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Some things we can do with rent 

Rent is a social relation which appears at a variety of scales, from land grabs in Africa to the price of an 
espresso in St Pancras Station. Here are 4 applications 

1.  Property relations in the UK and how they became so destructive in recent decades; 
2.  Wider and deeper commodification of urban space; 
3.  Built environment professions: making sponges for value; 
4.  The detailed mechanisms of development and effects on reproduction – work of Joon Park on 

housing markets 



1.  Property relations in the UK and how they became so 
destructive in recent decades; 

•  Global decline of wage share in output (= increase 
in profit+rent share). Where does all this money 
capital get placed? 
–  In some places > mineral extraction 
–  elsewhere > manufacturing production 
–  elsewhere > pursuit of rent through land and property 

ownership or development 
•  UK for a variety of reasons in the last category 



UK tangible assets 
Value of UK 
tangible assets: 
ONS  



1.  Property relations in the UK - interpretation 

•  weakened manufacture 
•  cheapening of imports lowers 

reproduction costs 
•  geographical concentration of 

asset values, growth in SE 
•  supply of space almost fixed 
•  taxation favours owners (REITS 

etc) 
•  rent controls, security, removed 

in housing 
•  long history of leases favourable 

to landlords 
•  space for accumulation wider 

and deeper (PFI, utilities, 
privatisation generally) 

•  widening inequality (both cause 
and effect) 

•  breakdown of pension system 
•  easy credit (pre-crash) 

–  for owner-occupation 
–  for buy-to-let 
–  for commercial property 



Wider and deeper commodification of urban space 

•  direct privatisation 
–  social housing 
–  PFI health, schools, prisons 
–  utilities 
–  care homes, fire engines 

•  property market mediates 
access to… 

–  schools 
–  green environments 
–  air quality etc 

•  how does reproduction work in 
such a place? 

•  sucking in from abroad 
•  long-haul commuting 
•  subsidies to hh rents 
•  overcrowding 
•  BUT these subsidies being cut 

> London will dramatically 
segregate 

Note that ‘financialisation’ may apply in some of these cases, but it’s a distinct concept. 



Built environment professions: making sponges for value 

•  station redevelopment to pay for 
the railway 

•  Canary Wharf and its pre-
emption of infrastructure 



London: infrastructure for the realisation of surplus value created elsewhere - 
in agriculture and shipping - under slavery, under capitalism, under 
authoritarian regimes 

•  Canary Wharf in the West India Docks, 1815, looking west - image 



London: infrastructure for the realisation of surplus value created elsewhere - 
in agriculture and shipping - under slavery, under capitalism, under 
authoritarian regimes 

•  Canary Wharf in the West India Docks, 1990s model, looking east - 
image 



The detailed mechanisms of development and effects on 
reproduction – Henrik Chambert’s matrix as a tool, used here to 
examine the development of Bloomsbury 18th and 19th C 



The detailed mechanisms of development and effects on 
reproduction – work of Joon Park on housing markets where the 
‘product’ of residential development is analysed as reproduction of LP, 
rather than houses. 

•  “Spatial analysis of housing 
markets with land rent theory of 
political economy: the cases of 
London, Seoul and Los 
Angeles” 

•  Joon Park, UCL 



Conclusion 

•  Rent as a social relation (Marx) 
essential in unpacking the 
struggles in the capture and 
realisation of value 

•  A highly dynamic concept – 
about changes over time and 
thus useful in analysis of crisis 

•  beware middle-level (weak) 
concepts 

•  rent gap 
•  gentrification 
•  financialisation 



Things to read on rent:"

Capital vol 3; Harveyʼs Limits to Capital!

My examples are, to varying degrees, written up in"
Edwards, M (2010) ‘King’s Cross: renaissance for whom?’, in (ed John Punter) Urban Design, 
Urban Renaissance and British Cities, London: Routledge, 189-205. Eprint free at 
http://eprints.ucl.ac.uk/14020 

Edwards, M (2011) London for sale: towards the radical marketization of urban space, in Matthew 
Gandy (ed) Urban Constellations, Berlin, Jovis. [ E-print here: edwards-constellations-20110705 ] 

and work-in-progress which needs comments before I complete it this summer: Michael Edwards (in 
progress) Re-discovering the collective interest in urban development processes (various titles) 
http://societycould.wordpress.com 

Doreen Massey (2007)   World City, Cambridge: Polity Press and articles in Soundings and City 
also very good on London"

Michael Edwards blog and publications http://michaeledwards.org.uk"

The work of Joon Park to which I referred is forthcoming in Antipode as The structure of land rents 
in an urban context, while the PhD thesis (UCL) is Spatial analysis of housing markets 
with land rent theory of political economy: the cases of London, Seoul and Los Angeles!


