienated, the dis
satisfied, and the discontented-all those who recognize and feel in their
gut that there is something profoundly wrong, that the system the Party
of Wall Street has devised is not only barbaric, unethical, and morally
wrong, but also broken.
All this has to be democratically assembled into a coherent opposition,
which must also freely contemplate the future outlines of an alternative
city, an alternative political system, and, ultimately, an alternative way
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o f organizing production, distribution, and consumption for the benefit
of the people. O therwise, a future for the young that points to spiraling
private indebtedness and deepening public austerity, all for the benefit of
the

l

percent, is no future at all.

In response to the Occupy Wall Street movement, the state, backed
by capitalist class power, makes an astonishing claim: that they and only
they have the exclusive right to regulate and dispose of public space. Th e
public h a s no common right t o public space! B y what right do mayors,
police chiefs, m ilitary officers, and state officials tell us, the people, that
they have the right to determine what is public about "our" public space
and who may occupy that space when? When did they presume to evict
us, the p eople, from any space we decide collectively and peacefully to
occupy? They claim they are taking action in the public interest (and cite
laws to prove it) , but it is we who are the public! Where is "our interest"
in all of this? And, by the way, is it not "our" money that the banks and
financiers so blatantly use to accumulate "their" b onuses?
In the face of the organized power of the Party of Wall Street to divide
and rule, the movement that is emerging must also take as one of its
founding principles that it will be neither divided nor diverted until
the Party of Wall Street is brought either to its senses- to see that the
common good m ust prevail over narrow venal interests- or to its knees.
Corporate privileges that confer the rights of individuals without the
responsibilities of true citizens must be rolled back. Public goods such
as education and health care must be publicly provided and made freely
available. Th e mon opoly powers in th e media must be broken. Th e
buying of elec tions m ust be ruled unconstitutional. Th e privatization of
knowledge and culture must be prohibited. The freedom to exploit and
dispossess others must b e severely curbed, and ultimately outlawed.
Americans b elieve in equality. Polling data show they believe (no
matter what their general political allegiances might be) that the top 20
percent of the population m ight be j ustified in claim ing 30 percent of
the total wealth, but that they now control 85 percent of it is unaccepta
ble. That most of that wealth is controlled by the top 1 percent is totally
unacceptable. What the Occupy Wall Street m ovement proposes is that
we, the people of the United States, commit to a reversal of that level
of inequality-not only in terms of wealth and income, but even more
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impor tantly, in terms of the political power that such a disparity confers
and reproduces. The p eople of the United States are rightly proud of their
demo cracy, but it has always been endangered by capital's corruptive
power. Now that it is dom in ated by that power the tim e is surely nigh,
as Jefferson long ago suggested would be necessary, to make another
American revolution: one based on social justice, equality, and a caring
and thoughtful approach to the relation to nature.
Th e struggle that has broken out- that of the People versus the Party
of Wall Street-is crucial to our collective future. The struggle is global
as well as local in nature. It brings together students who are locked in a
life- and-death struggle with political power in Chile to create a free and
quality education system for all, and so begin the dismantling of the nee
lib eral mo del that Pinochet so b rutally imposed. It embraces the agitators
in Tahrir S quare, who recognize that the fall of Mubarak (like the end of
Pinochet's dictatorship) was but the first step in an emancipatory strug
gle to break free from m oney power. It includes the indignados in Spain,
the striking workers in Greece, the m ilitant opposition emerging all
around the world, from London to D urban, B uenos A ires, Shenzhen, and
Mumbai. The brutal dominions of big capital and sheer money power are
everywhere on the defensive.
Whose side will e ach of us, as in dividuals, come down on? Which
street will we occupy? Only time will tell. But what we do know is that the
time is now. The system is not only broken and exposed, but incapable
of any response other than repression. So we, the people, have no option
but to struggle for the co llective right to decide how that system shall be
reconstructed, and in whose image. Th e Party of Wall Street has had its
day, and has failed miserably. Th e construction of an alternative on its
ruins is both an opportunity and an inescapable obligation that n one of
us can or would ever want to avoid.
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