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Understanding the Political and Economic
Context of Urban Development

During the late sixties, economists, socio-
logists, urban planners, and other students of

urban phenomena increasingly investigated alter-
native theoretical perspectives from which these
phenomena could be examined. This activity was
motivated partly by events such as the urban re-
bellions that signaled that all was not well in

the cities of the United States, and partly by
dissatisfaction with traditional or "orthodox"
approaches to urban phenomena. The dissatisfac-
tion with traditional views stemmed from disa-
greement with the assumptions on which tradi-
tional approaches were based and from the ina-
bility to adequately explain the urban situation
of the sixties.

Many of the investigations that emerged
during this period were based on Marxist analy-
sis. Two topics receiving particular attention
were the political economy of urban development
and the theory of the state. The state as used
here refers to the political organization con-
stituting the basis of civil government and so-
cial life.

This paper brings together the literature
on the political economy of urban development
and the theory of the state that emerged during
and after the late sixties. This is done in an
effort to determine what these theories can con-
tribute to our understanding of the general con-
text within which planning takes place. Putting
both the analysis of urban development and the
analysis of the state in the context of the
larger political and economic structure of soci-
ety can provide important insights into urban
life by allowing various dimensions and interre-
lations to be examined.

The discussion in this paper is motivated
by the belief that planners, whether employed by
the state or by community organizations, who
wish to further economic and social justice need
to develop a sound awareness of the context in
which planning takes place. This involves un-
derstanding the ways in which planning fits

THE LITERATURE POINTS OUT CONTRADICTIONS
AND LIMITS THAT ARE INHERENT IN

URBAN DEVELOPMENT IN CAPITALIST SOCIETIES

within the larger structure of the state appara-
tus, as well as the role and functions of the
state within the larger socio-economic frame-
work. Adopting this broader perspective can en-
able planners to be more effective by providing
them with a better understanding of the forces

at work in the environment in which their skills
are applied.

The following two sections review the lit-
erature on urban political economy and the

state, respectively. These reviews are not in-

tended to be exhaustive; instead, they are in-
tended to present some of the major topics and
issues addressed in the literature. The final
section attempts to draw the two bodies of lit-
erature together and suggests ways in which they
can be useful to practicing planners.

Political Economy of Urban Development

The literature on the political economy of

urban development examines two major themes.
The first involves the relationship of urban de-
velopment to the production of goods and ser-
vices and the relations between workers and own-
ers of capital in capitalist societies.

The second theme involves the process
through which the built environment is shaped to

meet the requirements of capitalist production
and social relations. Although these themes
tend to be separated in the literature, when
combined they point to important factors that

should be considered in attempting to understand
urban growth.

The work of Lojkine (1976), Dear and Scott

(1981), and Scott (1979) addresses these points.

According to Lojkine, the reproduction of ad-

vanced capitalist societies requires collective
means of consumption and the spatial concentra-
tion of the means of production and reproduc-
tion.

Collective means of consumption refers to

the "totality of material supports of the activ-
ities devoted to the reproduction, i.e. mainten-
ance and regeneration, of social labor power,"

and includes medical, sports, educational, cul-

tural, and public transport facilities. The
spatial concentration of the means of production
is brought about by the need for cooperation,
both within production units and between produc-
tion units within the larger system of produc-
tion. Thus, spatial concentration and urban de-
velopment are closely related to the dynamics of

production in capitalist societies.

Carla Robinson is a PhD candidate in the
Department of City and Regional Planning at the
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.

32 Carolina planning



Dear and Scott hold that "the economic im-

peratives of commodity production and exchange,"

i.e. profit maximization, give rise to cities.
Producers initially cluster near raw materials
or at transport nodes in order to minimize
costs. The concentration of producers is match-
ed by the concentration of workers in residen-
tial districts, and this market attracts produc-
ers of consumer goods and services.

This growth dynamic, which continues until
diminishing returns set in, has two major conse-
quences. First, a hierarchy of centers of dif-
ferent functions and sizes emerges. Second,

within each city a spatial system composed of

interdependent areas emerges. The system in-

cludes: production space, where production and

expansion of capital occurs; reproduction space,
where labor is regenerated; and circulation
space, which ties production and reproduction
spaces together.

These spaces combine to form "an intricate
land-use pattern expressing the main character
of capitalist society." Elsewhere Scott states
that it is these land-contingent interrelations,
along with the intervention of the urban plan-
ning system, that form what he terms "the urban
land nexus," which is the "finally unifying idea
of the city."

The second approach taken in examining the

relationship between urban development and pro-
duction addresses the influence of urban devel-
opment on the built environment. According to

Harvey (1981), "the urban process implies the
creation of a physical infrastructure for pro-
duction, circulation, exchange, and consump-

THE IMMOBILE NATURE OF PUBLIC INFRASTRUCTURE
MEANS THAT MODIFICATIONS TEND TO

INVOLVE LONG TIME PERIODS OR DEVALUATION

tion." Advanced forms of capitalist production
involve the separation of places of work and
places of residence, increasing division of la-
bor between production units, and overall econo-
mies of scale obtained through the concentration
of activities in urban centers.

Harvey's analysis includes an examination
of the ways in which capital flows into the con-
struction of the built environment. Individual
capitalists tend to under-invest in the built
environment, or the "secondary circuit," rela-
tive to both their individual needs and the col-
lective needs of capital. At the same time,
they tend to over-invest in the production pro-
cess, or the "primary circuit."

Investment in the built environment tends
to be accomplished by switching capital from the

primary circuit to the secondary circuit. This
switching is usually done by financial and state
institutions with the power to create "fictional
capital," i.e. credit. Thus, "the flow of in-

vestment into the built environment depends upon
the surpluses of capital and labor and upon
mechanisms for pooling the former and putting it

to use."

The literature on urban political economy
also points out contradictions and limits that
are inherent in urban development in capitalist
societies. An orderly process of urban develop-
ment in capitalist societies is limited by the
need to finance infrastructure and other col-
lectively used elements of the built environ-
ment. Many of these elements are highly capital
intensive, highly indivisible, or are not viewed
as being profitable within the decision-making
calculus of individual producers (i.e. roads,
sewers, etc.). But the urban development process
is very dependent on these elements for its con-
tinued functioning. In many cases, the state
intervenes and provides these services.

Harvey points out that this investment is

undertaken to create an environment that is ef-
ficient and rational in terms of the require-
ments of capitalist production at a particular
point in time. But the drive for increased cap-
ital accumulation can cause investment that was
once supportive of accumulation to become a bar-
rier to further accumulation, as changes in
technology place new demands on the built envi-
ronment. The immobile nature of public infra-
structure means that modifications tend to
involve long time periods or devaluation.

The limits inherent in urban development in
capitalist societies create a need for collec-
tive intervention to allow overall production,
and thus the development process continues.
Lojkine and Scott offer perspectives on ways in
which the state intervenes in the urban develop-
ment process.
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The State

In recent years the form and functions of
the capitalist state have been addressed by a
number of theorists. These theorists use the
capitalist social and economic structure as a
point of departure in analyzing the state. They
have tended to focus on only certain aspects of
the state, and few have attempted to develop an
actual theory of the state.

instrument of capital. Resistance from the work-
ing class prevents the state from serving only
this purpose. To the extent that the state can

be made to serve the interests of capital, in-

tervention will be restricted to activities that

are consistent with capitalist social relations.
But the working class is seldom totally neutral-
ized, so the form and functions of the state in-

fluence political class struggle by shaping the

issues around which struggle takes place.

One of the major issues that is addressed
in this literature involves the control of the
state. Two major approaches have been put for-
ward. The instrumentalist approach suggests
that the state is the instrument of the ruling
class, or capital. Capital, because of its eco-

DECENTRALIZED STATE STRUCTURES TEND TO MAKE
LOCAL GOVERNMENTS VULNERABLE TO DEMANDS OF

LOCAL CAPITALISTS FOR SUBSIDIES

nomic power, is able to manipulate the state in
order to promote its class interests. The
structuralist approach contends that the struc-
ture of capitalist societies determines the form
and functions of the state. The result is that
state activity tends to favor capital rather
than labor. This result occurs without capital
having to manipulate the state directly.

Several weaknesses in these approaches have
been pointed out (Gold et al. , 1975; Esping-
Andersen et al. , 1976). By concentrating on the
control of the state by capital and on the links
between capital and the state, the instrumental-
ist approach tends to neglect the structural
limits within which control must be exercised.

Esping-Anderson et al (1976) reject the
view that the state functions exclusively as the

Friedland et al. (1978) provide an examina-
tion of the manner in which the internal struc-
ture of the local state acts to ease the contra-
dictions between the state functions of support-
ing economic growth and promoting political in-
tegration. The mediation of these contradic-
tions depends on the degree of decentralization
or centralization of government functions among
different levels, and the degree of segregation
of economic and political functions within urban
governments.

Decentralized state structures in areas
such as financing, policy making, and implemen-
tation tend to make local governments vulnerable
to demands of local capitalists for subsidies
and resistant to popular demands for expanded
services.

Centralized state structures allow govern-
ments to be less constrained by the requirements
of capital accumulation because decisions di-
rectly related to accumulation are made at high-
er levels of government. Political integration
must be obtained in ways that are not disruptive
of the accumulation process. This is usually
done by attempting to segregate functions ad-

dressing economic growth from those addressing
political integration and participation.

The agencies addressing political integra-
tion functions tend to have limited power and
are highly politicized, while the agencies ad-

THIS LITERATURE PROVIDES INSIGHTS INTO

STATE INTERVENTION IN URBAN DEVELOPMENT

dressing economic growth are often kept out of

the political arena. Separations like this are

illustrative of the ways in which the structure
of local government acts to mediate the rela-
tions between classes and converts class antag-
onism into conflicting demands placed on the

state.

Scott places his analysis of the state
within his discussion of the urban land nexus.

He states: "Urban planning constitutes a deci-
sion-making calculus that seeks to mitigate the

deleterious social effects and failures contin-
gent upon the behavioral peculiarities of firms

and households in urban space, and to steer ur-

ban society forward into collectively rational
choices consistent with capitalist social and
property relations."
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Urban planning constitutes an effort to

provide order to the otherwise anarchic process
of urban land use determination. Interventions
such as urban renewal and zoning can be inter-
preted in these terms. But state intervention
and urban planning are constrained in their
scope of operation because they cannot alter the
underlying social relations within capitalist
societies. This limitation causes them to be-
come "an integral element of the urban problem
at large."

Many are familiar with the most powerful
organizations and individuals in their locales,
but they often do not understand the economic
interests that give rise to the political posi-
tions adopted by these organizations and indiv-
iduals. By realizing the general needs of own-
ers of capital, workers, and the state, planners
can be in a better position to anticipate and
respond to particular development trends and
conflicts in their locales.

Urban Political Economy and the State

The neo-Marxist literature examines urban
development by placing it within the broader
context of capitalist production. The way in
which production is organized leads to specific
economic and social relations that influence the
shape of the built environment and the pace of
urban development.

The organization of production also gener-
ates conflicting and contradictory requirements
for different uses and users of land. Some the-
orists, such as Lojkine, view urban development
as the shaping of the space in which capitalist
production takes place. Others, such as Scott,
view urban development as more than just the
spatial dimension of production and describe it

as a dynamic process, resulting from spatial in-
terrelations among the users of urban land.
State intervention is required to create and
maintain conditions that are supportive of prof-
itable capital accumulation.

Although the literature discussed above is
useful in terms of providing a general framework
for analyzing urban development and state activ-
ity, it does not develop this framework to the
extent required for an understanding of urban
development and state intervention on the local
level. Lojkine and Scott come closest to devel-
oping this kind of framework, but even their
work is limited in this respect. Important
areas that need to be addressed include the ways
in which different classes influence urban de-
velopment, distinctions between different levels
of state activity, and a more specific discus-
sion of urban planning as a form of state inter-
vention.

Despite these weaknesses, however, the
views presented in the literature can be useful
to practicing planners. Probably the most im-
portant contribution of this literature is the
insight that it provides into the forces under-
lying state intervention in urban development.
Many planners would probably agree that planning
takes place in a highly politicized environment,
but few have more than an elementary understand-
ing of that environment.

This literature is sometimes criticized for

not providing more specific guidance for plan-
ning practice. While this criticism is war-
ranted to a certain extent, it does not consti-
tute sufficient grounds for the total rejection
of this literature by planners. Adopting a

broader perspective can potentially improve the
effectiveness of planners by enabling them to

prepare plans that correspond more closely to

the economic and social circumstances of the
areas for which their plans are intended. The
literature reviewed here provides a point of de-
parture for the development of this type of per-
spective.
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