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Introduction

The City as Production, Text, Context
Timothy A. Gibson and Mark Lowes

In December of 2004, in a hotly contested vote, the District of Columbia’s city
council approved a resolution to spend $440 million on a new major league
baseball stadium. Funded largely by a special tax levied on the District’s largest
businesses, the new stadium would be built on the banks of the Anacostia
River—the historical dividing line of class and race in DC—and would serve as
the future home for the soon-to-be-moved and renamed Montreal Expos fran-
chise. After a thirty-year absence the national pastime had returned to the na-
tion’s capital.

Mayor Anthony Williams, who had long championed the drive to lure base-
ball back to the District, was predictably ebullient. “Finally and at last . . . the
‘Washington Nationals are rounding third and heading for home,” Williams said
at a news conference immediately after the vote. “Isn’t that great?"! Of course
many baseball fans in the region shared the mayor’s enthusiasm——particularly
those in suburban Maryland and Virginia, who would now gain access to major
league baseball without having to pay for a stadium. At the same time, accord-
ing to public opinion polls released before the vote, a clear majority of District
residents were deeply troubled by the decision to build an elaborate sports pal-
ace entirely with public funds. Although most residents supported in general
terms efforts to return major league baseball to the District, the more citizens
learned about the specifics of the financing plan, the less they liked the whole
idea. In fact, in the days leading up to the council vote, a number of surveys had
opponents of the public financing deal leading supporters by a two-to-one mar-
gin.

Considering the list of challenges facing the District, the concerns of local
residents become clear. During the 1990s, the boom years of the Clinton admini-
stration, poverty rates in Washington actually increased, particularly in the city’s
poorest neighborhoods.” In addition, the District’s long-suffering public school
system has continued to struggle, with clear majorities of eighth-graders scoring
at a “below basic” level in both reading and math ics in recent national
tests.* Finally, while the District’s poor became poorer, a resurgent regional

1



2 Timothy A. Gibson and Mark Lowes

economy and escalating demands on urban space forced rents up across the city,
generating an acute affordable housing crisis. In other words, the District gov-
ernment had a long list of priorities competing for the city’s scarce tax revenues.
But in the end, at that historic council meeting, major league baseball received
ﬁjom the city a promise to spend over $400 million in public funds on the sta-
dium. In fact, by the beginning of 2006, rising land acquisition costs had driven
up the estimated public bill to over $600 million.

What’s going on here? What could possibly motivate city leaders to pour
public funds into a baseball stadium given this context of competing social pri-
orities? Clues to the thinking of city leaders can be gleaned from their public
statements. Although all pronouncements from the pro-stadium camp were tai-
lored for local consumption, a cursory review reveals a split between arguments
pitched at the “local” and “global” scales. At the local scale, stadium proponents
presented the public with visions of a transformed Anacostia waterfront. The
stadium was not merely about baseball, wrote Washington Post columnist Mi-
chael Wilbon, “it’s about turning that area, most of it simply blight, into some-
thing shining and inviting and productive.” The baseball stadium would be a
catalyst for urban revitalization and renewal, sending a message to developers

and regional businesses that the District was on the comeback trail. It would -

breathe life into a dead district of the city.

@nother set of arguments, however, spoke of the District’s relation to an in-
m-:asmgly competitive global economy. For nple, stadium prop took
pains to remind District residents that there were other cities vying to become
the future home of the Expos—cities that were not quibbling over building a
stadium at public expense. Losing this interurban competition would send a
powerful signal to the national marketplace that Washington lacked true “world-
class” status. On the other hand, a victory in this competition would generate a
lot of favorable publicity. Not only would the District receive an immediate
b.urst of positive news coverage upon baseball’s return to Washington, but the
city wguld also reap the long-term symbolic benefits of hosting a major league
franchise. For eighty-one home games each year, television cameras would
broadcast the Nationals across the world, allowing the District to become a
backdrop for something other than partisan political wrangling.

. More important, the return of major league baseball would contribute to the
city’s o.verall stock of cultural capital that could then be strategically deployed to
attract investment from a fickle global marketplace. According to officials from
the Greater Washington Initiative, the place marketing arm of the Washington
Bpaml of Trade, “quality of life” issues play an important role in corporate loca-
tion decisions, and the presence of major league baseball only enhances the Dis-
Enct’s image as a world-class residence.® Corporate executives are human be-
ings, after all. They, and their spouses, want to like where they live. Many of
thesg same folks are baseball fans. It should thus not be surprising that, as the
presxde.nt of the Greater Washington Sports Alliance put it, “culture, sports, and
entgr.mmrgnem are what compapies look at when they they’re relocating and re-
cruiting.”

Introduction 3

What we have here, then, is an attempt to communicate. More than just a
(highly debatable) source of jobs and revenue, the baseball stadium is, at base, a
vehicle for sending strategic messages. Sometimes the audiences targeted by
these messages are local: developers, retailers, and pro-baseball citizens. In
other cases, the audiences are global: relocation consultants, corporate execu-
tives, and the disembodied, hyper-competitive “global marketplace.” In all
cases, the messages promoted by this effort in spectacular redevelopment in-
clude expertly crafted images of the District’s revitalization and its resurgence
as a leading destination for tourism and investment. In the end, in all likelihood,
the stadium will lose money for the city—a point conceded by stadium propo-
nents in their more reflective moments.® But, even so, proponents argue that
such spectacular redevelopment projects constitute a wise investment in positive
urban images. The stadium, in short, will pay off in semiotic, if not economic
terms.
1t is true that urban revitalization projects have always changed the physical
form and the image of the city, the ways in which these are perceived and ex-
perienced, and the emotional relationships between the people and the urban
environment. It is equally true that urban redevelopment has long been tied to
the imperatives of interurban competition and urban boosterism. At the same
time, it seems clear that the need to cultivate a positive civic image has assumed
a special urgency in major cities over the past three decades. As far as contem-
porary boosters are concerned, in fact, image is everything.” It is not that strug-
gling schools, relatively high tax burdens, and concentrated poverty are fanta-
sies. City leaders acknowledge these challenges are real and consequential. It is
rather that the solution to these problems begins, in the view of officials, with a
p of changing perceptions about the relative costs and benefits of visiting,
investing, and residing in cities. The city, in short, has an image problem. This
image problem keeps new resi and investment away. It denies city leaders
the economic growth they need to build a better future. It locks the city into a
perpetual state of underdevelopment. In this context the “image of the vigorous,
renascent city is carefully nurtured as the seed of the future material city.” 0

The manipulation of city images, cultures, and experiences has thus become
one of the most important arrows in the economic quiver of urban governments
and pro-growth commercial interests. More precisely, it is a “world-class” image
of the city that civic elites strive to construct. Again, the idea behind this is that
the more a city can appear on the same stage with the world’s other leading cit-
ies, the stronger its civic leaders believe their chances will be of growing and
prospering. And so we see city leaders competing madly to win the Olympic
franchise so that they can broadcast spectacular urban images to audiences
around the world. We see city leaders “branding” their cities and then promoting
their brands to potential retailers, investors, and tourists. And we see city offi-
cials in Washington and elsewhere pouring public funds into sports arenas and
tourist amenities, not so much for their tangible economic value, but rather be-
cause their construction may convince potential investors that “our city” is in the
“big leagues.”
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Driving this obsession with urban images, according to many scholars, is a
vigorous, globalized interurban competition for economic growth and invest-
ment. As David Harvey has argued, cities now understand they are faced with a
global field of competitors, and thus they take pains to create a positive and high
quality image of place, seeking whatever architectural styles and forms of urban
design that promise to project the appropriate image. That urban leaders should
feel compelled to engage in such image-making and promotion is understand-
able, notes Harvey, given the grim history of deindustrialization and restructur-
ing that left most major cities in the advanced capitalist world with few options
“except to compete with each other, mainly as financial, consumption and enter-
tainment centres.”"! .

In short, what we are witnessing is the inauguration of “place wars” on an
international scale, as cities fiercely compete to attract the attention of global
flows of tourism and investment. The practice of “place marketing” or “urban
branding” is the most visible strategy in this competition, as coalitions of public
officials and private boosters work tirelessly to circulate representations of their
cities that might appeal to tourism brokers and corporate decision-makers. Yet
this practice of projecting images involves much more than producing glossy
brochures and glad-handing executives at international trade conferences, Ad-
vancing one’s interests in the place wars also requires a determined effort to
reshape the urban fabric to suit the needs of global tourists and multinational
corporations. To this end, urban leaders have set themselves the task of building
the “spectacular city”—a carefully manicured urban playground with such
obligatory components as “festival” marketplaces and shopping malls, elabo-
rately themed restaurants and cafes, world-class entertai venues (including

theaters, sports facilities, museums, live music, casinos), and a downtown-based
visitor infrastructure (including hotels, convention centers, and transportation
systems). Urban leaders vigorously pursue such big-ticket amenities not merely
to generate increased property rents and tax revenue, but more importantly be-
cause they help boosters jockey for competitive advantage in the place wars.

If this process of projecting images to local and global audiences for strate-
gic reasons sounds familiar to students of the media, it should. More and more,
contemporary urban studies has begun to tackle questions that move the field
toward the study of signification and discourse.'” At the same time, communica-
tion scholars from around the world are beginning to pursue research on the
nexus between global economic and technological restructuring, local political
struggles over economic and social development; and the rise of a rich trade in
urban promotional imagery."® Yet, as is often the case, until recently an artificial
division of academic labor-—with communication scholars studying “discourse”
and urban studies scholars studying “history and political economy”—has frag-
mented the exploration of this substantive common ground into the usual disci-
plinary boxes.

No longer. This volume brings together, for the first time, a growing com-
munity of urban studies and communication scholars who are exploring the cru-
cial intersections between critical theory, cultural studies, and contemporary
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urban political economy. In their essays the contrﬂ)uto!'s to Urb«:n C(lzmmumca-
tion each draw upon a is of political apd tural theory to
explore how urban revitalization and promotional su'aﬁegl'es are forged, circu-
lated, lived, and d within the cc porary urban I_n this in-

ducti we will therefc p topmvidesconcepﬁ:almapofﬂnsborv}cr—
land between urban and communication studies, w@th a focus on the theorctllcal
and substantive questions one can ask when viewing issues of urban develop-
ment and politics through the lens of media and cultural theory.

A Framework for Studying Urban Communication:
Production, Text, Context

i , the British cultural studies scholar Richard Johnson prqposed
fanx:oss;em ::iae)r'mnding what he called dl:e “circuit of cul'm're."” Drawing on
both Marxian political economy and Frenc! n, Johns piu
i i 1 forms and meanings as a circuit with four c!lsunct
s th!is.()cml‘ﬂ ot iy ct:lxntl,n ion, and lived cnlmr:ds. Beginning ;Ill:: ;l::

f thei production, cultural forms are encoded into texts, W
l:.h:::1erv::dogrttilnet“er]:treted by individuals in concrete §ocial cox':text‘s. Take_n sepa-
rately each t offers insights into the circul i of ; not

ilable from the ge of other For while the er-

cial structures of the television industry may determine t.he broad range of dxg-

courses circulated on the tube (in the moment of producuon); 2 t.:areful analysns
of television texts can reveal semiotic ambi itie_s and co wh:c? cxie—
ate space for altcrative interpretations. And while §mdymg the moment of tele-
vision reception can reveal the wide range of posstb'le aufheflc'c mwrpr'el;a:ons,
the fabric of social relations that connect and constitute |n.dmduals wi eﬂfler-
mine the social reach and political significance of lheu' readmgs: Taken toge e;,
Johnson’s four moments provide a powerful heuristic from w_hxch media schol-
ars and cultural theorists can generate a wide range of engaging research ques-
tmnsjohnson’s model, we believe, can also be prod;cti;ely {spphedt:; tnn:i)ynlee‘rlxgt

iti urbanization. By focusing on

g? Cul}\Ha! po’!“t!:rs x co:l 'wmvlv,: oonsid the broad political and economic con-
tex; that motivates the pursuit of urban promotional and redcvelppment strate-
gies. Consider the ple of Washil ’s new baseb: "_stadlum. Thinking
about the “n of production” pels us to ask questions about how v.lfe
plan to build the stadium was forged in the crucible of i_merurban economic
competition and local political struggle. What compelled city leaders to l]]a}usu‘:
major league baseball with such abandon—so much so tlm they were ma.llmgf .

build a stadium at taxpayer expense? What were th? motives of baseball offi-
cials, and how were they in 2 position to play one city off anc')ther ff)r the best
possible deal? How was the specific plan to build the stadium, including the site
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location, negotiated within the local political sphere, and who had access to
these deliberations? All of these questions focus our attention of the politics of
textual production—in this case the concrete social processes that led to the pro-
duction of the stadium-text.

The “moment of text,” however, requires us to shift focus from the concrete
practices of urban redevelopment and promotion toward an engagement with the
images and meanings created out of these practices. How, for example, is the
stadium signified in local, national, and international media images? How do
city officials and boosters transform the stadium into a strategic commodity-sign
that can be circulated within the international marketplace, with the ultimate
intention of returning economic investment and growth back to the region?
What about the discourses and texts produced in the struggle over public financ-
ing? What texts were produced in this local political struggle, and what visions
of the urban good life were embedded in these texts? What about the architec-
tural design of the stadjum itself? What kinds of social experiences and public
gatherings are privileged by the stadium’s design and its articulation with the
surrounding neighborhood? Questions of text, in this way, can range widely
from the representation of “the city” in the global media environment t6 more
narrow questions concerning the ings g d through our
with, and within, particular urban spaces and places.

Finally, the “moment of context,” as we conceptualize it, actually condenses
two disti in Joh ’s circuit—the moment of reception, in which
individual audience members encounter urban texts (images, narratives, spaces)
and produce their own readings, and the moment of “lived cultures,” when these
individual encounters and experiences with urban texts play back into the social
relations that constitute everyday life. The move into context thus compels us to
think carefully about how new urban spaces and promotional urban imagery are
picked up, used, and interpreted by situated audiences, and how these uses and
interpretations of urban texts generate particular social and ethical conse-
quences. How, for example, will the new stadium transform the experience of
urban life for those who live within—or were displaced from—the space it will
occupy? How, in more general terms, are the risks and rewards of such spec-
tacular redevelopment and promotional strategies distributed within the local
public sphere? And how are these strategies, and their risks and rewards, con-
tested through concrete political struggle? And finally, at the global scale, how
are such promotional images of an “urban comeback,” carefully cultivated by
regional elites, picked up and understood within the international marketplace of
tourism brokers and footloose global corporations?

In the end, exploring the symbolic dimensions of contemporary urbaniza-
tion through the moments of production, text, and context helps to clarify the
conceptual terrain shared by urban studies and critical communication scholar-
ship. The attempt to secure for one’s region a disproportionate share of future
global economic growth increasingly takes place through the strategic assembly,
construction, and circulation of urban images and texts. In some cases the texts
are bold media images of an unparalleled “quality of life,” one carefully crafted
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g booster organizations, and circulated through international net-
ﬁ&?xﬁ::nhmem and gromotion. In other cases the tgxls are concrete urban
spaces, conceived, built, and promoted in order to culuvat.e a sense of urban
vitality and rebirth among local, regional, and global aud:ence.s of shoppers,
investors, and tourists. In either respect, the model of pl‘oductfon/textlcontext
forces scholars to simultaneously consider the political-economic contexts that
motivate strategies of urban redevelopment and promotion, the specific cultural
understandings of the “urban good life” embedded within and expr?ssed t:y
these strategies, and the social and ethical consequences of these strategies at the
level of everyday urban life.

A Second Dimension: The Global/Local Nexus

lizing contemporary urban development and promotion as,
:l:lel::tgil:\ :oa;c,e:x:ua he in ‘po 4 can open up an engagipg series
of questions, the next step lies in specifying the spatial scale upon “,lthh thl::se
symbolic strategies operate. The audiences targeted by the District’s baseball
stadium, for example, included a range of actors frym Ioca! d.evelopers to na-
tional sporting executives to global cotporate relocation specmhs_ts. For this rea-
son, we believe it is useful to think of urban promotional strategies as operating
along two distinct but intersecting fields—a global field and a local/regional
field."

The Global Field

For Pierre Bourdieu, a field is a particular social context wi_thi'rz which actors
struggle over the distribution of the paniculgr fgrms of “capltal' ((?r social .l;_e—
sources) that are central to the field’s operation. Sqme.actors within a specific
field—say, the academic field—will struggle to maintain the current relational
structure of the field and the existing distribution of key resources (such as !eg—
ure, research funding hing assi and salaries). Others, however, will
struggle to rearrange existing relations within the field and work to redistribute
these resources in some way——as occurs when heterodox academxc: argue for ::
more expansive definition of what constitutes “research” and “knowledge
within the academy. The outcomes of these stmggles depend, of course, on the
already-existing distribution of resources: those with greater access to key forms
of capital have a better chance of imposing upon the field 2 structure that bene-
fits themselves and their allies. In other words, although there are no guarantees
of success or failure in these struggles, a pre-existing accumulation of economic
capital, cultural knowledge, and social prestige confers enhanced power to shape
the field to one’s advantage. )

With this in mind, it is clear that urban promotional strategies operate, first,
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within a global field marked by an international, interurban co: iti in-
ovle:mem: job;, and touris'm. To be sure, cities and regions have ;zﬁ:t}t;:llefio :vxntlh
1 for d ge, but, as ation theorists -
m"ely argued,A L the global economic crisis of th:emeOs both raised ltl:: ‘;tzkc:“:f
th{s competition and radically expanded the field of competitors. The origins of
this global crisis have been described elsewhere in great detail.'” But, to summa-
rize this literature briefly, by 1973, an unholy mix of inflation, unemployment,
and the reemergence of industrial competitors in Europe and Asia had sparked
the most severe global mim since the 1930s. During these difficult years,
manufacturers in the United States and Capada faced an unpredictable globai
marketplace satuml_nd ‘:n't.h low-priced goods—often produced in nations where
low wages and anti-union practices kept production costs low. The confluence
ofweqmthussgelledﬂ:eendofthelong, ic expansion and what
Wm theorists have termed the Fordist regime of capitalist accumulation—
§mglqebasedma irtuous circle of i ing productivity, i ing profits,
mcre;;zg r’abil“ and an interventionist welfare state. ’ - '
. global economic crisis set the stage for twenty of corporaf -
perimentation and economic restructuring that, by the mid)-,:;I;Os, hadq::(c)aa.l:ce:d
into 2 new regime of accumulation variously described as “flexible accumula-
ugn. “flexible specialization,” or “post-Fordism.” In this new post-Fordist re-
gime, the firms t.!m survived the global recessions of the 1970s and early 1980s
leame.d to exploit new innovations in transportation and coramunication tech-
nologles. in on?er to impose more “flexible” forms of production and control
onto :n kl:;msmgly globalized workforce,
component of this move toward flexibl ilati
tmn_sfz;rmation of the vertically-integrated w‘rcxib; a::uﬂl::mmon h?s“bm l!'ls
capital” years into a more decentralized structure that Robert Reic al
the “web enterprise.”'® In the post-Fordist regime, multinational go:;:r::igen:
increasingly use new information technologies to stitch together global networks
of subcontracted “inputs”—with each input farmed out to whatever region of the
global economy provides the best competitive advantage.® For example, when
Ford produces its latest SUV, the final assembly may ocour in Mexico, but the
seats are stitched in China; Malaysian sub s p the electronic
components; German engineers assist in the design; a marketing firm in Britain
develops the advertising campaign; and, to round it off, Ireland and Barbados
Zl]l:{’:lﬂ:e :amfprocessing and customer service work. At the center of this vast
, of course, a core of Ford ) i
these activities from the home %r%u; in Mic!n':::_:;l"nve!i and planners coordinae
M_omover, within each input-category, firms located in different regions
most likely competed on a global scale to become the provider of that “input.”” If
the Ma!aysxan firm landed Ford’s contract, they most likely had to fend off
competitors located in South Korea, Singapore, and elsewhere. The same is true
for .Ireland’s call centers, which face a field of competitors in the Caribbean
Indla,.a.nd the American Mit'iwmt.21 In the end, for multinational capital re-’
organizing one’s enterprise into a global web can yield profound advanta’ges.
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Not only can these complex networks of subcontractors be assembled and then
discarded easily when corporate priorities and market conditions shift, but, im-
portantly, global firms can now play subcontractors and even whole regions off
one another in search of “the best possible deal.””

Urban and regional leaders, of course, know that corporations and tourists
have more choices about where to invest their resources. They further realize
that, in order to attract jobs, tourism, and investment, they must be entrepreneu-
rial, aggressive even, in their competition with other cities and regions. The
stakes of the global field, therefore, are clear. Either develop a strategy to attract
a disproportionate share of future economic growth, or risk having your region
slide “off the network” and into a profound isolation from global flows of com-
merce and tourism—as has been the fate of large swaths of the global South.”

To this end, within most major urban centers, metropolitan political and
corporate leaders have organized themselves an interlocking series of pro-
growth, regional trade iations, each charged with the task of contending
with the field of competitors for a share of future economic growth. Within this
competitive field, these regional pro-growth associations attempt to mobilize
different forms of what might be called “urban capital” to attract investment and
growth. Some forms of urban capital are economic in the pure sense. Pro-growth
boosters, for example, can pull the levers of local government to improve infra-
structure, lower taxes, and offer fast-track environment approval for new indus-
trial facilities. They can also focus directly on the labor market, either investing
in education to sell the region as rich in human résources, or, alternatively, by
advertising their region’s history of low wage labor.

Other forms of urban capital, including Washi ’s baseball stadium, are
more cultural or symbolic in nature. Trading on this form of “cultural” urban
capital works for cities in much the same way as it works for individuals in the
social field. Just as members of the middle and upper classes can trade on their

lation of cultural knowledge (including knowledge of fine cuisine and
fine arts) in order to impress the “right” people and accumulate economic capi-
tal, so can cities and regions trade on their image and their “quality of life” to
rise in the intemnational urban hierarchy. In this way, the accumulation of cul-
tural amenities like opera houses, symphony halls, elaborate retail environments,
and other recreational attractions—and the promotion of these attractions
through sophisticated urban branding campaigns—can generate for the city a
positive international “image,” creating the kind of urban scene which helps
boosters sell the city to investors and tourists around the world.

The Local Field

The consequences of urban promotion and image-making do not just play out on
the global level, however. As urban historians and sociologists remind us, the
effort to transform city space to suit the needs of multinational capital takes






