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Editorial introduction 

Towards the socio-ecological fix
Key questions
By now it is well established, even in the mainstream press, that the history and geography of 
capitalism is riven with periodic downturns, some serious enough to warrant the term “crisis.” 
Considerable difference of opinion, however, persists when it comes to understanding these 
episodes of stagnation and devaluation, and whether and how the more serious ones can 
and do lead to qualitative transformations in the way capital accumulation “works.” Within 
these debates, remarkably little scholarship (certainly within the geography literature) has 
systematically developed what we might call the political ecology of capitalist crises, that is 
the role of specific socio-natural transformations (both material and semiotic, political, and 
ecological) in constituting and resolving (if temporarily) periodic paroxysms in the uneven 
historical geography of capitalism. And yet, in the Anthropocene, the scope of the climate 
change problem continues to broaden, posing disquieting questions about global governance 
(Wainwright and Mann, 2012) the intensification of industrial cultivation systems in 
agriculture, forestry, and aquaculture more tightly couples the production of biological life 
with capital accumulation, with attendant political–ecological ramifications (see e.g. Fargione 
et al., 2008; Hall, 2003; Li, 2010; Vandergeest et al., 1999) and the future of capitalism itself 
is increasingly constituted in the political imaginary by the question as to whether and how 
markets can be “greened” (Goldman, 2005; McAfee, 1999; Watts, 2002).

Nicely encapsulating the moment, Jason Moore in his recent book (2015: 16) asks if 
“the ongoing closure of frontiers today signals an exhaustion of capitalism’s Cheap Nature 
strategy, with its prodigious history of appropriating uncommodified nature as a way to 
advance labor productivity?” Moore suggests that the expanded reproduction of capitalism, 
interrupted by moments of crisis, has been made possible by cheap labor power, food, energy, 
and raw materials. It follows that if such expanded reproduction is to continue, we need to 
understand whether and how the mobilization of socio-natures in the service of accumulation, 
balanced all the while with competing demands in the domains of everyday life and social 
reproduction more widely, are to be achieved. More specifically, we need to understand how 
the historical–geographical formation of what David Harvey christened capitalism’s “spatial 
fixes” increasingly gives rise to or produces the socio-environmental conditions of the age.

This special issue focuses on how crises of capitalism may be temporarily offset through 
intensive and extensive transformations of landscapes and processes that take the form of 
specifically “socio-ecological” fixes. Such fixes, we contend, must be understood at two 
levels. First, building most directly on David Harvey’s (1981, 1982, 1985a, 1985b, 2001, 2003) 
theory of a spatial fix for capitalist crisis tendencies, contributors to the collection examine 
ways in which landscapes are produced, how human and nonhuman organisms and socio-
natural relationships are transformed, and how labor processes are restructured in order to 
address or offset (at least temporarily) entangled social and environmental crises of capitalism 
through conjoined productions of space and nature. Second, the special issue extends the idea 
of the “fix” to include not only arrangements propelled by diversions of large flows of capital 
into the built environment (broadly understood), but also by shifts in the social regulation of 
productions of space and nature in response to real and perceived crises of legitimacy.
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In exploring the socio-ecological fix, contributors tackle four key questions that animate 
the collection:

1.  How does thinking in terms of socio-ecological fixes draw from but also extend David 
Harvey’s conceptualization of the spatial fix and what value is added in developing 
a new vocabulary and conceptual register for understanding the capitalization, 
marketization, financialization, commodification, social regulation, and political 
contestation of socio-natures as dynamics of spatial fixes?

2.  How do environmental politics and regulations limit, constrain, and shape capitalist 
dynamics, constituting the specific configurations by which capitalist social relations 
and capitalist spaces are reproduced? What is the articulation of neoliberal capitalism 
and social regulation with the production of nature and how does that articulation shape 
contemporary spatial fixes?

3.  Can the concept of the socio-ecological fix help us understand broader trajectories of 
socio-natural change in ways that avoid economism in how we confront the production 
of nature? How are social movements implicated in shaping the trajectory of socio-
ecological fixes and what political possibilities are opened and foreclosed?

4.  What are the locational, scalar, and historical dimensions of socio-ecological fixes? 
How are questions of the body, the country and the city, and globalizing political 
economic processes bound up in environmentally oriented fixes?

The literature
The concept of the socio-ecological fix in this special issue is developed in relation to numerous 
implicit and explicit accounts of how capitalist crises may be temporarily displaced or overcome 
through reworking of capital’s circulation in, through and around ecological processes and 
landscapes, which themselves are always socio-natural in character. In no way is this collection 
or are these papers the first to explore the socio-ecological dimensions or implications of the 
formation of spatial fixes, and certainly this is not the first place where the more general conception 
of environmental regulations as “fixes” for certain kinds of problems or contradictions originating 
in the political economy of capitalism is advanced. Rather, the main goal of the collection is to 
take existing precursors as points of departure for conceptual and empirical development.

The starting point for many, but not all, of the contributors is Harvey’s influential theory of 
the “spatial fix,” a singular geographical contribution to critical theory more generally, and a 
core concept for many working on studies of urbanization, gentrification, deindustrialization, 
and uneven development (Brenner, 1998; Glassman, 2006, 2007; Lang and Knox, 2009; 
Smith, 2008). Drawing largely from Karl Marx’s (1973, 1978) writings on the circulation of 
capital in the Grundrisse and vol. II of Capital, Harvey forged insight into how the dynamics 
of capital accumulation and the space economy of capitalism are reworked in response to 
political economic crises (for discussions see Jessop 2004, 2008; Schoenberger, 2004), 
including through the urbanization of capital as well as in the articulation and rearticulation 
of inter-urban and inter-regional dynamics. For Harvey (1981, 1982, 1985a, 1985b, 2001), 
socio-spatial fixes provide avenues for reproducing the conditions of capital accumulation 
and attenuating crisis tendencies via “fixing” capital in particular territorial configurations 
that transform the intensive and extensive spatiotemporal rhythms of accumulation. In recent 
years, Harvey (2003) has focused on how formally “noncapitalist” aspects of social life 
articulate with and facilitate the dynamics of capital accumulation through expanding market 
exchange and commodification to social relations heretofore non- or partially commodified, 
including specific socio-natures and socialized services and infrastructure. However, Harvey 
has not explicitly tied his later work to earlier contributions on the spatial fix by exploring 
in any systematic way the possibility of a socio-ecological fix. He has not discussed the 
relationship between the production of nature and the production of space in fixed capital 
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formation nor in the restructuring of the space economy of capitalism more generally (though 
there are certainly suggestions pointing in this direction in his work, e.g. see Harvey, 1996). 
And he has not systematically addressed the ways in which social regulation, including 
environmental regulation, may help to constitute specific instantiations of the fix dynamic. 
These papers collectively attempt to close that lacuna.

There are, however, others whose work also provides a foundation for the various 
contributions to this special issue. Numerous scholars (too many to mention, many cited in 
the individual papers) have explored the articulation of capitalism and nature, including for 
instance Cindy Katz’s (1998) memorable polemic on nature as an accumulation strategy, 
Jack Kloppenburg’s (1988) examination of the commodification of plant germplasm, 
James O’Connor’s (1997) development of capitalism’s second, or ecological, contradiction 
and perhaps most singularly, Neil Smith’s (2008) ground-breaking theory of capitalism’s 
production of nature.

Recent work on urban political ecology (UPE) and urban metabolism is particularly 
relevant. Building on the aforementioned contribution of Smith as well as those of Henri 
Lefebvre (1991) and Susan Buck-Morss (1995), UPE literature views urbanization and the 
production of urban space as conjoined socio-ecological processes. While cities are often 
taken in the popular imagination (and considerable scholarly work) to be in opposition 
to nature or to the countryside, careful historical and geographical work links urban 
development to networks of raw material and energy provisioning (and their politics) 
in ways that truly make the country and the city conjoined or coproduced, as Raymond 
Williams (1973) argued they always were. Urban infrastructure developed as part of grand 
modernization schemes (Gandy, 1999, 2002; Kaika, 2005, 2006; Kaika and Swyngedouw, 
2000; Swyngedouw, 1999, 2007) or through Keynesian-style investments into the urban 
fabric of cities (Graham and Marvin, 2001) has been explored as simultaneously political 
economic and ecological undertakings, including, e.g. through the production of privatized 
and/or marketized urban waterscapes (Bakker, 2004; Kaika, 2006; Loftus, 2006) as well 
as energy systems (Kaika and Swyngedouw, 2000; Prudham et al., 2011). Swyngedouw’s 
(2013) most recent writing on Spain suggests that water desalination is a socio-technical 
fix to regional water disparities. Central contributions in this emerging literature lie in 
explorations of the metabolic (i.e. specifically socio-ecological) character of urban and 
spatial change, together with emphasis on questions of political legitimacy and consent, 
including the ideological dimensions of landscapes urban and otherwise (see also Ekers, 
2009; Ekers and Loftus, 2008; Huber, 2013).

Another influence on the papers in this collection comes from the now sprawling critical 
scholarship concerning the relationship between neoliberalism and socio-environmental 
change. A burgeoning literature exploring this nexus draws attention to issues of environmental 
politics and governance in the context of capitalist crisis tendencies (see e.g. Bakker, 2004; 
Heynen and Perkins, 2005; Liverman, 2004; McCarthy, 2004, 2005, 2006; Mansfield, 
2004a, 2004b; Robertson, 2004), with some arguing that neoliberalism too is an inherently 
ecological project (McCarthy and Prudham, 2004). In this context, Noel Castree (2008a, 
2008b) has explicitly argued that neoliberalism specifically targets economic renewal through 
an “environmental fix” that marketizes “environmental bads” and deregulates larger domains 
of the environment. Similarly, Alice Cohen and Karen Bakker (2014) have argued that “eco-
scalar fixes” are pursued by governments to address environmental degradation and uneven 
development. The so-called sustainability fix in the writing of While et al. (2004: 551) speaks 
to how sustainable development agendas are “part of the search for a spatio-institutional fix 
to safeguard growth trajectories in the wake of industrial capitalism’s long downturn, the 
global ‘ecological crisis’ and the rise of popular environmentalism” (see also Kear, 2007; 
MacDonald and Keil, 2012; Temenos and McCann, 2012).
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Curiously, these perspectives on environmental regulatory “fixes” largely circumvent 
Harvey’s notion of the spatial fix, either in terms of the formation of fixed capital or in terms 
of his more recent emphasis on extensive or outer moments of the spatial fix, including 
through accumulation by dispossession and the international integration of markets (1981, 
2001, 2003). Rather, in some of the literature on neoliberal era environmental regulation, 
the connotation of the term “fix” is highly generic, having to do with the solution to any 
given problem, however temporary. Nonetheless, there is the basis, if sometimes implicit, 
that neoliberal environmental fixes involve the intensified marketization, commodification, 
and financialization of “nature” along with attendant forms of rescaling environmental 
governance in ways that facilitate expansion in the scale and scope of capital accumulation.

More recently, specific forays have been made into understanding how crises may induce 
the development of green infrastructure and social regulation. Castree (2009: 1789) has again 
been key to these debates and has advocated for “championing and further developing” the 
idea of a “green New deal” that could advance ecological and social justice. Similarly, Fred 
Block (2011) has called for a new green-Keynesianism involving massive investments into 
environmental infrastructure and the development of a new form of green mass consumption. 
Most recently, Castree and Christophers (2015) ask whether finance capital may be leveraged 
to facilitate a shift toward green infrastructure in the service of climate change mitigation.

Collectively, accounts of socio-ecological fixes now in circulation, and hopefully 
furthered by this collection, ask us to consider how the reproduction of capitalism is 
increasingly taking place through reconfigurations of socio-natural relationships and, more 
specifically, through the production of nature. But as this collection of articles demonstrates, 
such dynamics can play out in multiple and contradictory ways. Indeed, while drawing 
on some of the conceptual foundations noted and while specifically extending the concept 
of the spatial fix, the collection’s greatest strength may be the diversity and richness of 
empirical engagement in exploring the metabolic character of specific spatial fixes. Anna 
Zalik (2015) explores the collision of international oil companies seeking access to new sites 
and sources of oil with environmental regulatory reviews pertaining to frontiers of oil and gas 
development. For her, these arrangements comprise socio-ecological fixes in the dual sense 
of securing new opportunities to capitalize nature through the appropriation of raw materials 
while also fixing socio-ecological controversies within bounded institutional spaces and 
processes. James Nugent’s focus (2015) is on the way the state has led a socio-economic 
fix in Ontario, Canada originating as a response to the conjunction of growing air pollution, 
traffic congestion, and economic stagnation, all constituted by lively social movements and 
addressing both the economic imperative for renewed growth and the political imperative 
to respond to socio-ecological contradictions. James McCarthy (2015) examines the broad 
shift toward renewable energy systems on a worldwide basis as a socio-ecological fix or 
nested set of fixes, propelled by a combination of state and multilateral initiatives and large 
flows of capital, and in response to the contradictions of the (largely) fossil-fuel era. Leigh 
Johnson (2015) tackles the role of (re)insurance for spatial infrastructure under threat from 
climate change, arguing that this “catastrophic fix” in the form of the financialization of 
climate risk needs to be integrated into existing accounts of fixed capital formation and the 
threat of periodic devaluations. For Julie Guthman (2015), human bodies comprise a site and 
a scale for working out some of the contradictions of the capitalist food system, comprising 
not only an accumulation strategy, but what she calls (drawing directly on Harvey) a form 
of “inner fix.”. Michael Ekers (2015), drawing directly from Harvey’s concern with the 
diversion of fixed capital into the built environment, explores extensive recession-era 
Canadian reforestation efforts giving rise to plantation forests as forms of socio-ecological 
fixes aimed at the renewal of long-term fiber supplies while also shoring up the legitimacy 
of industrial forestry. Jessica Dempsey’s paper (2015) develops the fix idea using less the 
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connotation of fixed capital or the spatial organization of capital accumulation and more the 
role of biodiversity loss (or its threatened loss) as a purported contradiction of or limit to 
global accumulation whose “fix” (in scientific, regulatory, and quantitative terms) is integral 
to the legitimacy of ongoing accumulation.

Concluding remarks
We end this brief commentary with some speculations on matters to be addressed more 
systematically than this collection allows. The concept of a socio-ecological fix, like the 
spatial fix, is an inherently conservative one. It is fundamentally concerned with how 
capitalism survives, not with how it might be “disassembled” to use Geoff Mann’s (2013) 
term. Why spend so much time, and dedicate so much written space, to assessing how the 
conditions of profitability may be renewed or restored through the re-working of socio-
natural relationships, processes, and landscapes? Surely the answer is not because we or our 
collaborators are necessarily fans of endless accumulation on an expanded scale. Rather, 
we believe that understanding how articulations of political-economic and ecological crises 
comprise the terrain on which future accumulation (and accumulation is always a bet about 
the future) is crucial for exploring the political and ecological conditions of possibility for 
various movements. How, then, might social and political movements leverage various 
openings and/or failures tied to socio-ecological fixes?

One of the key implications of the collection, and an area where we also hope to see future 
work, is the need to account for politics and contradictions in attempting to fix capital and/or 
renew accumulation via new or reconfigured socio-ecological relationships, particularly over 
the longer term. For the most part (with the exception of McCarthy’s paper), the case studies 
here concern themselves with the here and now, but do not address the longer term trajectory 
of capitalism’s political ecology. A central question, then, concerns the examination of socio-
ecological fixes over longer time periods, in part to examine whether the capitalization of 
nature through socio-ecological fixes exacerbates crises, as Moore (2015) argues has been 
the case to this point, or, whether as Castree and Christopher (2015) suggest, progressive 
gains might be realized. Time, and future work, will tell.
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