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Although there is a growing body of Marxist theory and analysis focused on the city, Marx wrote little if anything that might be rescued from obscurity and published as a fourth volume of capital (or a supplement to The Grundisse).  There are, however, three sets of writings that constitute scattered references more than extended discussions of critical issues in Marx's theory of the city.  These issues are: (1) the economic exploitation of the hinterland by the town or city (and the accompanying political dominance and social and cultural hegemony of the city), (2) the vastly greater market value of urban versus rural property, and (3) the revolutionary political (and associated social and cultural) capacity of the urban dwellers (in contrast to the rural dwellers).

Taken together, in the context of his larger work on the political economy of capitalist crises and revolutionary struggles, we might conclude that Marx was observing the unfinished business of bourgeois revolutions, most notably in Paris, 1848-1871, in which commercial and industrial capital mobilized petty bourgeois shopkeepers and relatively independent artisans in their efforts to finish the business of 1789.  Briefly stated, the unfinished business included efforts: (1) to commodify land and labor and destroy all vestiges of personal honor and loyalty or noblesse oblige which might fetter the market for labor and its products, (2) to centralize economic control in the hands of a united (or at least hegemonic) commercial, industrial, and financial bourgeoisie (headquartered in Paris), and (3) to centralize political control in the republic (with tax collectors and military leaders headquartered in Paris).

Clearly, the Western European path to modern industrial capitalism included urbanism in all three guises.  Capitalist bankers, merchants, manufacturers, and even landlords were town dwellers who exploited the labor of the hinterland, even as they facilitated the "development" of rural industry, including agriculture.  As rentiers, they enjoyed the windfall profits of fabulously inflated urban real estate even as they facilitated the transformation of rural land into an urbanized if not urban land market.  The victory of the capitalists was also a victory of the urban over the rural.  The Third Republic accomplished what King Louis XVI had hoped to accomplish with Versailles, but, at the same time, the defeat of the peasantry and the displacement of the landed aristocracy engendered opposition, not only from the reactionary small peasants of the Vendée but from the increasingly proletarian and increasingly radical Communards.

This story of the French path to the modern world has been thoroughly critiqued in virtually all of its particulars, but it still stands up fairly well as a Marxist interpretation of the transition from feudalism to capitalism, with the Commune representing the precocious Parisian proletariat, whom, Marx was certain, would rise again.  It also serves as a general theoretical approach which might be applied to the U.S. or to any other capitalist political economy of the nineteenth century, so long as we are willing to relax some of the underlying assumptions.  Specifically, I will argue that towns on the American [sic] frontier did, in varying degrees, exploit their rural hinterlands.  Similarly, on the Western frontier, and even in the twentieth century Sunbelt, the value of urban land did, in varying degrees, far exceed the value of outlying properties.  In the same vein, the political capacity and revolutionary fervor of the urban dwellers was, in varying degrees, far greater than in the rural population.

The goal here is not to prove that Marx was right or wrong but to suggest that we might be able to use what Marx asserted or assumed to be true as conditional probabilities rather than statements of fact.  In the course of demonstrating the utility of a less determinant Marxist theory I shall at least tentatively suggest that the extent to which the town dominated the countryside (economically and politically, as suggested by Marx) depended on the ability of the capitalist class to establish its hegemony (as described in the unfinished business of 1789).  Again, however, I do not propose that we can develop a causal model (a structural equation model which operationalizes these six variables).  Instead, I propose that what I consider to be Marx's theory of the capitalist city might guide our analysis of real cities—Denver, Colorado, 1858-1880, San Diego, California, 1960-1999, and Darien, Georgia (hardly more than a town, even today), 1868-1876.  All of these towns were more or less successful in controlling their hinterlands, economically and politically, but some were more successful than others, and their fortunes waxed and waned considerably, even in the relatively short spans of time that I will consider here.

What follows is a consideration of each of the three issues that I associate with Marx's theory of the capitalist city.  First, in the introductory chapter, obscure references to the town or city, as they impinge upon the discussion presented above, will be resurrected from obscurity and discussed in a theoretical introduction that documents what Marx actually wrote and claims that these fragments constitute pieces of a more general theory of the capitalist city that Marx assumed more than he asserted.  Next I will turn to each of the three issues.  Chapter two will focus on the idea that the city exploits it hinterland and thereby dominates the hinterland politically, socially, and culturally.  The extent to which Denver (and Golden and Central City) capitalists were able to exploit and politically dominate the gold mines of Territorial Colorado (1861-1876) will be considered here, along with the ability of San Diego to control its suburbs, 1960-1999, and the ability of Darien to control the timber trade and to impose its Radical Republicanism, as the Redeemers contested Reconstruction government, 1868-1876.

Chapter Three will turn to the question of the relative value of urban versus rural real estate, beginning with the policies of town companies, land and mining claim clubs on the Colorado frontier (1858-1861).  The diverse and changing experience of towns and rural settlements in frontier and Territorial (1861-1876) Colorado will set the stage for a consideration of cities and their suburbs, including the growth of San Diego suburbs, 1960-1989 (preceding and engendering, at the local level, the savings and loan crash of 1989), and the stormy relations between black Darien and its white suburb (1868-1876).

Chapter Four will consider revolutionary potential of the urban and rural dwellers on the Colorado frontier (1858-1861) and in early Statehood (1876-1880), in San Diego County (1980-1992), and in McIntosh County (where Darien is the seat, 1868-1876).  Here class-based struggle in cities, in the mines, in the suburbs, and in the port city of Darien will, once again, illustrate the complexity and diversity of the local experiences.  Then, in Chapter Five, we shall review the fruits of our labors and consider the extent to which we benefit from resurrecting (or, constructing of whole cloth) Marx's theory of the city.

Why Marx and the City?


Ever since Zane Miller suggested that I write this book I have come to appreciate the fact that this is not a book for Marxists, who are not, in general, interested in the city.  In fact, it might not be of interest even to the Marxist urbanists (David Harvey, Manuel Castells, Mark Gottdiener, and Ira Katznelson), since I don't intend to spend much time talking about their work.  Katznelson (1992) does an excellent job of reviewing the Marxist urban literature.  Someone probably should update that review, but that is not what I intend to do here.  Instead, I will write this book to explain to urban historians and urban sociologists (particularly those who are not Marxists) how and why a Marxist theory of the city has guided my first two books (on Colorado and San Diego) and will guide my next book (on Georgia).  Most important, already, in writing this draft, toward a prospectus, I have learned (1) how what I allege to be Marx's theory has guided my work and (2) how this work constitutes a revisionist theory of the city.

Normally, I write my books for selfish reasons—conducting the research to satisfy my own curiosity and then writing up the results later, once I think that I have found the answers to my initial questions.  Here it appears that I will be revisiting my first books and building a foundation for the next one.  I guess that means that I need to write this book before I write my Georgia book, but it seems that I could work on both together, since each seems to inform the other.  In any case, when it is done I will certainly know more about Marx and the city than I do now, which will certainly help me in my future scholarship and might, perhaps, contribute something to the collective enterprise (urban sociology and history).  Mostly, however, I think I am writing this book for Zane (and the rest of the non-Marxist urban historians) to explain how and why Marx and the city informs my past and present research.  Perhaps it necessary to explain this as a justification for publishing my Georgia book in the Urban Life series.
Why Me?

This is actually the harder question.  The simple answer is that Zane asked me to do.  My suspicion is that he is becoming increasingly interested in my efforts to explain Marxist theory, particularly as it informs my work.  Ultimately, it is not my expertise and experience as a Marxist or as an urban sociologist or historian, but my more than twenty-five years of teaching classical theory to undergraduate and graduate students, particularly in sociology, but also in American studies, that has prepared me to try (once again) to teach Non-Marxists about Marx and to attempt to convince them that we can apply Marx to almost any sociological question, so long as we are willing to be creative and to recognize the difference between a theory and a religion.

When Zane first asked me to write this book, my first excuse was, "I am not an urban sociologist—no less an urban historian."


"Your first two books are urban histories," he retorted.


Actually, I have been struggling with this identity for a long time.  I have finally accepted the fact that I am a sociologist by training, and now I find myself surrounded by urban historians who think that I am an urban sociologist.  Actually, I do community studies.  When I first joined the Social Science History Association my affiliation was with the Rural Network (since I studied frontier towns).  Even my San Diego book was about suburbs.


Of course, these are feeble excuses.  My colleagues John Stahura and Harvey Marshall—who are "real" urban sociologists—made their mark studying black suburbanization.  Even Jon Teaford—a real urban historian—has a book on exurbs, so it hard to disqualify myself on that basis.  

One day, much to my surprise, I found myself on a Social Science History panel (organized by the Politics Network) surrounded by urban historians.  Then I found myself writing a review essay for the Journal of Urban History.  Now that the Community and Urban sections of the American Sociological Association have merged, perhaps it is time to join the section and declare myself an urbanist—even though I still live in West Lafayette, Indiana.

Of course, I have an even more complex and longstanding love-hate relationship with the "Marxist" label.  Marx is quoted as saying, <Je ne suis pas Marxist.>  The fact that he (allegedly) said this in French is probably significant, even though he never met Althusser or Poulantzas and never had to deal with the CGT.  

In graduate school I refused to be identified as a Marxist—Mike Kozura was my anarchist buddy, who always managed to get me to join the picket line, so long as the strikers were "real workers" (AFSCME skilled trades—not the Graduate Employees Organization).  So maybe even then I was just kidding myself, just like Karl was.  

Once I landed in the middle of the Middle West I realized that I should just embrace Marxism, since nobody around here was going to understand syndical-anarchist sectarianism.  The longer I stayed at Purdue, the more I came to embrace the identity of a Marxist.  As I explained to my brother-in-law, there are three of us at Purdue, and we take bike rides together and argue about politics.


So, at this point, I have embraced my role as the guy who teaches Marx to cops (our sociology program contains a large section of Law and Society majors, who are required to take our theory course).  So, now I can try to teach Marx to urban historians, starting with Zane—a journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.

A Note on Sources

This document is blissfully and un-characteristically devoid of formal references and citations.  As a scholarly document it resembles a transcript of lunchroom gossip.  Obviously, if I do write this book it will have footnotes for the historians and a bibliography for the sociologists.  Aside from the references to Marx (Chapter 1 in particular), I will also have to credit/cite the names that I am dropping, even though I don't intend to review their work.  Still, it would be foolish not to cite the work that I've already read and to alert the interested reader to at least one good review of the literature.  Other than that, I've already written two books (on San Diego and Colorado) that are heavily footnoted (with extensive bibliographies).  Basically, I will borrow from my previous work and either cite myself or cite the people that I originally cited.  The urban histories will be illustrative in this book, which is intended to be largely theoretical.  

My last attempt to use my San Diego book (and an essay by Mike Davis) in lieu of the sources that (he and) I cited was not well received.  I think that was, in part, because the audience was Marxists and sociologists who are Marxists, whom I did not cite in that paper.  As I note above, this is not my intended audience, but Zane and I can talk about this problem.  Clearly, I will have to rely on citations to sources for the Georgia case, since I don't have much of that in print yet.  How much extraneous work in urban sociology and urban history I should cite is a question that we might discuss once we get closer to an understanding of what I am intending to do, in what order.
PAGE  
8

