MODULE 1: POLITICAL ECONOMY, URBANIZATION AND UNEVEN DEVELOPMENT: FUNDAMENTAL CONSIDERATIONS

Introduction 

No discussion of political geography and political economy as they apply to the city and the region, that aspires to coherence and comprehensiveness can afford to ignore one crucial fact about the times in which we live: the dominant role of capitalism as a way of organizing production. It has proved itself to be the great motor of development. Nothing so far encountered has shown itself nearly as capable of harnessing the forces of nature, raising the productivity of workers, and improving material standards of living, though that does not mean to say that it might not, and nor does it mean that its outcomes have not been highly uneven, including geographically. The ending of the Cold War has led to a retreat from socialist economic strategies around the globe and a search for so called market (i.e. capitalist) solutions but that does not license a belief in 'the end of history' (Fukuyama 1992). For as well as promoting the growth of productivity and raising material standards of living capitalism is also conflict-ridden. Tensions are omnipresent, particularly between workers and owners. The search for alternatives is far from over. The struggle to define the meaning of life and modes of social organization appropriate to realizing that meaning continues. This drama of development and conflict is played out on a stage substantially differentiated geographically. Capitalist development, moreover, helps to create that stage: contemporary urbanization and forms of uneven geographical development are inexplicable outside of it. This geographical differentiation then structures both the course of development and the conflicts that subsequently arise. Geography is used as a weapon in the pursuit of conflicting goals and is itself shaped so as to provide advantage in those conflicts.

In this Module I start out by a discussion of what capitalism means in terms of its structure and what it necessarily entails. I point out the conditions that must obtain if there is to be capitalism and I derive its necessary consequences in terms of competition, technical development, and conflict. Competition occurs between all commodity owners: between businesses, between workers, and between businesses and workers. The subsequent conflicts do not always mirror these competitions, however; the conflict between business and labor is the most significant of all of them. The second and shorter part of the Module places these processes in geographic context. In particular it shows how and why space enters into the conflicts generated by capitalism; how, that is, both businesses and workers, individually and collectively, try to exploit the advantages of geography in order to achieve advantage in the struggle over profits and wages; and how at the same time this transforms the geography with respect to which future struggles must take place.

Understanding Capitalism 

As I have noted, if we want to understand why things happen in the contemporary world a good place to start is with capitalism. It provides the incentives to developing people's productive capabilities but in a conflict-ridden manner. Its distinctive feature as a way of organizing production can be stated quite briefly: it is the production of commodities with commodities.

Under capitalism everything that enters into the production process is bought as a commodity: markets mediate production. This includes labor power or the ability to labor: this is bought and sold, or more accurately rented, in markets [1]. Capitalism cannot exist without labor markets and cannot, therefore, be reduced to the presence of exchange in a society. Only if exchange extends to labor power can one reasonably talk about capitalism. Moreover, once money has been laid out for raw materials, machinery and tools and labor power the only way the owner of that money, the capitalist, can get it back is by selling the finished products. He or she, therefore, is caught up in an endless but necessary sequence of commodity exchanges: entering into exchange in order to obtain the necessary conditions of production -- raw materials, tools and labor power -- and then exchanging the finished product in order to retrieve the sums originally laid out and so obtain the money with which to start production over again.

Preconditions 

The preconditions for capitalism are historical. I have just talked about the necessity for a labor market. Labor markets are by no means given. They are historical creations and, when viewed against the total span of human history hitherto, prove not to be omnipresent features of social life. In order for labor markets to form the immediate producers have to want to work for a wage. If they have access to the land and tools with which they can produce their own means of subsistence it is unlikely that they will. This is because they have an alternative means of gaining access to food, drink, shelter and the like. A first precondition for capitalism making its historic entry, therefore, is the separation of immediate producers from the means of production. As we will see this separation is often of a forcible, violent kind.

A second precondition comes from the fact that immediate producers must be free to work for a wage. Slaves are not free since they are owned in their persons by someone else. Serfs are not free since their lords have a claim on part of their labor in the form of labor services and possibly the product of their labor and can restrict their movement away from one particular fiefdom to another. Capitalism, therefore, presupposes the abolition of slavery, serfdom and other forms of servile labor.

Third and finally there have to be people with sums of money sufficiently large to: i) employ workers who both want to and are able to work for a wage; and ii) to purchase the means of production that have been separated from the immediate producers. This money may have been accumulated through trade or through lending. But henceforth it can be reproduced and expanded through the labor of others.

Competition 

Capitalism has had important consequences. One of these is competition in all its varied forms. Under capitalism production decisions are private: it is capitalists that decide what to produce and they do so without consultation with each other and without any other sort of purposeful coordination. But this means that there is no guarantee that the product can be sold. It is taken to market with a view to sale but it may not be sold, or at least not at a price sufficient to cover the outlays made for its production. It is only after the fact of exchange that capitalists can adjust their production -- what they produce, how they produce it, and how much they produce. Uncertainty reigns and it is an uncertainty the resolution of which is of a highly consequential kind. This is because it can mean the difference between staying in business and going bankrupt and hence being forced into the ranks of the wage workers.

To stay in business, to make sure that it is your product that is sold and you are not the one with irretrievable expenses, competition becomes a necessity. This assumes diverse forms but the most obvious are those of cheapening the product and developing it. Cheapening the product can involve capitalists in a search for more efficient technologies which can economize on raw materials or on workers: new machinery or new ways of organizing the labor process as in an intensification of the division of labor. Alternatively it may be that there are opportunities in the form of cheaper labor or cheaper raw-materials elsewhere. Gaining access to these, however, may be conditional upon a development of the technology of transportation or of production itself, thus allowing unskilled workers to do the job where formerly it required the skilled. In these ways capitalism, through competition, develops the productivity of workers: their ability to produce.

A second competitive strategy is the development of the product. This may involve improvements in existing products as exemplified by the history of the automobile or the house. Or it may mean the identification, development and bringing to market of entirely new products like the video player, artificial fibers such as nylon, or new drugs. Every product has a history and capitalism, through the spur of competition, has greatly expanded the variety of products and variations around a single product that are available to us. Capitalism stimulates, therefore, not just the development of technological capabilities but also the development of social needs. But these are unintended consequences. The goal is profit and as much profit as possible. Given the inherent uncertainty of markets only through amassing profits can capitalists hope to survive: to put together the resources that will allow them to endure the vagaries of business and to invest in those new technologies and new products that will give them a competitive edge. This means pressures towards the investment of profits rather than their consumption.

As suppliers of a commodity, their power to labor, workers are also subject to competition. The most fundamental way in which they compete with one another is through the wage they are willing to accept: all other things being equal you can be the one to be offered a job if you are willing to work for less than other candidates. But there are obviously limits to wage competition that stem from the need for a certain minimum standard of living. This is not to imply a physiological minimum of caloric intake or clothing since what is an acceptable standard of living is in part cultural. And cultural issues aside, the worker's minimum consumption needs have changed greatly over time. Today it is virtually impossible in the United States today to be a wage worker without a car: it has become the necessary means of getting to work and for most people it is a case of 'no car, no job'.

Other strategies that wage workers resort to include making their labor power more scarce by developing it in the direction of skills in short supply. Much of this is anticipatory as young adults take night classes, university degrees in occupations or occupation-related skills that they believe are more in demand. But for many investment in training and retraining is ongoing.

Finally, and holding skills constant, workers shift from one geographic location to another or from one sector of the economy to another. Places and sectors develop unevenly so that labor scarcities and hence wages can show significant variation. In such a context workers can improve the wages they get by moving from lower wage places/sectors to ones where higher wages are available: geographic and inter-sectoral mobility.

The Development of the Forces of Production 

Production is a relationship to nature. In order to produce our material requirements - shelter, food, clothing, means of transportation, etc. - we work on naturally occurring substances or on ones that have been partially transformed by others: cotton thread instead of raw cotton, for instance. And in working we mobilize our own naturally given capacities for conceptual thought along with instruments of labor which are transformations of naturally occurring substances and forces [2].

How effective a worker is in producing, how much he/she can produce in a given period of time, depends on many things. These include: the skill of the worker; the instrument of labor; the object of labor. Skill requires little elaboration. In talking about the instrument of labor there is clearly a difference from the standpoint of productivity between a bolt-tightener that is manually operated as opposed to one that is electrically driven. Likewise, workers producing pig iron in a blast furnace will be more productive if the iron ore has a higher iron content. These are what are known as productive forces. But these three productive forces - the skill of the worker, the instrument of labor, the object of labor - have to be brought together; productivity depends on how the worker employs his/her skill to use the instrument of labor in working on the object of labor. This process is what is known as the labor process. So the labor process also has to be included as a productive force.

Most labor processes are collective in character. The work needed in order to produce (e.g.) an electric cooker, a CD player, is divided among several people or perhaps people in different firms that produce different components of the finished product. The object of labor proceeds through several work stations and at each one it is transformed in some way by the application of a worker's distinctive skill combined with an instrument of labor appropriate to the task: a hammer, screwdriver, lathe, a die, etc. In other instances it is not individual labor that is applied to the object of labor in a succession of tasks but labor as a collective. In the hunting of large animals by indigenous peoples the cornering of the animal so as to drive it into a trap is done by several people who coordinate their work with each other simultaneously rather than consecutively. In these instances while some of the coordination of the labor required is in the hands of the individual - even in the hunting case the individual has to know how and when to use his/her stick or stone - there also has to be coordination of the collective. In other words, into the division of the labor process -- the division of labor necessary to produce a particular item -- is inserted a new role: that of leader.

Over the span of world history, of course, the productive forces have undergone great transformation. People's ability to use nature either in its raw or transformed state in order to produce has consequently been greatly enhanced. People have become more productive. They have learnt how to produce more in a given period of time or the same in a shorter period. This development in turn depends on the way in which production is socially mediated. Production is a social process. It depends on the coordination of many different types of labor one with another, with many different instruments and objects of labor. This means it has to be regulated, coordinated. This is what is meant when it is said that 'production is socially mediated'. An essential element of that social mediation are the rules governing access to property, and these are quite crucial to the development of the productive forces. Different property relations correspond to differences in the rate at which the productive forces develop because of the variable stimulus that they provide towards that development. And so far, of all the different property relations through which production has been organized by far the most successful in developing the forces of production has been capitalism. This is typically attributed to the way in which it enforces a regime of competition between firms that stimulates the development of worker productivity. In order to retain their position in the market for their product firms have to cut their costs and typically the way in which they do it is by reorganizing the division of labor, equipping their workers with improved machinery, so that worker productivity increases and, assuming that wages do not increase in tandem, the (labor) cost per unit product produced decreases [3]. Yet, and paradoxically given the centrality of competition to capitalism, this is dependent on what is known as 'the socialization of production'; on developing the social character of production.

For productivity develops through a deepening of the division of labor and hence the interdependence of one firm and one worker with another. Firms specialize in different things. Workers develop different skills. As specialization proceeds and with it the discovery of quicker ways of doing things, so too can the tools and machines with which people work be improved so that they facilitate worker productivity. But this deepening of the division of labor means increased social interdependence. Productivity advances through the enhancement of the social character of production. This specialization and the ensuing socialization of production extends beyond the immediate production of commodities to those activities that service the immediate producers. Production is separated from finance and transportation, for instance, and these become the responsibility of specialized firms with specialized knowledges and technologies. As in all branches of capitalist production, competition also develops the productive forces in these sectors - new and cheaper means of transportation, the ATM machine, for instance.

The development of the forces of production is not uniform. Workers develop their skills and their understandings of the labor process at different rates. Some are more productive than others, perhaps for reasons that are not completely evident, as any employer will affirm. To some degree this is a matter of basic literacy and numeracy: the ability to read instructions or to perform simple calculations on the job can make all the difference. So there are things that employers can expect of employees in more developed countries - for the most part at least! - that they could not possibly expect in countries where formal education is only available for a short number of years and where many if not most children will not go to school anyway. But the particular skills that workers develop, the specific technical capacities that they invest in themselves and which raise their productivity depend in considerable degree on the demands being made by employers.

Some firms develop their productivity at a faster pace than others. The number of person hours it takes to produce an automobile in the US varies considerably from one auto firm to another; so too is it when the figures are viewed internationally. This is not to say that a firm whose productivity lags behind that of others is necessarily teetering on the brink of bankruptcy. Its situation may be one in which it can take advantage of compensating factors. A firm with relatively low productivity per worker may more than make up for this lag by paying unusually low wages. This means that firms in less developed countries may be able to survive in competition with those from more advanced countries even though their productivity is much lower. But having said that, the fact remains that the development of the productive forces is what 'development' as we know it - the capacity to produce an ever growing stream of products without increasing the labor force - is all about. The workers employed by firms in more developed countries tend to be more productive than those employed by firms in less developed countries that produce the same product; which is why First World firms can generally afford to pay their workers more than their Third World counterparts.

Dilemmas of Capitalist Development 

But while stupendously productive, and while developing great social powers, the capitalist form of development is also one that is deeply problematic. It is, for a start, one characterized by social tensions of a remarkably intense sort, tensions that continually threaten to, and often do, break out into open conflict. The obvious cases here are the tensions and contestations between employers and employees around pay and work conditions. But there are equally those that produce conflict around landuse change in the city - conflicts with which we shall be closely concerned in this course - and indeed ones about the location not just of housing but of employment.

A second point here has to do with our relation under capitalism to the rest of nature: to other forms of life, to the earth, and, as intimations of global warming suggest, to the atmosphere as well. As indicated earlier in the chapter our relation to nature, including our own nature, is the most fundamental of all our relations. As those relations change our very existence, certainly our health, our own natural forces, can be seriously compromised. There are certainly echoes of this in the political geography of the city and of uneven regional development. Such was the nature of nineteenth century urbanization that the health of the worker was undoubtedly at risk, particularly from contagious diseases. It might also be argued that the very nature of the contemporary labor process, which is a particular sort of relationship to nature - its repetitiveness, its isolation from what is going on 'outside', even its grimness in some cases - is a highly alienating one for which people seek as compensation a different relationship to nature: this is nature as a consumption good, as in the contemporary suburb.

Consider now some of these tensions in greater detail: Not very far beneath the surface of societies in which commodities are produced with commodities lies a profound, pervasive fear. Capitalism is an angst-ridden, tension-generating, form of production. People can starve, they can go bankrupt, they can be the objects of the bailiff's daily round. The competition of firm with firm, of worker with worker, is no mere game. On it can ride not just the ability to live with oneself, to maintain one's self-respect, but for millions and millions of people in the world today to live at all.

Even so, and as I will argue at length later, while this is a problem for all commodity-owners as they enter into exchange relations with one another, the most aggravated tension, the central one in capitalist societies, is that between the owners of productive capital, the capitalists, and those they employ, the workers. Social power is unequally distributed. And the biggest inequality is that between, on the one hand, those who own the money that is used to hire workers and the means of production, and on the other, the workers themselves.

The sources of tension are concretely quite various. But they all hinge on the way in which labor power becomes a commodity under capital and, as a result of competition, has to be treated as such by employers. The consequence for the worker, variously experienced, is one of lack, or more accurately, 'lacks': a lack of security, a lack of sufficiency and a lack of significance:

1.1 Insecurity: We have seen how under capitalism there is an intense impetus to the development of the productive forces. Typically this means that each worker, equipped with improved machinery, organized in more efficient work configurations, produces more and more. Production costs go down which means that prices can be reduced. This puts pressure on other firms to respond in like manner. But as more and more is produced a ceiling will be reached in terms of the ability to sell the product; at which point some firms and their workers will be squeezed out. Or alternatively, in order to stay in the market they may fire their existing workforce and hire workers who are willing to work for less. Employment by any one employer is therefore an unstable experience. No worker is indispensable.

This might not be such a serious issue if workers could find employment with other firms. Indeed this happens. There is tremendous turnover in labor markets as workers seek better terms with other employers, as yet others are released, or leave of their own accord. But some of the turnover will inevitably be from the status of employed to unemployed. The unemployed, like the poor, are always with us. They may vary as a fraction of the workforce but capitalist labor markets and 100% employment cannot go together. This is because as labor markets become tighter wages will tend to increase and threaten profitability. Employers respond either by laying workers off and so increasing the supply of labor and lowering wages for others, relocating to where labor is more plentiful and therefore cheaper, or simply substituting machines for workers. And at times, unemployment has reached levels such as to pose quite serious challenges to social stability.

1.2 Insufficiency: A common source of dispute between employers and their workers is, of course, wage and benefit levels. Workers want higher wages, improved pensions and health care benefits. This is only partly related to the sense of insecurity, the desire to save for the proverbial rainy day, and for retirement. For while capital has a tendency to create a class of unemployed, it also has a tendency to increase the needs of workers and hence their need for income. Firms compete not just by improving levels of worker productivity and so being able to engage in price competition. They also compete through the introduction of new products and services. But new products, if they are to achieve the purpose firms had in producing them, then require that people have the means to buy them.

Often, though not always, they will indeed answer some vaguely felt need and demand will take off. Furthermore what is initially seen as a discretionary item often tends to assume the status of a necessity: a first car, a second car and, increasingly it would seem a third car as well. For as more and more bought cars urban form changed in such a way, the economics of mass transit became more and more adverse, that it became difficult to move around in any other way. So people feel the need for the money to buy these items.

But while firms are anxious to sell they are less anxious to provide their workers with the money with which to make their purchases. This is because each firm relates to its own workers as a production cost and not as a potential market; wages therefore have to be kept down. The potential market for the product is seen as consisting of the employees of all other firms. Since, however, every firm follows that logic the result is insufficiency relative to the consumption needs of workers and a feeling on their part that wages should be increased.

1.3 Insignificance: People have material needs, therefore. But they also have needs for a sense of significance, respect, human dignity. Under conditions of capitalist production, providing for these needs is once again problematic. The employer purchases the worker's labor power and within the terms of the contract and labor law it is the employer's to use as she sees fit: in other words, in such a way as to maximize the firm's profitability. If in the employer's view workers need to be reassigned to new jobs in the plant, or new machines need to be introduced and workers retrained, then that is up to the employer. There is no need for the workers to be consulted on this. In fact consultation can pose problems since the workers may object to the changes planned, and for diverse reasons - health and safety, an intensified work pace.

The worker's power to labor, in other words, is treated as a thing no different from the coke and iron ore that go into the blast furnace or the blast furnace itself. If the worker's labor power could be separated from the worker himself this would be of no matter in other than material terms - the need, that is, for the worker to conserve her single commodity. The situation would be no different from that of someone hiring out a piece of equipment to someone else. But in fact the worker and her labor power are inseparable. The labor power can't be treated as a thing without treating the owner of it, the worker, as a thing. The failure to consult, the failure to take into consideration the worker's feelings as a human being is therefore experienced as highly alienating.

There are variations in the degree to which these various 'lacks' are experienced. Some feel more insecure than others, some more insignificant. Employees are treated differentially according to how much leverage they have over the employer. Those with skills that are difficult to replace will be favored. They will be retained even when business is lagging and others are laid off, simply because they will be hard to rehire once they are let go and possibly hired by someone else. The fact that they dispose of a unique knowledge and ability may also entail a degree of consultation, and therefore a sense of significance denied to the broad mass of workers. But the fact is, the tendencies are there. And as business constantly works to reduce its costs by making workers more and more substitutable one for another they are not going to go away. 

And Local and Regional Development … 

When we turn and examine the implications of these arguments for geography and more specifically for the geographies of urbanization and regional development, perhaps one of the first things we would note is the dynamism of capitalist landscapes: a dynamism that is entailed by the continual revolutionization of the productive forces, albeit a revolutionization driven by the class dynamic at the center of capitalist development. The industrial revolution transformed not just technologies but settlement patterns too. It was accompanied by, among other things, the concentration of population in those large agglomerations that we have come to know as cities or as urban regions. Alongside these concentrations were smaller ones associated with the extraction of raw-materials: mining towns, lumber towns, fishing ports, or the myriad small towns servicing dispersed agricultural populations.

As cities attracted more employment, more people, so they grew. In part, and to the degree that the new technologies of constructional steel and the elevator allowed it, upwards. But also and obviously, cities grew at their edges. They always had their suburbs. Particularly after WWII, and conditioned by the widespread purchase of the automobile, the exclusively residential area on the edge of the city came into its own Subsequently there have been further transformations of urban form with the emergence of so-called edge cities, and multi-nuclear cities of the type typically associated with Los Angeles but observable throughout the United States and in many major European urban regions like those of London or Paris. Much of this urban growth was at the expense of small towns, but then about thirty years ago, and testifying to the way capitalist development continually confounds one's expectations of what future geographies will be, those same small towns started growing again, attracting retirees, long distance commuters and branch plants looking for cheaper labor.

Alongside this ongoing transformation of urban patterns there have been continuing shifts of an interregional nature: shifts in investment and employment from Coldbelt to Sunbelt, the emergence of new regional disparities as in the case of the North / South divide in Britain, or of rustbelts. What was once vibrant falls into decay, and what was once a backwater blooms as a new industrial area. Such has been the recent historical geography of Germany with the decline of its old industrial powerhouse in the Ruhr and the growth of the new industrial regions of Southern Germany centered on Munich and Stuttgart in particular.

Much of this dynamism can be read off from changes in the productive forces, changes in the technology used, changes in the spatial organization of the labor process, all aimed at increasing the efficiency of workers as firms seek to steal a march over their competitors. The factory around which towns sprung up provided efficiencies in the surveillance of the workers, economies of moving materials from one workstation to the next, as well various economies of scale that came from operating on a larger scale. Likewise firms found it advantageous to cluster near their suppliers or their customers, and to concentrate activities where there was already a workforce specialized in the skills they were looking for, adding a further impetus to the growth of large cities. These are enduring sources of competitive power for firms, as the continuing predominance of the factory form and industrial regions like Silicon Valley readily attest. But there have been newer spatial forms designed to give those who participate them a competitive edge. One such is 'just-in-time' developed by the Japanese and providing a further reason for some degree of clustering of related industrial activities, if on a broader scale than that of the urban region.

In other instances the conditions for changing economic geographies can be found in various mixes of new technologies, new raw-materials. In the early years of the Industrial Revolution in Britain, many firms clustered along streams to make use of water power. But once the steam engine had been invented, water power was doomed and factories emerged on the coalfields where they could find the raw-material necessary to drive the steam engine. Once electricity was invented at the turn of the century, however, industry was once again liberated in the geographic sense. Alongside old steam based cities, which were either on the coalfields or on navigable water - places like Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, Buffalo and Chicago in the US and Birmingham, Leeds, Glasgow and Manchester in Britain, new cities like Indianapolis or Columbus were able to emerge; or older ones previously sidelined in industrial terms by the emergence of the steam engine - cities like London no less or even Paris and Berlin - could once again take off in terms of industrial employment.

This is only to touch on the way in which new technologies have led to new evaluations of locations, however. Without the automobile and the access it provided to wider labor markets, the suburbanization of industrial and office employment would have been inconceivable. Without the rise of the offshore drilling platform there would have been little in the way of oil services activities in cities like New Orleans or Middlesborough. The revolutionary effects of technological change are far too numerous to list here. But as one final instance, just consider the effects that the minimill has had on the geography of steel making and led to the marginalization of the traditional steel making centers in Pennsylvania, Cleveland or East Chicago and Northern Indiana.

But it bears emphasis that what drives these changes is the tension at the core of capitalist development: that between the capitalists and the wage worker. Capitalists develop the productive forces in order to protect themselves from the continuous pressure on profits by a working class anxious to overcome its own insecurities of insufficient pay, and the specter of unemployment. They want to maximize their profits by the adoption of (e.g.) machinery that will make their workers more productive, but what drives them to do this is the concern that wages will eventually eat away their profits. And if they are left behind in the race for technological development, they will find it harder to keep up with their competitors and have to pay even higher wages in order to attract workers who the more innovative firms are willing to pay more to

Even so, it would be wrong to conclude that the geographical dynamism of capitalist development, the unceasing transformation of the landscape, can be understood purely in terms of the development of the productive forces. Class enters in more directly as, for example, firms seek out cheaper workers in small towns, regions hitherto marginalized by the development process, in the Third World, the maquiladoras of Mexico and so forth. These tendencies are apparent at even smaller geographical scales. It has been suggested, for example, that one of the reasons for the suburbanization of a good deal of routine office employment has to do with employer perceptions of labor force docility. Office employment in the suburbs is dominated by married women, often with children, for whom a job and an income is not a necessity. The central city female office employee, however, is more likely a single mother for whom the wage is vital, and therefore more militant. At least these have been the perceptions. But there again there are other reasons why office employers might have to pay more in central city locations; employees are certainly going to demand extra simply to pay for parking.

Much of the discussion so far has concentrated on the workplace. But the fact remains that there is also a politics of the living place, something we will have a lot to say about in this course as we get into issues of neighborhood change and suburban development. It is one of the effects of capitalist development to divorce where people live from where they work. In pre-capitalist times this had been less prevalent. Peasants worked out of their home or supplemented their incomes by weaving and spinning inside the home. Craftsmen lived over the shop. But with the factory, the mine and agrarian capitalism all that changes. At the same time, this creates a new area for capital accumulation as a housing market is formed. Housing and neighborhood become products which are the focus of increasingly ferocious competition between developers, each seeking to steal a march on others through developing (e.g.) 'new concepts in living'. This means that there is a similar dynamism to residential arrangements in the city as one finds in the case of the geography of employment. There are clearly some characteristic patterns here, including shifts to ever lower residential densities on the edge of the city, the abandonment of 'obsolescent' housing towards the center of the city, the re-colonization of inner city housing through gentrification and so on.

This dynamism is further fed by the fact that under capitalist development, where the worker lives is an important arbiter of life chances. It helps determine the education her children receive, the degree to which the value of her house appreciates, health and security both. This needs to be related back to the labor market. The chronic insecurities it engenders make the acquisition of formal qualifications through the educational system of pressing importance, and a good school system is the first rung on the ladder. Likewise, pensions are never enough, which is one of the reasons people are so anxious over the values of their homes and fight to keep away any new development that they regard as adverse to those values.

But while there is tremendous dynamism, movement, flux in the capitalist economy there are also elements of stability, fixity, immobility, and this conjuncture of flux and constancy gives the characteristic conflicts of capitalism a strongly geographic character.

Obviously as the geography of capital changes so the prospects of firms and workers in different places change, and not necessarily for the better. The establishment of more efficient firms using newer technology and possibly cheaper labor can be a challenge to older firms elsewhere. The emergence of new growth regions around sunrise industries threatens older ones that grew under the impetus of what are now seen as sunset industries. And as the productive forces change in their geography so too does the flow of value. Revenue flows to the more efficient firms in more efficient locations and away from those whose plant, worker skills perhaps and attendant physical infrastructures are becoming obsolete. Investment shifts in similar directions: away from the less profitable firms and localities towards the more profitable ones.

This is problematic for firms and workers in the areas which are being marginalized by these changes since they find it hard to adjust through moving to the new frontiers of capitalist development, to relocating where the new markets are and so on. For a start there are investments of long life embodied in physical facilities - factories, municipal infrastructures, docks, railroads, power stations, workers' housing - whose value may not have been completely amortized. Loans still have to be paid back, bonds retired, mortgages paid off, but the stream of revenue out of which to pay has now diminished. So while people and firms could relocate to where the new investments are occurring and take advantage of changes in the geography of the productive forces this would have to be traded off against these, often considerable, losses.

In addition to physical facilities, social infrastructures are also at risk. Firms develop understandings and relationships with other firms that are important to their profitability and which would be difficult to replicate elsewhere. There are place-specific knowledges that are productively important and which, again, depend on the continuing existence of a particular cluster of firms and workers and which would be lost with relocation elsewhere.

So with the changing geography of capitalism, profits and wages in particular places may be threatened and there are obstacles to making the sort of geographic adjustments that might restore them. Some firms, some workers at least, are likely to be trapped in space. The changing geography of value flow is a problem for them. This is the context, therefore, in which one can expect various forms of coalition, bringing firms and workers together, around policies designed to control those wider movements to local advantage: various forms of territorial coalition, in other words, of a cross-class nature which will lobby the state for remedial measures, or put in place policies designed to attract new investment into their particular regions and localities.

So too is this the case when we turn to the politics of the living place. There is, in particular, a very distinct politics of the living place involving residents' groups, school boards, city planning departments, zoning hearings, property values, rents, residential displacement and the like. I want to stress, however, that we can approach the political geography of the living place both as an aspect of that of the workplace and also as something which in its logic is analogous to that of the workplace. We can see very readily, for example, that with the construction of factories, the sinking of mines, a whole physical infrastructure for living was required - houses, schools, churches. The importance of this for production was signaled by the fact that in many cases, in order for production to go ahead, the captains of industry had to construct these infrastructures themselves producing the so-called company town. Yet by the same token that infrastructure for living had to conform in its geography to the needs of production. It had to be in the right place, obviously, and it had to conform with the needs of the employer to economize so as to remain part of a competitive enterprise. The company towns are long gone but employers still worry about the cost of housing simply because it affects the wages they have to pay to attract workers. And if the geography of living gets in the way of the geography of production then it has to be transformed - houses have to be cleared to make way for freeways, airports expanded despite the protests of nearby residents, and so on.

The other point to be made here is that when we turn and examine the political geography of the living place apart from that of the workplace, what we find at work are very similar logics indeed. There is, for example, a similar antagonism to the forces of capitalist development, particularly the developers and the banks, which through their plans for changing urban geographies are seen as threatening neighborhood amenities and the home values of existing residents. There is also, however, a territorial competition among resident groups as they try to push off the 'undesirable' onto each other - the shelters for the homeless, the school bus parks and the like, and as they try to attract in what will enhance neighborhood amenities, including 'desirable' residents. And just as employers and workers can join together around a common program of enhancing a locality's position in a wider geographical division of production, so we can find developers and existing residents making common cause around programs of improving a neighborhood's standing in a geography of consumption. Moreover, these practices can be understood in very similar terms to those we encounter in the political geography of the workplace. There is a similar tension between local dependence and the wider flux of the space economy. People become embedded in particular neighborhoods, and for diverse reasons. This means that as the geography of the city around them changes, as it invariably does, so their values in place will be threatened generating the various forms of coalitional activity we have identified above.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

[1]      Not ‘bought and sold’ since that would be tantamount to slavery.

[2]      For example, a worker may work with a machine that is driven by electricity and both of these represent ‘naturally occurring substances and forces’. The machine is a set of steel parts and the steel is a transformation of iron ore and coal. Electricity comes from coal or from natural forces like falling water or, much more rarely, winds.

[3]      It might be objected at this point that firms compete not only through the adoption of techniques that facilitate worker productivity but also through the development of new products. That is true. But when capitalist development as a whole is considered  the development of new products is subordinate to increasing worker productivity. This is because the drive to increase worker productivity is necessary if firms are to find markets for new products assuming the form of new machines and raw-materials. And on the other hand, the addition of new products to the typical shopping basket of goods assumes that real incomes have risen: which they will to the extent that worker productivity increases.

