City

and Ecology:

Notes towards an urban ecological politics

Our understanding of urban ecol-
ogy continues to be informed by the nature
ideologies of Social Darwinism, romanticism
and scientism which are currently mobilized
by political actors for concrete social projects:
neo-fascism, eco-capitalism and different
variants of environmentalism.! Accordingly it
is not at all self-evident that the city should
provide the site for ecological politics.2 Under
the impression of romantic ideologies, eco-
logical problems are often linked to the ills of
urbanization per se while Malthusian voices of
the environmentalist movement interpret
ecological problems and urban decay to in-
cvitable evolutionary laws. In turn, solutions
to the crisis of ecological sustainability tend to
be looked for in a non-urban context, be it in
the form of ‘individual’ suburban survival
strategies, utopias of rural decentralization or
the replacement of modern urban civilization
by “organic” modes of rural living. Only in
neo-capitalist strategies of ‘ccological’ plan-
ning does the city take centre stage in ecolog-
ically-oriented strategies of change.

These nature ideologies do not
help us understand urban ecology as a process
imbued with power relations. From the point
of view of romantic thought, the city is im-
portant politically only in negative terms: as
the anti-thesis of a co-operative and harmonic
natural order serving (quite undialectically) as
a dystopian mirror of an alternadve future.?
In Social Darwinist terms, the modern city
with all its market-induced instabilities and
distuptions is no more than a reflection of the
realm of “nature”, which is guided by the in-
exorable principles of comperition and selec-
tion.* Finally, eco-system planners do situate
themselves in the city. yer they do so by as-
suming that the science of ccology can pro-
vide the tools to adjust urban systems to eco-
systemic imperatives irrespective of the social
dimensions of the urban process.’

Recognizing and criticizing intel-
lectual current which inform contemporary
ccological polirics is not enough, of course. |
suggest that Romantic, Social-Darwinist and
scientist propositions can be countered with a
marterialist approach to urban eco-polirics.
My claim in this paper is that such an alrer-
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native approach can be formulated through a
critical engagement with Marxist and post-
Marxist discourses which are sensitive to the
ecological, spatial and symbolic dimensions
of capitalist social formations. Accepring that
“urban ecology [...] is not the transferal of bi-
ological imagination onto urban societies, but
[...] the sum of our social practices in cities re-
lated to our natural environment,” T will
offer five cuts on urban ecology which can be
read as attempts to tentatively and all too
briefly delineate the parameters of analysis
and acton that a self-consciously urban eco-
logical politics of transformation mighr take

into account.
1. Situating the city

A puid Harvey has pointed
out, “there is in the final analysis nothing “un-

natural” about New York City.”
not something “out there” to bring back into

Nature” is

the city or for people return to. Rather, the
concept of urban ecology expresses the dialec-
tical unity of “nature” and society. Through
the modern, predominantly urban complexes
of production, distribution and reproduction,
the urban iwelf is implicated in the produc-
tion and transformarion of ecology. Cities do
depend on non-human ecological processes,
which escape the full knowledge and control
of humans; yet they are also a part of these
processes, for capital and labour flows are
themselves integrated in the highly differend-
ated socio-ecological structures of modern
cities. Urban ecologies represent spatially spe-
cific “natural/social articulations”.®

Urban ecologies are spatializations
of human and non-human processes in two
major ways. On the one hand, cities share a
common “natural” — ecological, social and
economic — history with their regional, na-
tional and international hinterlands. As
Cronon? has shown in his study on Chicago
and the Midwest, the city and the “frontder”
are not polar opposites, but are connecred
through energy flows and commodity trans-
actons which stimulate agricultural produc-
tion and sustain the “second nature” of the
urban built environment. On the other hand,
urban modes of life have become the norm

for people in advanced capitalist regions to
the extent where the distinction between city
and countryside has become exceedingly
problemaric. In an ever-expanding and deep-
ening world economy, socio-ecological life,
even in ostensibly rural areas, is being urban-
ized as metropolitan areas continue sprawling
and as agriculture is being fully industrialized
and commodified. In the urban ecologies of
North America, Europe and Japan, “first na-
ture” or “nature” in the romantic sense of the
word can no longer seen separate from the
spatial reproduction processes of capiral.!?

Ironically, ideas and images of the
“the country and the city” condnue to inter-
pret people’s lived experience even in these
highly urbanized times.!! In cities, “nature” is
not only produced and appropriated materi-
ally (here: physically) but also represented and
constructed symbolically.’2 Partly stabilized
through institutions of civil society (educa-
tion, the media) and cultural practices such as
advertisement, visual arts, landscaping and
tourism,'3 many current nature ideologies
have specifically urban origins. Modern arca-
dian and romantic imageries of “nature”, for
example, are specifically urban reactions to
the threats and dangers of the industrial city.
Although positing a retreat from the conflict-
ridden, sinful and all too Promethean profan-
ities of urban life into the idyllic, virtuous and
divine realm of “nature,” the realization of
modern pastoral ideals has been fully depen-
dent on urban expansion, notably on the mo-
bilization of industrial wealth for the con-
struction of arcadian utopias in the suburban-
ization process.'4

If urban ccology expresses a nexus
of “nature, culture and society,” there is no
reason why critical ecologists should shy away
from the project of developing #rban ecologi-
cal visions.!5 Pragmatically, such visions could
be based on the recognition that dense forms
of urban living arc in principle less energy-ex-
tensive than nerworks of dispersed ‘rural’ com-
munities.!® Politically, a transformative eco-
logical politics would not dis-engage from the
experience of industrializadon and urbaniza-
tion, it must build on them while striving to
counter the destructive effects of caprralist ur-
banization. Such a perspective would counter



not only and-urban nostalgia bur also bour-
geois “ideologies of the city” which have in-
fluenced current eco-managerial approaches
to urban planning and may serve the purpose
of providing urban growth coalitions with a

sense of purpose and legitimacy.1?

2. Urban ecology and the
societal relations with nature

Ay form of political mobiliza-
tion is socially and spatially situared. The
“middle-class” basis of a large part of what is
commonly understood as environmental pol-
itics in metropolitan countries is a well-
known fact. Although “middle class” is an in-
creasingly problematic category describing
many different and contradictory class posi-
tions (including the precarious position of ed-
ucated bur underemployed young adults who
have played important roles in new social
movements), both fundamentalist and main-
strcam environmental movements tend to
draw disproportionately on professional mid-
dle class strata for membership and electoral
support.!8 Given the social situatedness of en
vironmentalism, constructing universal im-
ages of natwure devoid of human practice to
defend ecological stability and preserve
wilderness is highly problematic.1?

In reality, the human experience of
“nature” is itself socially specific and finds
multiple expressions in what Jahn calls soci
etal relationships with nature. Societal rela-
tionships with nature encompass specific

physical, social, symbolic and epistemological

dimensions and include basic forms of

human survival such as work health, nutri-
tion, biological reproduction and inter-gener-
ational relations.20 Sacietal relationships with
nature are thus mediated through the power
relationships of class, gender, sexual orienta-

tion, racism and imperialism which have reg

ulated human bodies in modern social forma-
tions and mould the forms in which we relate
to non-human life-forms.2! By extension,

urban ecologies are sites where these societal

relationships with nature assume historically
and geographically concrete forms. 22

In cities, “nature” is thus represented
and appropriated unevenly and unequally. The
configuration of suburbia in industrial Britain
and North America, for example, was not only
intended to symbolically reconcile man (sic
with pastoral narure by means of the very envi-
ronmentally destructive processes of capital ac-
cumulation which had made the suburban
uropia possible in the first place. Sub-urbaniza-
tion was also predicated on the exploitation of
colonial peoples and ecologies, the cementa-
don of patriarchy in its nuclear bourgeois form
of the single-family home and the gherroiza-
tion of the working class in the dismal quarters
and workplaces of the industrial city. To put it
differently, suburbanization can be understood
as a partcular socio-ccological constellation
which includes processes of class formation,
gendered and imperialist division of labour,
forms of spatial segregation along lines of
“race.” ethnicity and class, and symbolic as well
as physical forms of instrumentalizing non-
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ploitadon and the appro-
priation of human and
non-human “nature,” every
ecological project represents
a social and economic pro-
ject as well, while “every so-
cial (including literary and
artstic) project [is] a pro-
ject about nature, environ-
ment and eco .\‘\’.\I('H\."-?;
Urged by workers and envi-
ronmental justice activists
who face ecological prob-
lems such as toxic emissions
and dump sites in their seg-
regated spaces,?® environ-
mentalists cannot continue
to pretend to defend the in-

tegrity of external or uni-

versal nature but must broaden the concepr of
ecological politics to include such questions
as heterosexism, environmental racism,
women's reproductive rights, and workers
health and safety. In connecting these distinct
but related struggles, urban ecological politics
would encompass an articulatory politics of

identity, difference and counter-hegemony.26

3. Urban ecology and the
structure of the capitalist city

ln the urbanization process, the
degradation of human and non-human ccolo-
gies is socially produced. Since societal rela-
tonships with narure are mediated through
urban ecologies — spatial constellations of
human and non-human histories — urban
ecological crises can be understood as crises of
the societal relationships with nature, not as
the products of urban and human infringe-
ments on “naturally” self-regulating eco-sys-
tems cxternal to human practice. In cites,
“the individual spheres of society and narure
are not in a critcal state, bur society’s rela-

ey

tionships with nature are.”?7 In the following
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three sections, 1 would like to clarify this
statement by foregrounding the capiralist di-
mensions of the societal relations with nature
and demonstrate that urban ecologies are en-
meshed with the production of space in capi-
walist social formations.

The reproduction of capital de-
pends on the successful mobilization of “con-
ditions of production” — the pseudo-commodi-
ties of labour-power, non-human ecology, and
the “communal, general conditions of social

production” which include collective infra-

structures like transportarion and communica-

tions systems. Labour-power, non-human
ecology and the communal conditions of pro-
duction are treated by capital as if they were
commodiries: they are objectified in the labour
process and sucked into the monetized process
of commodity exchange. In these processes the
concrete and interdependent qualities of land,
community and labour-power are no longer
‘visible’ other than on capital’s terms: as uni-
versally exchangeable goods or isolated objects
of production. Yet the conditions of produc-
ton can never be fully subsumed under the
contro] of capital. While permeated by the log-
ics of capital, they are nort produced and owned

like regular industrial commuodities and cannot
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be manipulated by purely technical means.
Capiralist social formations are thus riddled
with uncertainties also because capital is blind
to its ecological and extra-capitalist bases.?8
The mobilization of the conditions
of production is an inherentdy spatial process
which extends to imperialist divisions of
labour and the production of urban space.
Although capiralist rclations of production
originated in the post-feudal countryside,
capitalist industrialization has been a primar-
ily urban phenomenon. Historically, the pro-
gression of capitalism came thus to depend on
the constitution and
periodic reorganiza-
ton of the “structured
coherence” of urban
space,2? that is to say
a reladvely stable con-
figuration of labour
markets, consump-
ton norms, INter-cor-
porate relations, built
environments and
technological systems
of energy and matter
transformation.
Urban regions can be

particular
30

seen as
“spadal fixes”30 where
labour-power is repro-
duced in working-class
milieus, water and en-
ergy flows are ap-
propriated and trans-
formed, and tech-
nological dynamism is
propelled by collective
infrastructures, rela-
donships of proximity
and non-market trans-
acuons.
As a central moment in the organi-
zation of the ecological foundations of capital,
the relative spadal fixity of cities also embod-
ies social and ecological costs produced by
capitalist modernization.3! Many aspects of
current ecological degradation, for example,
can be traced back to the postwar city and the
Fordist regime of accumulation characterized
by mass production, mass consumption and

an all-pervasive, cross-sectoral technological

complex feeding on neo-colonialism, cheap

fossil fuels and the petrochemical industrial
complex.32 In postwar metropolitan regions,
Fordist production and consumption took a

particular geographic form dominated by

functionally and spaually dis-aggregated sub-
urban neighbourhoods, single-storey indus-
trial plants, office parks and automobilized
transportation systems. Symbolizing a new
stage in the subsumption of human and non-
human creativity under the logic of capital 33
this energy-intensive and spadally extensive
mode of accumulation crystallized in urban
form and has led to massive ecological costs
which cannot be multplied indefinitely or ex-
tended to a planetary scale.

It indeed ecological degradation is

produced socially and deeply enshrined in

urban space, then oppositional, transforma-

tive urban ecological politics could adopt a

use-value perspective of the city and

for example, protecting the built environment
from the pressures of real-estate speculation,
integrating agricultural and industrial pro-
duction systems in a new food regime, revers-
ing the functional separation of living, work-
ing and recreation, and building non-hierar-
chical social relationships in households,

Such an alterna-

workplaces and communities
tive urban ecological project cannot help but
confront the urban capitalist aspects of the so-
cietal relationships with nature which are

geared towards maximizing exchange values.




In the long term, trans-formative strategies of
ecological politics can only be successtul if
they exploit the dependence of capital on the
production of urban space by resisting the ex-
pansion of commodified spaces and prevent

ing capitalist social relations from stabilizing

in urban space.

4. Politics, hegemony and
the regulation of urban ecologies

H(m can we find a way out of this

structural narrative back to considerations of

political action? As already indicated, capital-

ist development pre-supposes the mobiliza
tion of the conditions of production and
therefore the production of space. Since capi-

tal does not have the means to ensure its own

reproduction and is furthermore built upon

relationships of exploitation in the spheres of

production and reproduction, the rule of cap-
ital is never complete and in its partiality re-
mains contingent upon political organization.
Politics is thus a formative element in “the
basic regulation [stabilization and routiniza-
tion, S.K.] and symbolic constitution of soci-
etal relationship with nature™.34 Given the so

cial, ecological and sparial limits to capiral, an

analysis of urban ccology necessitates a dis-
cussion of local politics.

Neo-Gramscian theorericians of
capitalism have highlighted the role of agency
and the politics of hegemony in the constitu-
tion of historical capitalism. These analysts
have pointed our that the laws of capital are
not underlying constraints which operate be-
hind people’s backs and are hidden beneath
popular consciousness.?> Instead they be
come generalized, if at all, through collective
practices which are congealed products of so-
cial conflict and condensations of the balance
of power among
organized  political
forces.36 Ulumately,
laws of development
are no more than his-
torical configurations
of social relations tied
together by what
Gramsci called hege-
mony: (1) constella-
tions of dominant
and subaltern polit-
cal forces which are
bound together by al-
liances, ideological
formations and the
institutions of state
and civil society; (2)
the cultural practices
of everyday life which
constitute  people’s
political subjectivities
and routinize conflict
to temporarily immu-
nize social relations
from direct political
challenges in a space
of normality. By ex-
tension, one can sug-
gest that the (structural) societal relationships
with nature are “bound together with a rela-
tionship of hegemony and compromise.”3”

Similarly, the materialization of
capital in urban space is negotiated through a

complex constellation of political conflicr and

comprisc among urban politcal forces which

construct the particular ways in which urban
space is organized, controlled and commodi-
fied. The mobilization of the conditions of
production and the constitution of the struc-
tured coherence in the Fordist city, for exam-
ple, was facilitated by the practices of urban
growth coalitions (developers, real estate

agents, boards of trade, state agencies, politi-

cians, local newspapers etc.). In locally spe-
cific forms, these growth coalitions unified
the interests of urban elites, tied certain sub-
altern groups (construction unions, for exam-
ple) to a vision of unlimited growth, and sus-
rained what appeared to be a “natural” (in-

evitable and apolitical) process of urban ex-

pansion.38 Thereby, these growth coalitions
politically and symbolically unified the mate-
rial flows and infrastructures of the Fordist
city and temporarily cemented the structured

coherence of the postwar city. The latter

would disintegrate under the combined pres-

sures of spatial restructuring and movement
mobilizations which rendered visible the his-
torical contingency of postwar (dys)-urban-
ization and dis-engaged political subjectivities
from the constraints of normal everyday life.

For urban ecological politics, two
conclusions follow from these observatons.
First, strategies aimed at the construction of
an alternative urban ecological future are
inevitably bound up with issues of protracted
cultural change. Given the multiple dimen-
sions of the societal reladons with nature, the
task here would be to combine the variegated
strands of the cultural politics of narure with

the search for collective political subjectivities



which are not fully caprured by the econo-
mistic culture of the capitalist ciry. Second,
urban ecological activists should continue to
be active players on the more “traditional”
terrain of the state and civil society to engage
the dominant actors which clustered in and
around the local state have removed the regu-
lation of sociertal relationships from democra-
tic control. Such a two-pronged urban eco-
logical politics could play a role in tilting the
balance of political forces in a reformist direc-
ton or, conversely, disrupting the ties among
dominant and reformist subaltern groups to
construct a broader counter-hegemonic bloc
in support of socio-ecological change. This is
no easy task. The struggles of social move-
ments in Western Europe have demonstrated
the difficuldes of simultaneously nurturing a
culture of resistance in alternative institutions
and articulating counter-cultural milieus with
state-centred strategies of radical reform.

5. It all comes together in
global cities: transnationalization,
urban ecology and local politics

Since the 1970s the spatial con-
figurations and social forms of capiralist de-
velopment have been progressively reorga-
nized. The multi-national and neo-colonial
divisions of labour, which had embedded the
national Fordist economies of the postwar pe-
riod, are being superseded by transnational
constellations of production, finance and
class structure.3? The formation of a network
of global citics such as New York, Tokyo,
London, Los Angeles and "Toronto has thrived
on the selective integration of naton-states
into a transnational capitalist regime. As
headquarter cities, nodes of financial transac-
tons, milieus of a transnational managerial
and professional class, and destination points
of new immigration movements, global cities
are integral to the organization of wansna-
tional capital, financial and labour flows and
the production of a “global post-modern”
consumer culture.40

Just as ecological considerations
have become central to the modernization of
contemporary capitalism,?! the problematic
of urban ecology has become a crucial aspect
of urban transnationalization.32 Through
their ties to transnationally dispersed hinter-
lands, global cities connect urban with global
ecologies by binding together capitalist soci-
etal relationships with nature which operate
at local and global scales. First, the financial
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institutions, producer scrvice networks and
telecommunications infrastructures agglom-
erated in global cities manage the financial
conditions under which non-human ecolo-
gies and human bodies are transformed into
manageable resources on a transnational scale.
The current global financial regime of high
interest rates, short-term investment horizons
and debt enforcement has led to accelerared
rates of exploitation of minerals, forests and
agricultural lands in those (mostly Southern)
countries which are forced by structural ad-
justment regimes to generate foreign ex-
change and maximize export production.’3
As spatial bases of transnational financial
flows, global cities are central moments in the
subjugation of human and non-human cre-
ativity to the imperatives of global finance.

Second, in global cities urban
trans-nationalization means a new round of
local-regional ecological degradation. While
global cities embody global societal relation-
ships with nature in the medium of money,
the formation of global cities presupposes the
production of space and the reorganization of
urban ecologies on a regional scale. Global
cides operate in office complexes, bulky
telecommunication systems, vast data banks,
international airports, railway stations for
high-speed trains, gentrified residential dis-
tricts and spectacular places of cultural con-
sumption. The requirements of global cities
thus imply processes of spatial expansion
which tend to increase pollution levels and
exert mounting pressures on water and energy
sources. In the case of Zurich, Switzerland,
for example, global-city formation has been
related to the construction of a multi-nodal
urban region of spatially dis-aggregated sub-
urban residential areas and ex-urban business
districts which are connected through muld-
directional commuting flows and growing
car-traffic volumes.

Third, while global cities depend
on the mobilization of non-human ccologies
to sustain the intensification of land use and
the absorption of increased pollution levels,
these processes of ccological degradation in
global cities are refracted through relationships
of power and exclusion which Friedmann and
Wolff# have tried to grasp with the terms
“citadel” and “ghertto.” The operation of global
cities cannot rely on the aforementioned
spaces of power alone, it also depends on
armies of low-paid workers who are employed
in those precarious and gender-segmented sec-
tors (ranging from data-processing to personal

services) which maintain the citadels of con-
trol and upscale living. 4> While high-income
professionals and executives have access to
“nature” as an amenity and symbol of power
in exclusive, lush and green neighbourhoods,
these workers are disproportionately exposed
10 smog, toxic emissions, and water shortages
in populous or immigrant neighbourhoods
which are often segregated along ethnic and
“racial” lines. The degradation and re-consti-
tution of urban ecology in global cities is me-
diated by processes of spatial polarization and
fragmentation.

The Los Angeles rebellion in 1992
has indicated that the transformation of
urban ecologies and the production of urban
space in global cities is permeated with poli-
tics. [ndeed, one might suggest that the urban
is the central mediating instance which uni-
fies urban ecologies with transnational capi-
talism.46 Transnational processes are trans-
mitted, modified or challenged depending on
the particular balance of power among lo-
cally-connected political forces who negotiate
the control of urban space and struggle for
cultural hegemony. The parricular forms in
which urban ecologies are transformed is in-
fluenced by organization of growth coalitions
in state and civil society and by the intersec-
tion of urban development with the politcs
of identity and everyday life. Looking at the
very different examples of Zurich4” and Los
Angeles, 48 it seems that socio-ecological
change and political conflict have fractured
the hegemonic cohesion of global cities, mak-
ing it more difficult to sustain the structured
coherence of urban space in hegemonic (non-
coercive) ways.

In global cities, no purely local eco-
logical politics is possible, for urban ecologi-
cal strategies are part and parcel of the strug-
gle for the modalities of world-market inte-
gration. Urban ecological politics could thus
engage in two-pronged strategies of transna-
tionalization itself. First, given the segmenta-
tion of global city populations along lines of
class, gender, ethnicity and “race,” the con-
struction of an alternative urban ecological fu-
ture depends on the possibility of transnation-
alizing counter-hegemonic politics locally. A
politics of articulation (most notably consider-
ations of anti-racism and environmental jus-
tice) is absolutely central to bridge and partly
transform the real differences among subordi-
nate groups and engage them in solidarity ac-
tons against the strategies of capital and the

“anti-cosmopolitanism” of neo-fascism.4?



Second, the cross-cultural linkages of immi-
grant communities also provide an opportu-
nity to build transnational alliances with
movements in areas of the world whose socio-
ecological characteristics are already connected
to the control points of the global economy.

Conclusion

W ban ecologies dialectically
unify human and non-human processes and
spatially mediate the (physical, social and
symbolic) societal relationships with nature.
In structural terms, the production of urban
space in the modern city is one of the main
means through which capitalist social rela-
tions instrumentalize the ecological condi-
tions of production and externalize costs on
human and non-human communities.
Politically, the mobilization of urban ecolo-
gies for the purpose of capital accumulation is
problematic and thus mediated by the politics
of hegemony: the processes of contestation
and compromise in state, civil society and
everyday life which regulate societal relation-
ships with nature and stabilize or disrupt the
structured coherence of urban regions. The
case of global cities has indicated that ar this
point in the history of capitalism, local polit-
ical-ecological strategies are connecting points
at which urban ecologies become intertwined
with global cco-systems and transnational
capitalism.

If local politics fuse urban ecologies
with extra-local scales of ecological reproduc-
tion and human interaction, then cities consti-
tute strategic sites for oppositional ecological
activism as well. Such activism should accom-
modate an articulatory polidcs of identity and
difference not just because socieral relation-
ships with nature are multi-dimensional but
also because recent socio-spatial transforma-
tions continue to fragment the life experiences
of city dwellers. If one were to foreground con-
siderations of capitalist urban development in
a discussion of urban ecology and hegemonic
politics, as this paper has tried to, the main
challenge lies in combining the cultural politics
of everyday life with a critique of capiralist
modernization on the one hand and the state-
centred strategies of socio-ecological reform on
the other. In this light, an alternative urban
ecological vision would include use-value
forms of production and urban living, democ-
ratically coordinated human reladonships with
nature and webs of solidarity spanning across
cultures and continents.
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