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The Right to the City (2008)

W e live in  an  era  w h en  ideals o f  h u m a n  rights have m o ved  cen ter  
stage b o th  p o litically  a n d  ethically. A  grea t d eal o f  en e rg y  is ex­
p en d ed  in  p ro m o tin g  th e ir  s ign ifica n ce fo r  the co n stru ctio n  o f  a 
b etter  w orld . B u t fo r  the m o st p art the co n cepts  c ircu latin g  d o n o t 
fu n d a m en tally  c h a llen g e  h eg e m o n ic  lib eral an d  n eo lib era l m a rket 
log ics o r  the d o m in a n t m o d es o f  lega lity an d  state action. W e live, 
after  all, in  a w orld  in  w h ich  the rights o f  private p ro p erty  an d  the 
p ro fit  rate trum p all o th e r  n otio n s o f  rights. I h ere  w an t to exp lo re  
a n o th e r type o f  h u m an  righ t, that o f  the r ig h t to the city.

Has the aston ishin g  p ace  an d  scale o f  u rb an izatio n  over the last 
h u n d red  years co n tribu ted  to h u m a n  w ell-being? T h e  city, in  the 
w ords o f  u rb an  so cio lo gist R o b ert Park, is

man’s most successful attempt to remake the world he lives in more 
after his heart’s desire. But, if  the city is the world which man created, 
it is the world in which he is henceforth 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

T h e  q u estion  o f  w hat k in d  o f  city w e w an t ca n n o t be d ivorced  fro m  
that o f  w h at k in d  o f  socia l ties, rela tio n sh ip  to na tu re, lifestyles, 
tec h n o lo gies , an d  aesth etic values w e desire. T h e  r ig h t to the city 
is fa r  m o re  than  the in d ivid u a l liberty to access u rb an  resources: it 
is a r ig h t to ch a n g e  ourselves by ch a n g in g  the city. It is, m oreover, 
a co m m o n  ra th e r than  an  in d iv id u a l r ig h t sin ce this tran sform a­
tio n  in evitably d epen d s u p o n  the exercise  o f  a  collective  p o w er to 
resh ap e the pro cesses o f  u rban izatio n . T h e  free d o m  to m ake an d 
rem ake  o u r cities an d  ourselves is, I w an t to argu e, o n e  o f  the m ost 
p recio u s yet m o st n e g lec te d  o f  o u r h u m a n  rights.

F rom  th e ir  in cep tio n , cities h ave arisen  th ro u g h  g eo gra p h ica l 
an d  social co n cen tra tio n s o f  a surplus pro d u ct. U rb an izatio n  has 
always b een , th erefo re , a class p h e n o m en o n , since surpluses are
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extra cted  fro m  som ew here an d  fro m  som ebody, w h ile  the co n tro l 
over the ir d isb u rsem en t typically lies in  a few  hands. Th is  gen era l 
situation  persists u n d e r  capitalism , o f  course; b u t sin ce u rb an iza­
tio n  d ep en d s o n  the m o bilizatio n  o f  a surplus p ro d u ct, an  in tim ate 
co n n e ctio n  em erges b etw een  the d e ve lo p m e n t o f  capita lism  an d  
u rban izatio n . Capitalists have to p ro d u ce  a surplus p ro d u ct in  or­
d e r  to p ro d u ce  surplus value; this in  tu rn  m u st be rein vested  in  
o rd e r to g en erate  m o re  surplus value. T h e  resu lt o f  co n tin u e d  re­
in vestm en t is the e xp an sio n  o f  surplus p ro d u ctio n  at a c o m p o u n d  
r a te — h en ce  the log istic  curves (m oney, output, an d  p o p u la tio n ) 
a ttach ed  to the h istory o f  capita l a ccu m u la tion , p a ra lle led  by the 
grow th  path  o f  u rb an izatio n  u n d e r  capitalism .

T h e  p erp e tu a l n e e d  to fin d  p ro fitab le  terrains fo r  capital-surplus 
p ro d u ctio n  an d  ab so rptio n  shapes the politics o f  capitalism . It also 
presen ts the capita list w ith  a n u m b er o f  barriers to co n tin u o u s an d 
tro u ble-free expan sion . I f  la b o r is scarce an d  w ages are  h igh , e ith er 
e xistin g  la b o r has to be d iscip lin ed  —  tec h n o lo gically  in d u ce d  u n ­
e m p lo ym en t o r  an  assault o n  o rg a n ized  w orking-class p o w er are 
two p rim e m e th o d s— o r fresh  la b o r forces m ust b e  fo u n d  by im ­
m igra tion , e xp o rt o f  capital, o r  p ro le taria n izatio n  o f  h ith e rto  in d e­
p en d en t elem en ts  o f  the p o p u la tio n . Capitalists m ust also d iscover 
n ew  m ean s o f  p ro d u ctio n  in  g en era l an d  n a tu ral resou rces in  par­
ticular, w h ich  puts in crea sin g  pressure o n  the na tu ral en viro n m en t 
to yield  u p  n ecessary raw m aterials an d  absorb  the in evitable  waste. 
T h e y  n e e d  to o p e n  u p  terrains fo r  raw -m aterial e x tra ctio n — often  
the objective  o f  im p eria list an d  n e o co lo n ia l endeavors.

T h e  coercive  laws o f  co m p etitio n  also fo rce  the co n tin u o u s im ­
p lem en ta tio n  o f  n ew  tec h n o lo gies  an d  o rgan izatio n al form s, since 
these en ab le  capitalists to ou tco m p ete  those u sin g  in ferio r  m eth ­
ods. In n ovation s d efin e  n ew  wants an d  need s, red u c e  the tu rn over 
tim e o f  capital, an d  lessen the fr ic tio n  o f  distance, w h ich  lim its the 
g eo gra p h ica l ran g e  w ith in  w h ich  the capita list can sea rch  fo r  ex­
p a n d e d  la b o r supplies, raw  m aterials, an d  so on. I f  th ere  is n o t 
e n o u g h  p u rc h a sin g  p o w er in  the m arket, th e n  n ew  m arkets m ust 
b e  fo u n d  by e xp a n d in g  fo re ig n  trade, p ro m o tin g  n o ve l p ro d u cts  
an d  lifestyles, creatin g  n ew  cre d it  in strum ents, an d  d ebt-fin an cin g  
state an d  private exp en d itu res. If, finally, the p ro fit  rate is to o  low, 
th e n  state reg u la tio n  o f  “ru in o u s co m p etitio n ,” m o n o p o liza tio n  
(m ergers an d  acqu isition s), an d  capital exp orts pro vid e  ways out.

I f  an y o f  the above barriers ca n n o t be circu m ven ted , capitalists 
are  u n a b le  pro fitab ly to reinvest th e ir  surplus pro d u ct. Ca pita l ac­
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cu m u latio n  is b lo ck ed , leav in g  them  fa c in g  a crisis in  w h ich  the ir 
capita l can be d eva lu ed  a n d  in  som e in stances even physically w ip ed  
out. Surplus com m o dities  can lose value o r  b e  d estroyed, w h ile  p ro ­
ductive  capacity an d  assets ca n  b e  w ritten  dow n  a n d  le ft  unused; 
m o n ey itself can be d eva lu ed  th ro u g h  in flatio n  an d  la b o r thro u g h  
m assive un em p lo y m en t. How, then , has the n e e d  to c ircu m ven t 
these barriers an d  to e xp an d  the terrain  o f  pro fitab le  activity driven 
capitalist urbanizatio n? I a rgu e  h ere  that u rb an izatio n  has played 
a p a rticu larly  active ro le, a lo n gsid e  su ch  p h e n o m en a  as m ilitary 
e xp en d itu res, in  ab so rbin g  the surplus p ro d u ct that capitalists p er­
p etu ally  p ro d u ce  in  th e ir  search  fo r  profits.

URBAN  REVOLUTIO NS

Con sider, first, the case o f  S e co n d  E m pire Paris. T h e  year 1848 
b ro u g h t  on e  o f  the first clear, an d  E uropean -w ide, crises o f  b o th  
u n e m p lo y ed  surplus capita l an d  surplus labor. It stru ck  Paris par­
ticularly h ard  an d  issued in  an  abortive  revo lu tio n  by u n em p lo y ed  
w orkers an d  those b o u rgeo is  Utopians w h o  saw a social rep u b lic  
as the an tid o te  to the g ree d  an d  in eq u ality  that h ad  ch aracterized  
the Ju ly M onarchy. T h e  rep u b lic a n  b o u rgeo isie  v io len tly  rep ressed  
the revolu tion aries b u t fa iled  to resolve the crisis. T h e  resu lt was the 
ascen t to p o w er o f  L o u is-N ap o leo n  B on ap arte , w h o e n g in e e red  a 
co u p  in  18 5 1  an d  p ro claim ed  h im se lf e m p e ro r the fo llo w in g  year. 
To survive politically, h e  reso rted  to w id espread  rep ression  o f  alter­
native p o litical m o vem ents. T h e  e co n o m ic  situation h e  d ealt w ith 
by m ean s o f  a vast p ro gra m  o f  in fra stru ctu ral in vestm en t b o th  at 
h o m e an d  abroad. In the latter case, this m ean t the co n stru ctio n  o f  
railroads th ro u g h o u t E u ro p e  an d  in to  the O rien t, as w ell as su pp ort 
fo r  g ran d  w orks such  as the Suez Canal. A t h o m e, it m ea n t con soli­
d atin g  the railw ay n etw ork, b u ild in g  ports an d  harbo rs, an d  drain ­
in g  m arshes. A b o ve  all, it e n tailed  the rec o n figu ra tio n  o f  the ur­
b an  in frastru ctu re o f  Paris. B o n ap arte  b ro u gh t in  G eorges-E u gèn e 
H aussm an n to take ch arge  o f  the city’s p u b lic  w orks in  1853.

H aussm an n clearly u n d ersto o d  that his m ission was to h elp  solve 
the surplus-capital an d  u n em p lo y m en t p ro b le m  th ro u g h  urb an iza­
tion. R eb u ild in g  Paris ab so rbed  h u ge  q uantities o f  la b o r an d  ca pi­
tal by the standards o f  the tim e an d, co u p le d  w ith su pp ressin g  the 
aspiration s o f  the Parisian w orkforce, was a p rim a ry veh ic le  o f  social 
stabilization. H aussm an n drew  u p o n  the u to pian  p lans fo r  resh ap ­
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in g  Paris that F ourierists an d  Saint-Sim on ian s h ad  d eba ted  in  the 
1840s, b u t w ith  on e  b ig  d ifferen ce: h e  tra n sfo rm ed  the scale  at 
w h ich  the u rb an  pro cess was im agin ed . W h en  the arch itect Ja cques 
Ign ace H itto r ff show ed H aussm an n his p lans fo r  a n ew  bou leva rd , 
H aussm an n threw  them  b a ck  at h im  saying: “N o t w ide e n o u g h  . . . 
Y ou h ave it 40 m etres w ide an d  I w an t it 12 0 .” H e an n e xe d  the sub­
urbs an d  red esig n ed  w h o le  n e ig h b o rh o o d s  su ch  as Les H alles. To 
d o this H aussm an n n e e d ed  n ew  fin an cial in stitutions an d  d e b t in ­
strum ents, the C ré d it  M o b ilier  an d  C ré d it  Im m obilier, w h ich  w ere 
co n stru cted  o n  Saint-Sim on ian lines. In effect, h e  h e lp e d  resolve 
the capital-surplus disposal p ro b lem  by settin g  u p  a  proto-K eynesian 
system o f  d ebt-fin an ced  in frastru ctu ral u rb an  im provem ents.

T h e  system  w o rk ed  very w ell fo r  som e fifte en  years, an d  it in ­
v olved  n o t o n ly a tra n sform ation  o f  u rb a n  in frastructures b u t also 
the co n stru ctio n  o f  a  n ew  way o f  life  an d  u rb an  person a. Paris b e­
cam e “the city o f  lig h t,” the g rea t c e n te r  o f  con su m ption , tourism , 
an d  p leasure; the cafés, d ep a rtm en t stores, fashion  industry, an d  
gra n d  exp osition s all ch a n g ed  u rb a n  livin g so that it co u ld  absorb 
vast surpluses th ro u g h  con sum erism . B u t th e n  the o v erexten d ed  
a n d  speculative  fin an cial system  a n d  cred it  structures crash ed  in  
1868. H aussm an n was dismissed; N a p o le o n  III in  d esp era tio n  w en t 
to w ar against B ism arck ’s G erm an y an d  lost. In the e n su in g  vacu u m  
arose the Paris C o m m u n e, o n e  o f  the grea test revo lu tio n ary  ep i­
sodes in  capita list u rb an  history, w ro u g h t in  p art o u t o f  a nostalgia 
fo r  the w orld  that H aussm an n h ad  destroyed an d  the desire to take 
b a ck  the city o n  the p art o f  those dispossessed by his w orks.2

Fast forw ard n ow  to the 1940s in  the U n ited  States. T h e  h u ge  m o ­
b ilizatio n  fo r  the w ar e ffo rt tem po ra rily resolved the capital-surplus 
d isposal p ro b le m  that h ad  seem ed  so in tracta ble  in  the 1930s an d 
the u n e m p lo y m e n t that w e n t w ith  it. B u t everyo n e  was fe a rfu l 
a b o u t w h at w o u ld  h a p p e n  after  the war. P olitically the situation  
was dan gerous: the fe d era l g o v ern m en t was in  e ffec t r u n n in g  a n a­
tio n a lized  eco n o m y an d  was in  a llian ce w ith  the C o m m u n ist Soviet 
U n io n , w h ile  stro n g  socia l m o vem en ts w ith  socia list in clin ation s 
h ad  em erged  in  the 1930s. As in  L ou is B o n a p a rte ’s era, a h efty d ose 
o f  p o litical rep ression  was eviden tly ca lled  fo r  by the ru lin g  classes 
o f  the tim e; the su bsequ en t h istory o f  M cC arthyism  an d  C o ld  W ar 
politics, o f  w h ich  th ere  w ere alread y ab u n d a n t signs in  the early 
forties, is all too  fam iliar. O n  the eco n o m ic  fron t, there rem ain ed  
the q u estion  o f  h o w  surplus capital co u ld  b e  absorbed.

In 19 42, a len g th y eva lu ation  o f  H a u ssm an n ’s efforts ap p ea red  
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in  Architectural Forum. It d o cu m e n te d  in  detail w h at h e  h ad  d o n e  
an d  a ttem pted  an  analysis o f  his m istakes b u t so u gh t to rec u p er­
ate his rep u ta tio n  as on e  o f  the grea test urbanists o f  a ll tim e. T h e  
article  w as by n o n e  o th e r than  R o b ert M oses, w h o  after the S eco n d  
W orld  W ar did  to N ew  York  w hat H aussm an n h ad  d o n e  to Paris.3 
T h a t  is, M oses ch a n g ed  the scale o f  th in k in g  a b o u t the u rb a n  p ro ­
cess. T h ro u g h  a system o f  h ighw ays an d  in fra stru ctu ral transfor­
m ations, su bu rban ization , an d  the total r ee n g in e er in g  o f  n o t  ju s t  
the city b u t also the w h o le  m etro po lita n  reg io n , h e  h e lp e d  resolve 
the capital-surplus ab so rptio n  pro blem . To d o this, h e  tap ped  in to  
n ew  fin an cial in stitutions an d  tax arran gem en ts  that lib erated  the 
c re d it to d ebt-fin an ce u rb an  exp an sion . W h en  taken  na tion w id e 
to all the m a jo r m e tro p o lita n  cen ters  o f  the U n ite d  S tates— yet 
a n o th e r tra n sform ation  o f  scale —  this pro cess p layed a cru cial ro le  
in  sta biliz in g  g lo b a l capitalism  after  19 4 5, a p erio d  in  w h ich  the 
U n ite d  States co u ld  affo rd  to p o w er the w h ole  g lo b al n o n co m m u ­
nist eco n o m y  by ru n n in g  trade deficits.

T h e  su bu rb an ization  o f  the U n ited  States was n o t m ere ly  a m at­
ter o f  new  in frastructures. As in  S eco n d  E m pire  Paris, it en tailed  
a rad ical tra n sform ation  in  lifestyles, b rin g in g  new  p ro d u cts  from  
h o u sin g  to refrigerators  an d  air con d ition ers, as w ell as two cars in  
the drivew ay an d  an  en o rm o u s in crea se in  the co n su m ptio n  o f  oil. 
It also a ltered  the p o litical lan dscape, as subsidized  h o m e ow ner­
ship  fo r  the m id d le  classes ch a n g e d  the focu s o f  co m m u n ity action  
tow ards the d efen se o f  p ro perty  values an d  in d iv id u a lized  id en ti­
ties, tu rn in g  the su bu rb an  vote  towards con servative republicanism . 
D ebt-en cu m bered  h o m e ow ners, it was argu ed, w ere less likely to 
g o  o n  strike. Th is  p ro je ct successfully ab sorbed  the surplus an d  as­
su red  social stability, a lb e it at the cost o f  h o llo w in g  o u t the in n e r 
cities an d  g en era tin g  u rb an  u n rest am o n gst those, ch ie fly  A frican  
A m erica n s, w h o w ere  d en ie d  access to the n ew  prosperity.

B y the e n d  o f  the 1 960s, a d ifferen t k in d  o f  crisis b eg a n  to unfold; 
M oses, like  H aussm an n, fe ll fro m  grace , an d  his solution s cam e to 
b e  seen  as in ap pro p ria te  an d  u n a ccep ta ble . Traditionalists rallied  
a ro u n d  Ja n e  Jacobs an d  so u gh t to co u n te r  the brutal m o d ern ism  o f  
M oses’s p ro jects w ith  a lo ca lized  n e ig h b o rh o o d  aesthetic. B u t the 
suburbs h ad  b ee n  built, an d  the rad ical ch a n g e  in  lifestyle that this 
b eto k e n e d  h ad  m a n y social co n seq u en ces, le a d in g  fem inists, fo r  
exam p le , to p ro claim  the su bu rb  as the lo cu s o f  all th e ir  prim a ry 
discon tents. I f  H a u ssm an n ization  h ad  a p art in  the dyn am ics o f  
the Paris C o m m u n e, the soulless q ualities o f  su bu rb an  livin g  also
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p layed  a critical ro le  in  the d ram atic events o f  1968 in  the U n ited  
States. D isco n ten ted  w hite m iddle-class students w en t in to  a phase 
o f  revolt, so u gh t allian ces w ith  m a rgin alized  g ro u ps c la im in g  civil 
rights, an d  rallied  against A m e rica n  im p erialism  to create  a m o ve­
m e n t to b u ild  an o th e r k in d  o f  w o r ld — in clu d in g  a d ifferen t kin d 
o f  u rb an  exp erien ce .

In Paris, the ca m p aign  to stop the L e ft B a n k  Expressw ay an d  the 
d estru ction  o f  tra d ition al n e ig h b o rh o o d s  by the in va d in g  “high-rise 
g ian ts” such  as the P lace d ’Italie an d  T o u r M on tp arn asse h e lp e d  
an im a te the la rg er  dyn am ics o f  the 19 68 u prising. It was in  this 
co n te x t  that H e n ri L e fe b v re  w rote  The Urban Revolution, w h ich  
p re d icte d  n o t o n ly that u rb an izatio n  was cen tral to the survival o f  
capita lism  an d  th e refo re  b o u n d  to b ec o m e  a cru cial focu s o f  p o ­
litical an d  class stru ggle  b u t that it was o b litera tin g  step-by-step the 
distinctions betw een  tow n an d  co u n try  th ro u g h  the p ro d u ctio n  o f  
in tegrated  spaces across n a tio n al territory, i f  n o t b ey o n d .4 T h e  righ t 
to the city h ad  to m ean  the r ig h t to co m m a n d  the w h ole  u rb an  p ro ­
cess, w h ich  was in crea sin gly d o m in a tin g  the cou n tryside th ro u g h  
p h e n o m en a  ra n g in g  fro m  agribusiness to sec o n d  ho m es an d  ru ral 
tourism .

A lo n g  w ith  the 19 68 revo lt cam e a fin a n c ia l crisis w ith in  the 
cre d it in stitutions that, th ro u g h  d ebt-fin ancing, h ad  p ow ered  the 
p ro p erty  b o o m  in  the p re ce d in g  decades. T h e  crisis g a th ered  m o ­
m en tu m  at the en d  o f  the 1960s u n til the w h o le  capita list system 
crash ed, startin g w ith  the b u rstin g  o f  the g lo b a l pro perty-m arket 
b u b b le  in  19 73 , fo llo w ed  by the fiscal ban k ru p tcy  o f  N ew  Y ork  City 
in  19 7 5 . A s W illiam  Tabb argu ed, the response to the con seq u en ces 
o f  the latter e ffectively p io n ee red  the co n stru ctio n  o f  a n eo lib era l 
an sw er to the p ro blem s o f  p erp e tu a tin g  class p o w er a n d  o f  reviving 
the capacity to absorb  the surpluses that capitalism  m ust p ro d u ce  
to survive.5

G IR D IN G THE GLOBE

Fast forw ard o n ce  again  to o u r cu rren t co n ju n ctu re . In tern ation al 
capita lism  has b ee n  o n  a r o lle r  coa ster o f  reg io n a l crises an d 
crashes —  East a n d  S ou theast A sia in  19 9 7 -9 8 ; R ussia in  1998; 
A rg e n tin a  in  2001 — b u t h ad  u n til recen tly  avoid ed  a g lo b a l crash 
even  in  the face o f  a ch ro n ic  in ability to d ispose o f  capital surplus. 
W h at was the ro le  o f  u rb an izatio n  in  sta biliz in g  this situation? In
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the U n ite d  States, it is ac ce p te d  w isd om  that the h o u sin g  sec to r  
was an  im p o rtan t stabilizer o f  the econo m y, p articu larly  after  the 
h igh-tech  crash o f  the late 1990s, a lth o u gh  it was an  active co m p o ­
n e n t o f  e xp an sio n  in  the earlier p art o f  that decad e . T h e  p ro perty  
m a rket d irectly ab sorbed  a grea t d eal o f  surplus capital thro u g h  the 
co n stru ctio n  o f  city-center an d  su bu rb an  ho m es an d  o ffice  spaces, 
w h ile  the rap id  in flatio n  o f  h o u sin g  asset p rice s— b ack ed  by a p ro f­
ligate  wave o f  m o rtgage  refin a n cin g  at h istorically low  rates o f  in ter­
e st— b o o sted  the U .S. d om estic m a rket fo r  co n su m er g o o d s an d 
services. A m e rica n  u rb an  e xp a n sio n  partially stead ied  the g lo b a l 
econo m y, as the U n ite d  States ran  h u ge  trade deficits w ith  the rest 
o f  the w orld , b o rro w in g  aro u n d  $2 b illio n  a  day to fu e l its in satiable 
con su m erism  an d  the wars in  A fgh an ista n  an d  Iraq.

B u t the u rb an  p ro cess has u n d e rg o n e  a n o th e r tra n sform ation  
o f  scale. It has, in  short, g o n e  glob al. Property-m a rket b o o m s in  
B ritain  an d  Spain, as w ell as in  m a n y o th e r coun tries, have h e lp e d  
p o w er a capita list dyn am ic in  ways that b ro ad ly  p aralle l w hat has 
h a p p e n e d  in  the U n ite d  States. T h e  u rb an izatio n  o f  C h in a  over 
the last tw enty years has b ee n  o f  a d ifferen t character, w ith its heavy 
focu s o n  in fra stru ctu ral deve lo p m en t, b u t it  is even m o re  im p o r­
tan t than  that o f  the U n ited  States. Its p ace p ick e d  u p  en orm ou sly 
after  a b r ie f  recession  in  19 9 7, to the e xten t that C h in a  has taken 
in  n early h a lf  the w o r ld ’s ce m e n t supplies since 2000. M o re  than 
a h u n d red  cities h ave passed the o n e  m illio n  p o p u la tio n  m a rk  in 
this p erio d , an d  previously sm all villages, such  as Shen zhen , have 
b ec o m e  h u ge  m etropolises o f  six to ten  m illio n  p eo p le . Vast in fra­
structural p rojects, in clu d in g  dam s an d  h ighw a ys— again, all debt- 
f in a n c e d — are tra n sfo rm in g  the lan d sca pe . T h e  c o n seq u en ces  
fo r  the g lo b a l eco n o m y an d  the ab so rptio n  o f  surplus capital have 
b ee n  significant: C h ile  b oom s than ks to the h ig h  p rice  o f  copper, 
A u stralia thrives, an d  even B razil an d  A rg e n tin a  have rec o vered  in 
p art b ecau se o f  the stren gth  o f  C h in ese  dem an d  fo r  raw m aterials.

Is the urb an izatio n  o f  Ch in a, then, the prim a ry stabilizer o f  g lob al 
capitalism  today? T h e  an sw er has to be a qu alified  yes. F or C h in a  
is o n ly the e p ice n ter  o f  an  u rb an izatio n  pro cess that has n ow  b e­
co m e gen u in e ly  glob al, partly th ro u g h  the aston ishin g  in tegratio n  
o f  fin an cial m arkets that h ave u sed th e ir  flexib ility  to debt-fin ance 
urb an  d eve lo p m en t a ro u n d  the w orld . T h e  C h in ese  cen tral bank, 
fo r  exam p le , has b ee n  active in  the seco n d ary m o rtgage  m a rket in 
the U n ite d  States w h ile  G o ld m a n  Sachs was heavily in vo lved in  the 
su rg in g  p ro p erty  m a rket in  M um bai, an d  H o n g  K o n g  capita l has
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in vested  in  Baltim ore. In the m idst o f  a flo o d  o f  im p o verished  m i­
grants, co n stru ction  b o o m ed  in  Jo han n esb u rg , Taipei, an d  M oscow, 
as w ell as the cities in  the co re  capita list coun tries, su ch  as L o n d o n  
an d  L os A n geles. A sto n ish in g  if  n o t crim in ally absu rd  m eg a u rb a n ­
ization  p ro jects have em erged  in  the M id dle  East in  p laces such  as 
D u b ai an d  A b u  D habi, m o p p in g  u p  the surplus arisin g  fro m  oil 
w ealth  in  the m o st con sp icu ou s, socia lly unjust, an d  en viro n m en ­
tally w asteful ways possible.

T h is  g lo b a l scale  m akes it h ard  to grasp  that w h at is h a p p e n ­
in g  is in  p rin c ip le  sim ilar to the transform ation s that H aussm an n 
oversaw  in  Paris. F or the g lo b al u rb an izatio n  b o o m  has d e p e n d e d , 
as d id  all the others b efo re  it, o n  the co n stru ctio n  o f  n ew  fin an cial 
in stitutions an d  arran gem en ts  to org an ize  the cred it  req u ire d  to 
sustain it. F in an cial in n ovation s set in  train  in  the 19 8 0 s— secu ­
r itiz in g  an d  p a ck a gin g  lo ca l m o rtgages  fo r  sale to investors w orld ­
w ide, an d  settin g  u p  n ew  v eh ic les  to h o ld  co lla teralized  d e b t o b ­
lig a tio n s—  p layed  a cru cial ro le. T h e ir  m a n y b en efits  in clu d e d  
sp rea d in g  risk an d  p erm ittin g  surplus savings p o o ls  easier access 
to surplus h o u sin g  dem an d; they also b ro u g h t a g gregate  in terest 
rates dow n, w h ile  g en era tin g  im m en se fo rtu n es fo r  the fin an cial 
in term ed ia ries  w h o  w o rk ed  these w onders. B u t spread in g  risk does 
n o t  e lim in ate  it. F u rth erm o re, the fact that it can b e  d istributed so 
w idely en co u rag es even  risk ier lo ca l behaviors becau se liability can 
b e  tra n sferred  elsew here. W ith o u t a d eq u ate  risk-assessm ent c o n ­
trols, this wave o f  fin an cializa tio n  has n ow  tu rn ed  in to  the so-called 
su bp rim e m o rtgage  an d  h o u sin g  asset-value crisis. T h e  fa llo u t was 
co n ce n tra te d  in  the first in stan ce in  a n d  aro u n d  U .S. cities, w ith 
p articu larly serious im p lica tion s fo r  low -in com e, in ner-city A frica n  
A m erica n s an d  h o u seh o ld s  h ea d e d  by sin gle  w om en . It also has 
a ffected  those w ho, u n a ble  to affo rd  the skyrocketin g  h o u se  p rices 
in  u rb an  centers, esp ecia lly in  the Southw est, w ere fo rce d  in to  the 
m etro p o lita n  sem ip eriph ery; h ere  they to o k  u p  speculatively b u ilt 
tra ct h o u sin g  a t in itia lly easy rates b u t n o w  face  escalatin g  co m m u t­
in g  costs as oil p rices rise an d  s o arin g  m o rtgage  paym ents as m a rket 
rates co m e in to  effect.

T h e  cu rre n t crisis, w ith  v icious lo ca l rep ercu ssion s o n  u rb an  life 
a n d  in frastructures, also threaten s the w h o le  arch itectu re  o f  the 
g lo b al fin an cial system an d  m ay trig ger a m a jor recession  to boot. 
T h e  paralle ls w ith  the 19 70s are u n c a n n y— in clu d in g  the im m ed i­
ate easy-m oney resp on se o f  the F ed eral R eserve in  20 0 7-8 , w h ich
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w ill alm ost certa in ly gen erate  stro n g  curren ts o f  u n c o n tro lla b le  in ­
flation , i f  n o t stagflation , in  the n o t  too  d istant future. H owever, 
the situation  is far  m o re  co m p lex  now, an d  it is an  o p e n  question  
w h eth e r C h in a  can com p en sate  fo r  a serious crash  in  the U n ited  
States; even in  the p r c  the p ace  o f  urb an izatio n  seem s to be slow ing 
dow n. T h e  fin an cial system is also m o re  tightly co u p le d  than  it ever 
was b efo re .6 Com p u ter-d riven  split-second tra d in g  always threatens 
to create  a grea t d ivergen c e  in  the m a rk e t— it is alread y p ro d u cin g  
in cred ib le  volatility in  stock  tra d in g — that w ill p recip itate  a m as­
sive crisis, req u irin g  a total reth in k in g  o f  h ow  fin an c e  capital an d 
m o n ey m arkets w ork, in clu d in g  th e ir  rela tio n  to urban izatio n .

PRO PERTY AND PA CIFIC ATIO N

As in  all the p re ce d in g  phases, this m o st rec en t rad ical exp an sio n  o f  
the u rb an  p ro cess has b ro u gh t w ith  it in cred ib le  transform ation s o f  
lifestyle. Q u ality o f  u rb a n  life  has b ec o m e  a com m odity, as has the 
city itself, in  a w orld  w h ere  con sum erism , tourism , an d  cu ltu ral an d 
kn ow ledge-based in dustries have b ec o m e  m a jo r aspects o f  the ur­
ban  p o litical econom y. T h e  p o stm o d ern ist p en c h a n t fo r  e n co u ra g ­
in g  the fo rm a tio n  o f  m a rket n ic h e s — in  b o th  co n su m er h abits an d 
cu ltu ral fo rm s— su rrou n ds the co n te m p o ra ry  u rb a n  e xp erien ce  
w ith  an  au ra  o f  free d o m  o f  ch o ic e, p ro vid ed  you h ave the m oney. 
S h o p p in g  m alls, m ultip lexes, an d  b o x  stores p ro lifera te , as d o  fast- 
fo o d  an d  artisanal m arketplaces. W e n ow  have, as u rb an  socio lo gist 
S ha ro n  Z u k in  puts it, “p acific atio n  by ca p p u cc in o .” E ven the in co ­
heren t, b lan d , an d  m o n o to n o u s su bu rb an  tract d e ve lo p m e n t that 
con tin u es to d om in a te  in  m an y areas n ow  gets its a n tid ote  in  a “new  
urb a n ism ” m o ve m e n t that touts the sale o f  co m m u n ity  an d  b o u ­
tiqu e lifestyles to fu lfill u rb an  dream s. Th is  is a w orld  in  w h ich  the 
ne o lib e ra l e th ic o f  in tense possessive in dividualism  an d  its cogn a te  
o f  p o litical w ithdraw al fro m  collective  form s o f  ac tio n  b ec o m e  the 
tem pla te  fo r  h u m an  socia lization .7 T h e  defen se  o f  p ro p erty  values 
bec o m es o f  such  p aram o u n t p o litical in terest that, as M ike Davis 
poin ts out, the h o m e ow n er associations in  the state o f  C a lifo rn ia  
bec o m e  bastions o f  p o litical rea ction , i f  n o t  o f  fra g m en ted  n e ig h ­
b o rh o o d  fascism s.8

W e in crea sin gly live in  divided an d con flict-p ro n e u rb an  areas. In 
the past three  decades, the n eo lib e ra l tu rn  has resto red  class p ow er
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to r ic h  elites. F o u rteen  b illio n aires  h ave e m e rge d  in  M exico  since 
then , an d  in  2006 that co u n try  b oasted  the ric h est m a n  o n  earth, 
Carlos Slim , at the sam e tim e as the in co m es o f  the p o o r  h ad  e ither 
sta gn ated  o r  d im in ished. T h e  results are  in d elib ly  e tc h e d  o n  the 
spatial form s o f  o u r cities, w h ich  in crea sin gly  con sist o f  fo rtified  
fragm en ts, gated  com m u n ities  an d  privatized  p u b lic  spaces k ep t 
u n d e r  con stan t surveillan ce. In the d e ve lo p in g  w orld  in  particular, 
the city

is splitting into different separated parts, with the apparent forma­
tion of many “microstates.” Wealthy neighbourhoods provided with 
all kinds of services, such as exclusive schools, golf courses, tennis 
courts and private police patrolling the area around the clock inter­
twine with illegal settlements where water is available only at pub­
lic fountains, no sanitation system exists, electricity is pirated by a 
privileged few, the roads become mud streams whenever it rains, and 
where house-sharing is the norm. Each fragment appears to live and 
function autonomously, sticking firmly to what it has been able to 
grab in the daily fight for survival.9

U n d e r  these con d ition s, ideals o f  u rb an  identity, citizenship , an d 
b e lo n g in g — alread y th reaten ed  by the sp read in g  m alaise o f  a n e o ­
lib eral e th ic — b ec o m e  m u c h  h a rd er to sustain. P rivatized  redistri­
b u tio n  th ro u g h  crim in al activity threaten s in d ivid u a l security at ev­
ery  turn, p ro m p tin g  p o p u la r  d em an d s fo r  p o lice  suppression. E ven 
the id e a  that the city m ig h t fu n c tio n  as a collective  b o d y politic , 
a  site w ith in  an d  fro m  w h ich  pro gressive socia l m o vem en ts m ight 
em an ate, ap p ea rs  im p lau sib le. T h e re  are, how ever, u rb an  social 
m o vem en ts seek in g  to overcom e isolatio n  an d  resh ap e the city in  a 
d ifferen t im age  fro m  that p u t forw ard  by the developers, w h o  are 
b ack ed  by fin an ce, co rp o rate  capital, an d  an  in crea sin gly en trepre- 
n eu rially  m in d e d  lo ca l state apparatus.

D ISPO SSE SSIO N S

Surplus a b so rp tio n  th ro u g h  u rb a n  tra n sfo rm atio n  has a n  even 
dark er aspect. It has e n tailed  rep e a ted  bouts o f  u rb an  restructur­
in g  th ro u g h  “creative d estru ctio n ,” w h ich  n early always has a class 
dim en sio n  since it is the poor, the u n d erprivileged , an d  those m ar­
g in a lized  fro m  p o litical p o w er that su ffer first an d  fo rem o st from  
this process. V io len ce  is req u ire d  to b u ild  the new  u rb an  w orld  o n
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the w reck age  o f  the old. H aussm an n tore th ro u g h  the o ld  Parisian 
slum s, u sin g  p ow ers o f  exp ro p ria tio n  in  the n a m e o f  civic im p ro ve­
m e n t an d  ren ovation . H e d e lib era te ly  e n g in e e red  the rem oval o f  
m u c h  o f  the w o rk in g  class an d  o th er u n ru ly  e lem en ts fro m  the city 
center, w h ere  they con stitu ted  a threat to p u b lic  o rd e r an d  p olitical 
power. H e  created  an  u rb a n  fo rm  w h ere  it was b e lie v e d — in co r­
rectly, as it tu rn ed  o u t in  1 8 7 1 — that su ffic ien t levels o f  surveil­
lan ce  an d  m ilitary co n tro l co u ld  b e  attain ed  to en su re that revolu ­
tion ary m o vem ents w o u ld  easily be b ro u gh t to h ee l. N evertheless, 
as E n gels p o in te d  o u t in  1872:

In reality, the bourgeoisie has only one method of solving the hous­
ing question after its fashion —  that is to say, of solving it in such a 
way that the solution continually reproduces the question anew. This 
method is called “Haussmann.” . . . No matter how different the rea­
sons may be, the result is always the same; the scandalous alleys and 
lanes disappear to the accompaniment of lavish self-praise from the 
bourgeoisie on account of this tremendous success, but they appear 
again immediately somewhere else. . . . The same economic necessity 
which produced them in the first place, produces them in the next 
place.10

It to o k  m o re  than  a h u n d red  years to co m p lete  the em b o u rg eo ise­
m e n t o f  cen tral Paris, w ith the co n seq u en ces seen  in  rec en t years o f  
uprisings an d m a yh em  in those isolated  suburbs that trap m a rgin al­
ized  im m igrants, u n em p lo y ed  workers, an d  yo uth . T h e  sad p o in t 
h ere , o f  course, is that w h at E n gels describ ed  recurs th ro u g h o u t his­
tory. R o b ert M oses “to o k  a m eat axe to the B ro n x ,” in  his in fam ous 
w ords, b rin g in g  fo rth  lo n g  an d  lo u d  lam en ts fro m  n e ig h b o rh o o d  
g ro u ps an d  m ovem ents. In the cases o f  Paris an d  N ew  York, on ce 
the p ow er o f  state e xp ropriation s h ad  b ee n  successfully resisted an d 
co n ta in ed , a m o re  in sidious an d  ca n cero u s pro gressio n  to o k  h o ld  
th ro u g h  m u n icip al fiscal d iscipline, p ro p erty  specu lation , an d  the 
sortin g  o f  lan d  use a c co rd in g  to the rate o f  retu rn  fo r  its “h ighest 
an d  best u se.” E n gels u n d ersto o d  this seq u en ce  all too  well:

The growth of the big modern cities gives the land in certain areas, 
particularly in those areas which are centrally situated, an artificially 
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 others. This takes place above all with workers’ houses
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which are situated centrally and whose rents, even with the greatest 
overcrowding, can never, or only very slowly, increase above a cer­
tain maximum. They are pulled down and in their stead shops, ware­
houses and public buildings are erected.11

T h o u g h  this d escriptio n  was w ritten in  18 72 , it applies d irectly to 
co n tem p o ra ry  u rb an  d eve lo p m en t in  m u c h  o f  A sia — D elh i, Seoul, 
M u m b a i— as w ell as gen trifica tio n  in  N ew  York. A  p ro cess o f  dis­
p la ce m e n t an d  w hat I call “a ccu m u la tio n  by d ispossession” lie  at the 
co re  o f  u rb an izatio n  u n d e r  capitalism .12 It is the m irro r im age o f  
capita l a b sorption  th ro u g h  u rb an  red e v elo p m en t an d  is g iv in g  rise 
to n u m ero u s con flicts over the ca ptu re o f  valu able  lan d  fro m  low- 
in co m e p o p u la tio n s that m ay h ave lived there fo r  m a n y years.

C o n sid er the case o f  S eo u l in  the 1990s: co n stru ctio n  com p an ies 
an d  d evelop ers  h ired  g o o n  squads o f  sum o-w resüer types to in vade 
n e ig h b o rh o o d s  o n  the city ’s hillsides. T h e y  s led g eh am m ered  dow n 
n o t  o n ly h o u sin g  b u t also all the possessions o f  those w h o  h ad  built 
th e ir  ow n h om es in  the 1950s o n  w h at h ad  b ec o m e p rem iu m  land. 
H igh-rise towers, w h ich  show  n o  trace o f  the brutality that p erm itted  
th e ir  con stru ction , n o w  cover m o st o f  those hillsides. In M um bai, 
m ean w hile, six m illio n  p eo p le  officia lly co n sid ered  as slum  dw ell­
ers are  settled  o n  lan d  w ith o u t lega l tide; all m aps o f  the city leave 
these p laces b lank. W ith  the attem pt to tu rn  M u m ba i in to  a g lo b al 
fin an cial c en ter  to rival Shan gha i, the pro perty -d eve lopm en t b o o m  
has g a th e red  p ace, an d  the lan d  that squatters o cc u p y appears in ­
creasin gly  valu able. D haravi, o n e  o f  the m o st p ro m in en t  slum s 
in  M um bai, is estim ated to be w orth  $2 b illio n . T h e  pressure to 
clea r  i t — fo r  e n viro n m en ta l an d  social reason s that m ask the lan d  
g r a b — is m o u n tin g  daily. F in an cial pow ers b ack ed  by the state push  
fo r  fo rcib le  slum  clearan ce, in  som e cases v io len tly  tak in g  posses­
sion  o f  terrain  o cc u p ie d  fo r  a w h o le  gen eratio n . Ca pita l ac cu m u la­
tio n  th ro u g h  rea l estate activity boom s, since the lan d  is a cqu ired  
at alm ost n o  cost.

W ill the p eo p le  w h o  are d isp laced  g e t  com p en sation ? T h e  lu cky 
ones g e t  a bit. B u t w h ile  the In d ian  C o n stitu tio n  specifies that the 
state has a n  ob lig a tio n  to p ro te ct the lives an d  w ell-bein g  o f  the 
w h o le  p o p u la tio n , irrespective o f  caste o r  class, an d  to gu aran tee  
rights to h o u sin g  an d  shelter, the S u p rem e C o u rt has issued ju d g ­
m en ts that rew rite  this co n stitu tio n a l req u irem en t. S in ce slum  
dw ellers are  illegal occu p an ts  an d  m an y ca n n o t defin itively pro ve 
th e ir  lon g-term  resid en ce, they have n o  rig h t to com p en sation . To 
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co n ce d e  that right, says the In d ian  S u p rem e C ou rt, w ou ld  be tan­
tam o u n t to rew a rdin g  p ick p o ck ets  fo r  th e ir  actions. So the squat­
ters e ith e r  resist an d  fig h t o r m o ve w ith  th e ir  few  b elo n g in g s  to 
cam p  o u t o n  the sides o f  h ighw ays o r  w h erever they can fin d  a tiny 
spa ce .13 E xam p les o f  dispossession can also be fo u n d  in  the U n ited  
States, th o u g h  these ten d  to be less brutal an d  m o re  legalistic: the 
g o v ern m en t’s r ig h t o f  em in e n t d o m ain  has b ee n  ab u sed  in  o rd er 
to d isp lace established  resid en ts in  rea so n ab le  h o u sin g  in  favor 
o f  h ig h er-o rd er lan d  uses, su ch  as co n d o m in iu m s an d  b o x  stores. 
W h en  this was ch a lle n g ed  in  the U .S. Su p rem e C ou rt, the ju stices  
ru led  that it  was con stitu tion a l fo r  lo ca l ju risd ictio n s  to beh ave in 
this w ay in  o rd e r to in crease the ir p ro p erty  tax b ase.14

In C h in a  m illion s are  b e in g  dispossessed o f  the spaces they have 
lo n g  o cc u p ie d  —  three m illio n  in  B e ijin g  a lon e. S in ce  they lac k  
private-property rights, the state can sim ply rem ove  them  by fiat, 
o ffe rin g  a m in o r cash p aym en t to h e lp  them  o n  th e ir  way b efo re  
tu rn in g  the lan d  over to d evelop ers  at a large profit. In som e in ­
stances, p eo p le  m ove willingly, b u t there are  also rep orts o f  w id e­
spread  resistance, the usual resp on se to w h ich  is brutal rep ression  
by the C o m m u n ist Party. In the p r c  it is o ften  p o p u la tio n s o n  the 
ru ral m argin s w h o  are d isp laced , illu stra tin g  the s ign ifica n ce  o f  
L e fe b v re ’s a rgu m en t, p rescien tly  laid  o u t in  the 1960s, that the 
clea r  distin ction  that o n ce  existed  b etw een  the u rb a n  an d  the ru ral 
is grad u ally  fa d in g  in to  a set o f  p o ro u s spaces o f  u n ev en  g eo gra p h i­
cal deve lo p m en t, u n d e r  the h eg e m o n ic  co m m a n d  o f  capital an d  
the state. T h is  is also the case in  India, w h ere  the cen tral an d  state 
go vern m en ts  n o w  favor the estab lishm en t o f  S p ecial E c o n o m ic  
Zo n es —  ostensibly fo r  in dustrial deve lo p m en t, th o u g h  m o st o f  the 
lan d  is d esign ated  fo r  u rban izatio n . T h is  p o licy  has led  to p itch ed  
battles again st agric u ltu ral pro d u cers, the grossest o f  w h ich  was the 
massacre at N a n d igram  in  W est B en gal in  M arch  2007, orch estra ted  
by the state ’s M arxist g overn m en t. In ten t o n  o p e n in g  u p  terrain  fo r  
the Salim  G ro u p , an  In d o n esia n  co n glo m era te , the ru lin g  c p i ( m ) 
sen t arm ed  p o lice  to disperse p ro testin g  villagers; at least fo u rteen  
w ere shot d ead  an d  d ozen s w o u n d ed . P rivate-property rights in  this 
case p ro vid ed  n o  pro tection .

W h at o f  the seem in gly  pro gressive p ro p o sal to aw ard private- 
p ro p erty  rights to squatter p op u la tion s, p ro vid in g  them  w ith  assets 
that w ill p erm it them  to leave p overty b eh in d ?15 Su ch  a schem e is 
no w  b ein g  m o o te d  fo r  R io ’s favelas, fo r  exam p le. T h e  p ro b le m  is 
that the poor, b eset w ith  in co m e in security an d  freq u e n t fin an cial
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d ifficulties, can easily be p ersu ad ed  to trade in  that asset fo r  a rela ­
tively low  cash paym ent. T h e  rich  typically refu se to give u p  the ir 
v alu ed  assets at an y p rice, w h ich  is w hy M oses co u ld  take a m eat 
axe to the low -in com e B ro n x  b u t n o t  to a fflu e n t P ark  A ven ue. T h e  
lastin g e ffec t o f  M argaret T h a tc h e r ’s privatization o f  social h o u sin g  
in  B ritain  has b ee n  to create  a ren t an d  p rice  structure th ro u g h ­
o u t m e tro p o lita n  L o n d o n  that p reclu d es low er-inco m e an d  even 
m iddle-class p eo p le  fro m  access to acco m m o d a tio n  an yw here n ear 
the u rb an  center. I w ager that w ith in  fifte en  years, i f  p resen t trends 
co n tin u e , all those hillsides in  R io n o w  o cc u p ie d  by favelas w ill be 
co vered  by high-rise co n d o m in iu m s w ith  fab u lo u s views over the 
idyllic bay, w h ile  the erstw hile favela dw ellers w ill have b ee n  filtered  
o f f  in to  som e rem o te  periphery.

FO RM ULATIN G DEM ANDS

U rb an ization , w e m ay c o n clu d e , has p layed  a cru cial ro le  in  the ab ­
so rp tio n  o f  capital surpluses, at ever in crea sin g  g eo gra p h ica l scales 
b u t at the p rice  o f  b u rg e o n in g  pro cesses o f  creative d estru ctio n  
that h ave dispossessed the masses o f  an y rig h t to the city whatsoever. 
T h e  p la n e t as b u ild in g  site co llid es  w ith  the “p la n e t o f  slum s.”16 
P erio d ically  this en ds in  revolt, as in  Paris in  18 7 1  o r  the U n ited  
States after the assassination o f  M artin  L u th e r  K in g  in  1968. If, as 
seem s likely, fiscal d ifficu lties  m o u n t an d  the h ith e rto  successful 
n eo lib eral, postm o d ern ist, an d  con su m erist phase o f  capita list sur­
plus ab so rptio n  th ro u g h  u rb an izatio n  is at an  en d  an d  a b ro a d er 
crisis ensues, th e n  the q u estion  arises: w h ere  is o u r 19 68 or, even 
m o re  dram atically, o u r  versio n  o f  the C o m m u n e? A s w ith  the fi­
n a n cial system, the an sw er is b o u n d  to b e  m u c h  m o re  co m p lex  
p recisely b ecau se the u rb an  pro cess is n ow  g lo b al in  scope. Signs o f  
reb e llio n  are everyw here: the u n rest in  C h in a  an d  In d ia  is ch ron ic , 
civil wars rage in  A frica , L a tin  A m e rica  is in  ferm en t. A n y o f  these 
revolts co u ld  b ec o m e con tagious. U n lik e  the fiscal system, however, 
the u rb an  an d  p eri-urban  social m o vem en ts o f  o p p osition , o f  w h ich  
there  are  m an y a ro u n d  the w orld , are  n o t tightly co u p led ; in d eed , 
m o st h ave n o  c o n n e ctio n  to each  other. I f  they som eho w  did  com e 
together, w hat sh o u ld  they dem an d?

T h e  an sw er to the last q u estion  is sim ple e n o u g h  in  prin cip le: 
g rea te r  d em o cra tic co n tro l over the p ro d u ctio n  an d  utilization  o f  
the surplus. S in ce the u rb an  p ro cess is a m a jor ch a n n el o f  surplus
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use, estab lish in g  d em o c ra tic m a n a g e m e n t over its u rb an  d eplo y­
m e n t con stitutes the r ig h t to the city. T h ro u g h o u t  capitalist history, 
som e o f  the surplus v alue has b ee n  taxed, an d  in  socia l-dem ocratic 
phases the p ro p o rtio n  at the state ’s d isposal rose significantly. T h e  
n e o lib e ra l p ro je ct over the last thirty years has b ee n  o rien ted  to­
w ards p rivatiz in g  that co n tro l. T h e  data fo r  all o e c d  co u n tries  
show, how ever, that the s ta te ’s p o rtio n  o f  gross o u tp u t has b ee n  
ro u g h ly  con stan t since the 19 70 s.17 T h e  m a in  ac h iev em en t o f  the 
n e o lib e ra l assault, then, has b ee n  to p reven t the p u b lic  share from  
e x p a n d in g  as it d id  in  the 1960s. N eo lib eralism  has also created  
n ew  systems o f  g o vern a n ce  that in tegrate  state an d  co rp o rate  in ter­
ests, an d  th ro u g h  the ap p lica tio n  o f  m o n ey pow er, it has en su red  
that the d isb u rsem en t o f  the surplus th ro u g h  the state apparatus 
favors co rp o rate  capita l an d  the u p p e r  classes in  shap in g  the u rb an  
process. R aising the p ro p o rtio n  o f  the surplus h eld  by the state w ill 
o n ly have a positive im p act i f  the state itself is b ro u gh t b a ck  u n d e r 
d e m o cra tic con trol.

Increasingly, w e see the r ig h t to the city fa llin g  in to  the hands 
o f  private o r quasi-private interests. In N ew  Y ork  City, fo r  exam p le, 
the b illio n aire  m ayor, M ich ael B lo o m b erg , is resh a p in g  the city 
alo n g  lin es favorable  to developers, W all Street, an d  transnation al 
capitalist-class e lem en ts an d  p ro m o tin g  the city as an  o p tim a l lo ca ­
tio n  fo r  h igh-value businesses an d  a fan tastic d estin ation  fo r  tour­
ists. H e is, in  effect, tu rn in g  M an ha ttan  in to  o n e  vast gated  co m ­
m u n ity fo r  the rich. In M exico  City, C arlos Slim  h ad  the dow ntow n 
streets rec o b b le d  to suit the tourist gaze. N o t only a fflu en t in d ivid u ­
als exercise  d irect power. In the tow n o f  N ew  H aven, strap p ed  fo r 
resou rces fo r  u rb an  reinvestm ent, it is Yale, o n e  o f  the w ealth iest 
universities in  the w orld , that is red e s ig n in g  m u c h  o f  the u rb an  
fab ric to suit its needs. Jo h n s H op kin s is d o in g  the sam e fo r  east 
Baltim ore, an d  C o lu m b ia  U niversity p lans to d o  so fo r  areas o f  New  
York, spa rkin g  n e ig h b o rh o o d  resistance m o vem ents in  b o th  cases. 
T h e  r ig h t to the city, as it  is n ow  con stitu ted , is too  n arrow ly co n ­
fin ed , restricted  in  m o st cases to a sm all p o litic al an d  eco n o m ic  
elite  w h o are in  a p o sition  to shape cities m o re  an d  m o re  after the ir 
ow n desires.

E very jan u ary, the O ffice  o f  the N ew  Y ork  S tate C o m p tro lle r  p u b ­
lishes an  estim ate o f  the total W all Street bon uses fo r  the previous 
twelve m onths. In 2007, a disastrous year fo r  fin an cial m arkets by 
an y m easure, these a d d ed  u p  to $33.2 b illio n , on ly 2 p erce n t less 
than  the year befo re . In m id su m m er o f  2007, the F ed eral Reserve
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an d  the E u ro p ea n  C en tral B a n k  p o u red  billio n s o f  d o llars ’ w orth  o f  
short-term  cred it in to  the fin an cial system to en su re its stability, an d 
th erea fter  the Fed d ram atically low ered  in terest rates o r  p u m p ed  
in  vast am oun ts o f  liq u idity every tim e the D ow  th reaten ed  to fall 
p recip itously . M ean w h ile, som e two m illio n  p eo p le  h ave b e e n  o r 
are  a b o u t to be m a d e h om eless by foreclosures. M an y city n e ig h b o r­
h o o d s an d  even w h o le  p eri-urban com m u n ities in  the U n ited  States 
h ave b ee n  b o a rd ed  u p  an d  van dalized, w rec k ed  by the p red ato ry  
le n d in g  pra ctices  o f  the fin an cial in stitutions. T h is  p o p u la tio n  is 
d u e  n o  bonuses. In d eed , since fo reclo su re  m ean s d ebt forgiven ess, 
w h ich  is reg a rd e d  as in co m e in  the U n ite d  States, m an y o f  those 
evicted  face  a h efty  in co m e tax b ill fo r  m o n ey they n ev er h a d  in  
th e ir  possession. T h is  asym m etry ca n n o t be co n stru ed  as an ythin g  
less than  a massive fo rm  o f  class con fron tation . A  “fin an cial K atrin a” 
is u n fo ld in g , w h ich  co n ven ien tly  (fo r  the deve lop ers) threaten s 
to w ipe o u t low -in com e n e ig h b o rh o o d s  o n  p o ten tia lly  high-value 
lan d  in  m an y in ner-city areas far m o re  e ffectively a n d  speed ily than  
co u ld  be a chieved  th ro u g h  e m in en t dom ain .

W e have yet, however, to see a c o h e re n t o p p o sitio n  to these d e­
velo p m en ts  in  the twenty-first century. T h e re  are, o f  course, already 
a g rea t m a n y diverse socia l m o vem en ts fo cu sin g  o n  the u rb an  ques­
t io n — fro m  In d ia  an d  B razil to C h in a, Spain, A rg en tin a , an d  the 
U n ite d  States. In 2001, a city statute was in serted  in to  the B razilian 
C on stitu tion , after pressure fro m  social m o vem ents, to rec o g n ize  
the collective  r ig h t to the city.18 In the U n ite d  States, there  have 
b ee n  calls fo r  m u c h  o f  the $700 b illio n  b a ilo u t fo r  fin an cial insti­
tutions to b e  d iverted  in to  a R eco n stru ctio n  B ank, w h ich  w ou ld  
h e lp  p reven t foreclo su res  an d  fu n d  efforts at n e ig h b o rh o o d  revi­
talization  an d  in frastru ctu ral ren ew a l at the m u n ic ip al level. T h e  
u rb a n  crisis that is affe ctin g  m illion s w o u ld  th en  b e  p rio ritized  over 
the n eed s o f  b ig  investors an d  fin anciers. U n fo rtu n ately  the socia l 
m o vem ents are n o t stro n g  e n o u g h  o r su fficien tly m o bilized  to force  
th ro u g h  this so lution. N o r  have these m o vem en ts yet co n verg ed  
o n  the s in gu lar aim  o f  ga in in g  g rea te r  co n tro l over the uses o f  the 
su rp lu s— le t a lo n e  over the co n d itio n s o f  its p ro d u ctio n .

A t  this p o in t in  history, this has to be a g lo b a l struggle, p re d o m i­
n a n tly  w ith  fin an c e  capita l, fo r  that is the scale at w h ich  u rb a n ­
ization  pro cesses n o w  w ork. To be sure, the p o litic al task o f  o rga­
n izin g  such  a c o n fro n ta tio n  is d ifficu lt i f  n o t daun tin g. H owever, 
the o p p o rtu n ities  are  m u ltip le  becau se, as this b r ie f  h istory shows, 
crises rep eated ly  eru p t a ro u n d  u rb an izatio n  b o th  lo ca lly  an d  g lo b ­
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ally, an d  becau se the m etro po lis  is n o w  the p o in t o f  massive colli­
s io n —  d are we ca ll it class struggle? —  over the ac cu m u la tio n  by 
dispossession visited u p o n  the least w ell-off an d  the d eve lo p m en tal 
drive that seeks to c o lo n ize  space fo r  the affluent.

O n e  step towards u n ifyin g  these struggles is to a d o p t the r igh t 
to the city as b o th  w o rk in g  slo gan  an d  p o litical id eal, p recisely b e­
cause it focuses o n  the q u estion  o f  w h o com m a n d s the necessary 
c o n n e ctio n  betw een  u rb an izatio n  an d  surplus p ro d u ctio n  an d  use. 
T h e  d em o cra tizatio n  o f  that righ t, an d  the co n stru ctio n  o f  a b road  
social m o vem en t to e n fo rce  its will, is im perative  if  the dispossessed 
are to take b a ck  the co n tro l that they h ave fo r  so lo n g  b ee n  d en ied , 
an d  i f  they are  to in stitute new  m o d es o f  u rban izatio n . L efebvre  was 
r ig h t to insist that the revo lu tio n  has to be urban , in  the b ro ad est 
sense o f  that term , o r n o th in g  at all.
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