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Abstract: This paper provides a review of research into financialisation of built
environments, especially in relation to urban politics, social geographies and
sustainability. Focus is limited here to the theoretical and conceptual substance of
selected literature. Financialisation is conceptualised as a profoundly spatial
process, forging social relations that form conditions for urban governance, social
geographic change and urban sustainability. The paper frames financialisation of
built environments as a process enmeshed with related processes of
commodification, privatisation, neoliberalisation, and accumulation by dispossession,
associated with the creation and appropriation of rent gaps. Land rent and rent gaps
are highlighted as central to understanding financialisation of built environments. We
then review research into relations between financialisation of built environments
and urban governance, i.e. how financialisation impacts upon, while being facilitated
or deterred by, urban politics. This sets the stage for reviewing research into
relations between financialisation of built environments and observed patterns of
change in the social geographies of cities, and research into the sustainability
implications of financialisation of built environments. Conclusions reconsider the
nature of the relationship between financialisation and urbanisation, and the
challenges of bringing financial systems into the service of achieving social and

natural sustainability.
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1 Introduction

This paper presents a review of research literature on relations between processes of
financialisation and urbanisation. Focus is limited here to the theoretical and
conceptual substance of selected literature. Forthcoming case studies of European
cities will involve closer engagement with empirical findings in the research literature.
Financialisation is conceptualised as a profoundly spatial process, forging social
relations that are conducive to the geographical penetration of finance into the
production, exchange and consumption of built environments, while enhancing
financial control over the production of urban space and the performance of urban
governance. Financialisation of built environments is framed here as a process deeply
enmeshed with related processes of commodification, privatisation, neoliberalisation,
and accumulation by dispossession associated with the creation and appropriation of
rent gaps (Clark and Gullberg 1997). Land rent and rent gaps are considered central
to understanding financialisation of built environments.

Profound institutional changes have taken place since the 1970s with the global
ascent of neoliberal politics, entailing extraordinary growth of income inequalities and
the opening of new frontiers for accumulation by dispossession (Harvey 2003, 2005,
2006b, 2006c, 2010a). Accumulation by dispossession “takes a seemingly infinite
variety of forms in different places and times”; the common denominator is
dispossessing people of “their assets, their access to the means of life, of their history,
culture and forms of sociality in order to make space ... for capital accumulation”
(Harvey 2010a, pp. 242-245; cf. Sassen 2010). In a more “polite and rather neutral-
sounding way” (Harvey 2014, p. 133), this is referred to also as rent seeking, about
which Joseph Stiglitz (2013, p. 44) claims: “To put it baldly, there are two ways to
become wealthy: to create wealth or to take wealth away from others. The former adds
to society. The latter typically subtracts from it, for in the process of taking it away,

wealth gets destroyed.”



This project has received funding from the
for research, technological development and demonstration under grant agreement no 266800 * *

Processes of uneven development, variously brought under the regulatory control
of welfare-state institutions during the middle decades of the twentieth century, have
intensified in the wake of institutional reforms entrenching commodification,
privatisation and market relations (Brenner and Theodore 2002, Harvey 2003, 2005).
As Gareth Dale (2010, p. 241) notes, “the widening and deepening of markets have
unleashed pernicious tendencies: the yawning gap between rich and poor, financial
crises galore, growing pressure on the natural environment, the commodification of
increasing areas of life, the ideological naturalization of commodity relations, and the
subordination of society to the casino rhythms of finance and the world market.”
Privatisation and financialisation of public housing has been one manifestation of
accumulation by dispossession particularly common in European welfare states, as
has privatisation, commodification and financialisation of institutionalised commons
such as health care and education. Financialisation of built environments is
inextricably linked with neoliberal reforms. This is the theme of Section 4.

Financialisation of built environments impact directly and indirectly on the social
geographies of cities. This is increasingly manifested in processes of social exclusion,
displacement, high-income gentrification and low-income filtering, as the social
landscapes of cities reflect and contribute to growing inequalities. Section 5 considers
some of these impacts.

Built environments are “necessarily connected with the wider natural
environment, sometime in complementary, sometime in contradictory ways” (Castree
et al. 2013, p. 43). It follows that the notion of a ‘right to the city’, which in recent years
has emerged as a counter discourse to neoliberal governance, commodification and
financialisation, invariably also implies a ‘right to metabolism’ (Heynen et al. 2006; cf.
Prudham 2009). Like the relations between of financialisation of built environments
and social geographic change, this theme is multi-facetted. In Section 6 we review just
a selection of research into relations between financialisation of built environments

and wider issues of sustainability.
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By way of conclusion, we reconsider the nature of the relationship between
financialisation and urbanisation, and the challenges of bringing financial systems into
the service of achieving social and natural sustainability. We here return to a
previously introduced distinction between use-value/object-oriented and exchange-
value/investor-oriented forms of investments. We find this distinction to be
particularly helpful to understand problematic impacts of financialisation, especially
in the context of urban environments. Among other things, it can help us to highlight

issues of democracy and the right to place - the right to habitation.
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2 Financialisation of built environments

Before reviewing research literature into processes of financialisation of built
environments, the concepts of financialisation and built environments need some
clarification. Though the concept of financialisation was barely heard of before the
1990s, historical research recognises processes of financialisation that date back
centuries (Hudson 1998). A Google Ngram shows the first occurrences of the concept
in 1966, with a slow increase in usage to the mid 1990s, followed by a precipitous rise.
Early usage was limited to designating shifts in savings from physical to financial
assets. Current usage has roots in the work of Kevin Phillips, who defined
financialisation as “a prolonged split between the divergent real and financial
economies” (1994, p. 82), and in Giovanni Arrighi’s The Long Twentieth Century (1994).
We agree, however, with Brett Christophers (2010, p. 98) who points out that
financialisation, “ultimately, is what Harvey was writing about in 1982 - two decades
before the concept began to acquire widespread traction” (Harvey 1982 refers here to
2006a). Not unlike the related concepts of globalisation and neoliberalisation,
financialisation has come to be used to convey a variety of connected meanings, getting
“stretched and pulled in myriad directions” (Martin 2002, p. 8]." Indeed, Lee et al. (2009,
p. 728) identify seventeen notions of financialisation, while Aalbers (2015) casts a
coarser net and catches ten notions.

A frequently quoted definition of financialisation is “the increasing role of financial

motives, financial markets, financial actors and financial institutions in the operation

1 Bearing in mind the wisdom expressed by Niels Bohr (1948, p. 318), that “our task can only
be to aim at communicating experiences and views to others by means of language, in which
the practical use of every word stands in a complementary relation to its strict definition”, we
cannot expect consensus on thoroughly unambiguous definitions, however important the work
of conceptualization (and of critiquing conceptualizations) is for theory, knowledge and
understanding. Martin (2002, p. 9] recognises this in arguing that, “To be useful to any
comprehensive understanding of a complex world, financialization must refer to many
different processes at once.”

8
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of the domestic and international economies” (Epstein 2005, p. 3). As Bianco and
Piacentini (2013, p. 20) observe, this highlights “the inversion in the functional
relationship between finance and the real economy. In the conventional wisdom,
common to all schools of economic thought across centuries, finance is one out of the
set of servicing activities for the more general economic process (like commerce or

transport]. Nowadays, it seems that the real economy is servicing a larger financial



