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Competitiveness, Cohesion, and
Governance: Their Implications for Social
Justice

SUSAN S. FAINSTEIN

The title of this essay is taken from the organizing framework of the UK’s Cities Research
Programmé. The formulation of this program assumed, in the words of the Economic
and Social Research Council framing document (ESRC, n.d.), that ‘social cohesion
facilitates urban economic development and, conversely, [that] social exclusion erodes
long-run competitive capacity’; that is, the competitive advantage of cities is enhanced by
social cohesioR.The implication is that urban economic growth and social justice are not
only compatible but synergistic.

The terms competitiveness and cohesion, of course, are not precisely identical to
economic development and social justice — and deliberately so in their deployment by
policy-makers. Use of ‘competitiveness’ implies that growth must be market-driven and
private-sector reliant. ‘Cohesion’ alludes to social bonds and trust but not necessarily
equity. As the antonym of exclusion, however, cohesion does carry an equity implication.
| wish herein to explore the question of the relationship between these two aims and the
role of politics and policy (i.e. governance) in affecting this relationship. | also want to
discuss what | think is a viable left position in this respect. For the purposes of my
discussion here, | will consider that the objective of urban governance ought to be
economic development and social justice and use the terms competitiveness and cohesion
to mean this, realizing that this definition is not in conformity with what is usually
intended.

The sunny optimism underlying the assertion that economic development and social
cohesion are not in conflict runs contrary to much recent scholarship, which has found a
contradiction between urban entrepreneurialism and social justice. Much of the existing
literature on urban economic development and competitiveness, rather than linking
cohesion to competitiveness, finds a tendency toward greater segmentation, social
exclusion and inequality as a consequence of economic growth and urban competition.
These works place urban change within the context of globalization, reagglomeration of
certain services in the urban core and the move toward more flexible (post-Fordist)
economies. The argument is basically that global competitiveness forces firms to lower

1 The program is sponsored by the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC).

2 A Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions (DETR) report declares: ‘The three elements
of [the] reconsideration [of urban regeneration policies] are: (1) the interconnected nature of social and
economic life; (2) the importance of space and place to individual well-being; and (3) the contribution of
local strategies and activities to economic development — in other words, the contribution of the
entrepreneurial locality to growth’. A recent Labour White Paper on Cities espouses similar sentiments (UK
DETR, 2000).
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their coststhroughreducingthe returnto what Castells(1998:341) terms‘genericlabor’.
At the sametime, in what are increasingly ‘winner take all' societies,high-skilled
personnelcan commandever-higherwages,as firms must competefor the servicesof
technically trained knowledge workers and experiencedmanagers.These tendencies
toward inequality are particularly to be found in cities with thick global connections
(Sassen2000). Within themthe command-and-contrdunctionsof the global economy
are conducted,causingthem to be simultaneouslycentersof high-priced labor and
magnetsfor low-skilled populations drawnboth from their deindustrializechinterlands
and abroad.Thus, growing inequality of earningscontributesto social segmentation.
Otherfactorsleadingto social exclusioninclude increasingnumbersof female-headed
householdsjmmigration, the formation of ethnic enclaves,exclusion of parts of the
population from the labor force due to skills mismatchor disability, and economic
dualizationbetweenoligopolistic and competitivesectorsof the economy.

Whatthis scholarshigndicatesis thatgrowthandequity do not necessarilyeinforce
eachother,andin contemporarycities growth seemso be driving the tendencytoward
greaterinequality. Neverthelessit doesnot demonstratéhat appropriatepolicy cannot
produceboth economicdevelopmenandgreatersocialwelfare.Indeed, Amsterdamthe
locationof the RC21 conferenceon socialjustice,is a particularly goodplaceto discuss
thisissue,sinceit seeminglydemonstratethateconomicgrowth andsocialcohesioncan
go handin hand.In a paperentitled‘Can we makethe citieswe want?’ (Fainstein, 1999),
| usedAmsterdamasan exampleof the extentof practicablepossibility, arguingthatits
successesllow a groundedutopianism.Even thoughit is the product of a particular
historical paththat cannotbe preciselyreplicatedelsewhereit neverthelesindicatesthe
potential for a move toward greatersocial justice without indulgencein an abstract
utopianismthat is easily dismissedasunrealistic.

The conceptof the just city embodiesa revivedrecognitionof the needto formulate
socialvaluesexplicitly. Earlier, manyscholarsin the political-econony tradition offered
critique without formulating specific criteria of what was desirable beyondLebebvre’s
conceptof the right to the city and someearly efforts of David Harvey (1973). More
recently,Harvey hasturnedbackto this questionin an article publishedin this journal
(1992)andin his two mostrecentbooks(1996;2000); Sayerand Storper(1997)editeda
specialissueof Environmentand Planning D on the subject;and a volume edited by
Merrifield and Swyngedouw(1996), commemoratinghe 25th anniversaryof Harvey’'s
original book, alsoexploredthe ideaof the just city. Among political philosophersince
Rawlstherehasbeenconsiderabladiscussionof the just society. Although mostof this
debatehasnot focusedon cities, the communitarianstrandrepresentedy Etzioni and
Walzer has important urban implications, and Iris Marion Young (1990; 2000) has
directly attacked the urban question. Sociologists, however, have largely avoided
interrogatingthe elementsof social justice.

My own work stresseshat the just city combinescriteria for inclusionaryprocesses
with a concernfor just outcomesand recognizeghat the two can conflict. | thus have
contendedhatthe communicativeideal, derivedfrom Habermasndappliedto cities by
many planningtheorists(Forester1993),neglectfundamentaljuestionsf inequalityin
power,opportunityandresourcegFainstein,2000; seealso Flyvbjerg, 1998).1t appears
to me that the defeatof socialismasit really existedhasdriven many on the left into a
rathernaive belief that participationand negotiationcan remedystructuralinequality >

Thecriterion of socialjustice,or justoutcomesraisesmanyquestiononwhich | can
only touch and which philosophershave debatedat length. As argued by Martha
Nussbaum(2000), building on the work of Amartya Sen, it extendsto the ability of

3 Young(2000)makesa strongargumenthatdemocratidnclusiondoesindeedhavethis potential.Although
herarguments convincingasphrasedshedoesnot fully persuadehat, giventhe prior existenceof social
exclusion,the kind of inclusion sherecommendgould everoccur.
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people to lead meaningful lives. The view of conventionalmicroeconomicsis that
revealedpreferencedemonstratesvhat people need. The basic needsapproachwhich
introducesequity into economicanalysis,is entirely basedon measuremendf material
distribution, asis Rawls’s (1999) conceptof fairness.If, however,we acceptmultiple
definitions of social differenceratherthan simply a class-base@nalysis,we face very
difficult problemsin describinga just city, for the living of meaningfullives by various
constituentgroupsmay produceirresolvableconflict.

Marx’s analysisof society as consistingof two great classesallows escapefrom
framing justice in terms of diversity as well as equality. Within Marxian theory,
differenceswithin the working classresulteither from historical atavismor the divide-
and-conquerstrategy of the bourgeoisie.David Harvey, even though he recognizes
gender ethnicity andevenlifestyle asbasesf difference tendsto lapseinto this point of
view. Thus,he consistentlyuseshetermworking classto referto everyonewhois not, in
Gramsci'sterms,a memberof the power bloc, ratherthan dealing with real conflicts
amongnon-elitegroupsthat would not be dissolvedby greatereconomicequality. The
increasinglydifferentiateddevelopmenbf middle strata,extendediuringthe post-Fordist
period, the persistenceof ethnic and national differentiation and the associationof
positiveidentitiesto outsidergroups(Marx’s lumpenhavebecomethe socially excluded)
make Marx’s versionof classanalysisseemever more simplistic. Other approacheso
socialanalysis,however,alsoraisedifficulties.

The concepof just outcomesneanghat,in orderto determinewhethereverybodyis
getting a fair shareof whateverthereis to get, we needto identify social groupings.
Weberianclassanalysisleadsto the Rawlsiandefinition of fairnessin termsof outcomes
— i.e. equaldistribution— andto a simple majoritarianismin termsof processWithin
the developedcountriesthis is particularlydangerousasthe middle mass(which may be
shrinkingin someplacesbut still constitutesby far the largestpart of the population)is
insecureand frequentlytendsto be exclusionaryand nationalistic. The effort to redress
socialexclusionthusconfrontsdemocraticvalues.At the sametime, the left tendsto fall
into the dualism of excluded/includedrather than recognizing the situation of the
employedmiddle masswho are insecureand stressedut not poor or marginal(in this
respectRichard Sennett'srecentwork [1999] is an importantexception).Most of the
theoretical discussionon the left, particularly when it is within the context of the
discourseon social exclusion,tendsto focus on the worst off, with resulting political
ineffectiveness(This is, of course,not true of ‘Third Way’ politicians, who are fully
cognizantof the needto attractvotesfrom the middle class but this grouptendsto attract
a lot of contemptfrom thoseto their left.)

We can characterizesocial groupingsby identity or, as Weberwould say, status,
recognizingat the sametime that thesegroupsare social constructionformed through
discourse,that their definitions are malleable, and that they may contain internal
suppressionsof difference. We face, however, one of the archetypal problems of
democracy— the existenceof intolerantgroupsfor whom the maintenanceof identity
requiresdenigrationof the other.The fact thatmanyof thesegroupsare subordinataloes
not explain away the problem.Returningto the phraseologyof inclusion/exclusionwe
beginto seeboth virtues and liabilities in theseterms.They incorporatea standardfor
both participation and outcome. Evaluation can use a variety of metrics from
unemploymentto voting to spatial segregationto who does the housework. The
fundamentaliissuelies in the definition of inclusion— who mustbe included,at what
level andin what relationshipto the majority populationof city residents.

Someof the kinds of friction thatarise,evenwhenyou setasideissuesof powerand
cultural conflict and concernyourself only with individuals of similar social statusand
values,derive from the various usesto which the city is put. Guido Martinotti (1999)
wrote an essayin which he spoke of the city’s population as including residents,
commutersand visitors. Yet the visitor typically attractsscornandis not consideredo
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have a legitimate stakein the city being visited. Thus, work on tourism criticizes the
themingof cities andthe creationof tourist bubbles:

As Benjaminremarkedon the Parisianarcadesof the 19th century, the whole environment
seemeddesignedto induce nirvana rather than critical awarenessAnd many other cultural
institutions— museumsandheritagecentersarenador spectaclegxhibitions,andfestivals—
seemto haveastheir aim the cultivation of nostalgia,the productionof sanitizedcollective
memories,the nurturing of uncritical aestheticsensibilities, and the absorptionof future
possibilities into a non-conflictual arenathat is eternally presentThe multiple degenerate
utopiasthat now surroundus — the shoppingmalls andthe bourgeoiscommercializedutopias
of the suburbsheingparadigmatic— do asmuchto signalthe endof history asthe collapseof
the Berlin Wall ever did. They instantiaterather than critique the idea that ‘there is no
alternative,’savethosegiven by the conjoining of technologicalfantasiescommodityculture,
and endlesscapital accumulation(Harvey, 2000).

My belief is that critique of ‘fantasy cities’ (Hannigan,2000) is misguided,that these
fantasiesarenot simply degeneratandenervatingTheaim of the critique seemgo beto
make everyoneinto a critical intellectual. Rather,the objective of social justice should
involve wideningaccesgo fantasticalife, evenif someof it is a Disneycreation.How to
do it is theissue.Iln otherwords,what combinationof democracyjndividual rights and
redistributionresultsin equity and diversity?

Hereis wherethe questionof the relationshipbetweencohesiorandcompetitiveness
comes up. If competitivenessrequires incentives to businessesand to high-level
individual workers,and if inclusion meansmore than receiving a welfare paymentto
makeup for unemploymenbr low wages canwe envisionsocialjusticeasthe outcome?
Shouldwe, assomeof my studentdiercely argue,acceptno growth?Under capitalism
this cannothappenwithout economiccollapse— in otherwords, it is either growth or
decline;moreoverwith no surplusto takethe sting from redistribution,anyraisingof the
bottom is inconceivablewithout disastroussocial conflict. More controlled growth,
however,a greaterrole for the non-profit sectorand more benevolentsocial policy can
accompanyeconomicdevelopment.

We are obliged to searchfor new methodsof economicorganizationthat provide
more stableframeworksfor people’semploymentand which are less environmentally
destructive Theliving wagemovementin the US represent®neapproachn a situation
of mostflexible capitalism.Within Europethe Frenchmovetowardlimiting work hours
and Dutch dependenceon part-time work representreforms under a mode of more
regulatedcapitalism.The continuedexistenceof the Europeamationalwelfare statesin
thefaceof ideologicalassaulton their viability demonstratethe possibility of retaining
social benefitsevenwithin the contextof heightenedylobal competition?

This returnsus to the questionof the relationship betweencompetitivenessaand
cohesion.On the left we havetendedto seecompetitivenesss almostwholly without
virtue — a systemof beggar-thy-neighboMuch of the culturalistcritique is devotedto
demonstratinghatthe diversity apparentlycreatedby the marketin post-Fordistimesis
ersatz— asimulacrunratherthantherealthing. | would arguethatmarketsdo contribute
to pluralismandthat the boring, homogeneousities of really existingsocialismdid tell
you something about the likely outcomesof a non-market system. At any rate,
marketizationand commodificationare not going to go away— what we mustconcern
ourselveswith is making production more participatory and collective so that the
productionprocesgespondgo the needsof producersandthe public at largeratherthan
simply to individualsandfirms.

The assumptionunderlying the Third Way is that increasingcohesion— which
seemdo meancreatinga morediverse tolerantandequitableurbansociety— will result

4 TheURBEX studiesof Europeartitiesindicatethatcitieslocatedin countrieswith strongwelfarestatesdid
not showan increasein social exclusionduring the 1990s.
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in economicsuccesaswell. Therecipeappeardo be decentralizedgyovernancehrough
partnershipgmongall sectorof the population.Evenwhile acceptingcompetitionasthe
contextof urbandevelopmentit is adenialof linesof conflict andexercise®f power.As
prescriptionit evadeghe role that the nationalstatemustplay in assuringthe economic
well-beingof individualsandthe mitigating of competitiveness/Ve thusneedto returnto
the conceptof the enabling state rather than simply the entrepreneurialstate and
recognizethatoveremphasisn participationanddecentralizatiorevadeghe issueof just
distribution, which may be subsumedby a capabilitiesapproachto social justice but
neverthelesss a necessargondition.

Susan S. Fainstein (sfainstein@aol.com)Programin Urban Planning and Policy
Development,Edward J. Bloustein School of Planning and Public Policy, Rutgers
University, 33 Livingston Ave., New Brunswick,NJ 08901,USA.
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