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Course Description

We are all busy selling and buying. Some sell and buy stocks and bonds, real estate, or quickly privatized public property in air-conditioned offices; others hot dogs, crack, used clothes or their bodies in mean streets; some do it for a fortune, others for a penny; some buy on credit from the bank, others beg credit from the local shopkeeper; some like it formal, others don’t like it informal but have no choice. Some do the ‘right’ thing, sell and buy the right stuff at the right place, others just can’t do it ‘orderly,’ they trade on the pavement from a heavy-duty plastic bag, juggle ten jobs at the same time, want money at the red light in exchange for a better social conscience, or linger on city squares in the hope of selling their day’s labor. 

Citizens from all walks of life are engaged in market transactions yet the invigoration of commercial spirit and the mushrooming of vendors in public space are not necessarily signs of expanding opportunities. Nor are they the expression of "man's propensity to truck, barter and exchange." They are symptoms of a new global order that entails the expansion and intensification of market logic. In fact, globalization is understood as the hegemony of the market. But genres of commercialization vary greatly, have different price tags attached, and often clash. 

This is the point of departure for this course. It both reinforces and destabilizes the mainstream understanding of globalization as creeping commodification. The theoretical departure is commodification to which Polanyi’s historical wisdom of its countertendencies is added. His major contribution to the history and theory of capitalism is that commercialization was neither easy nor inevitable and the social history of capitalism was in fact the result of a double movement: the extension of market organizations in respect to most commodities and restrictions in respect to fictitious ones, such as labor, land and money. The course builds on this double movement of commodification and decommodification in its understanding of the main tendencies of globalization as framed by the city. This also sets the tone for the analysis of urban movements that tend to react precisely to this predicament, and challenge the increasing commercialization and privatization of urban services.

The course takes commercialization seriously, and makes a point about showing its history, diversity and unevenness. The distinction between formal and informal ways and venues of commercial activities is crucial to this enterprise and the understanding of the new ‘order’ of the city.

This is a course that could not take place anywhere. We intend to exploit our location consciously and make the city of Budapest our basis for oscillating between urban theory and practice. Site visits are an integral part of the curriculum. The course is intended for academics and practitioners cultivating an interdisciplinary approach, for those who do not shy away either from political economic analyses or from cultural and historical ones.

Main topics

1. Marx and commodification

1. Freedom and regulation: historicizing the market economy and Polanyi’s double movement

2. Urban restructuring in general

a. Commercialization and privatization of housing (field trip)

b. Movements for the decommodification of collective consumption 

Meeting with the squatters of Centrum Group in Budapest

c. Urban services: water, electricity, trash collection

Debates about the commodification of urban services in market economies and post-redistributive ones: comparison of South Africa, Iran and Hungary

d. Gentrification

e. Commercialization and privatization of public space

3. Venues of commerce:

a. “Mean streets:” street vendors—formal and informal (field trip)

b. Regulated consumption and the commercialization of public space: the shopping mall (field trip)

c. Institutionalized informality: the market hall (field trip)

4. The historical and theoretical link between women and commercialization: the arcades, the department store and the shopping mall

5. Summing up: Commercialization and gentrification generalized—the market, the state and their integrated global urban strategy
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