
Introduction

Let us begin with one of the basic systems that enable life: the 
water system. Depending on who you are and where you are, 
the water system will be different. Billions of people every day 
access water through a complex network of pipes and filters 
and pumps, often connected to a centralized system of treat-
ment plants and aquifers. For too many people, the system 
for providing water is inadequate, expensive, unsafe and 
unreliable, but it is still a system – even if it involves a family 
member taking buckets down to the river or a well. 

We build, rebuild, repurpose and reimagine these water 
systems, and we do the same with other systems, such as 
those providing food, housing, healthcare, education, energy, 
waste disposal and so on. We do this because we rely on these 
systems. We rely on them not just to live, but in order to be 
able to act. 

Philosophers call the capacity to act our ‘agency’. The first 
major argument of this book is that our agency is realized in 
systems we produce and reproduce. Being able to drink or 
bathe requires systems that provide water. The ability to cook 
requires systems that provide food, and often systems that 
provide fuel, stoves and water. The capacity to walk down 
the road does not just reside in our bodies. It is realized also 
in the roads we use when we walk down the road. These very 
roads also require further systems that produce and maintain 
them. This reliance on systems applies to most of the actions 
we take on a daily basis. We call all of the systems in which 
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human agency is realized – from the body to electrical grid – 
reliance systems.1 

You don’t make your own reliance systems

Reliance systems are almost always collectively produced, 
meaning they are rarely provided solely by one person. For 
example, some of us build our own homes. Some of us grow 
our own food. Others have solar panels that generate more 
power than they consume. But even if you live on a farm, or 
in a self-built home, and so are more involved in producing 
reliance systems than those who do not live in these ways, this 
does not mean you made everything you used to build those 
systems. 

After all, even if you built your house, did you harvest 
and mill the timber? Did you cast the toilets and construct 
the wind turbines? Did you mine the ore? If you live with a 
septic tank system instead of a sewer, did you dig the hole and 
design and construct the lining? Did you learn everything you 
needed to learn to accomplish these things just from figuring 
it out, or did you learn it from a family member? Or from 
books? Or from a school or an apprenticeship programme? 

Even in communities where homes are ‘self-built’ and core 
reliance systems such as sewerage and water are hard to find, 
people don’t entirely self-provision. Informal settlements 
are generally collectively built, with complex networks and 
markets for providing building materials. They too engage 
larger reliance systems for energy and communication, for 
food provision, for water and sanitation.2 In short, people do 
not self-provision the reliance systems that give us our capaci-
ties. Reliance systems are instead collectively provisioned. 

By collective we don’t mean communal, or state-run, or 
any particular institutional form. You may be provisioned 
by your neighbour, your tribe, your local or national govern-
ment, or by a local, regional or multinational corporation. 
As we will explain in Chapter 2, we explicitly argue against 
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associating ‘collective’ with any scale (i.e. local or regional 
or national) or any type of institutions (state, for-profit, non-
profit). By collective we simply mean non-individualistic, 
bigger than individuals or even households. No matter how 
independent-minded a person may be, no matter how hard 
someone works, how much money they make or have, how 
able or capable they may be, their capacities are produced 
and reproduced collectively.3 This isn’t meant as a polemi-
cal statement, even if many will take it as one. It is simply 
meant as an important observation of how things actually  
operate.

Prioritizing reliance systems 

If we accept that our agency is realized in reliance systems, 
and that most reliance systems are collectively produced for 
most people, we can start to examine the ways in which these 
systems bind us together. We may or may not enjoy talking to 
our neighbour, but collective provisioning of reliance systems 
is why we have to. This is true whether things are working or 
not, whether reliance systems are available to everyone or if 
some people are cut off, whether some are being exploited, or 
whether we are providing reliance systems in ways that stay 
within safe ecosystem limits.

Furthermore, the production and reproduction of reli-
ance systems is not something that only happens in a distant 
factory or through a minority with specialized skills. To dif-
fering degrees depending on a wide range of factors, we are 
all involved, whether we realize it or not, in the processes by 
which reliance systems are produced and reproduced. Only 
at the cost of losing almost all our agency can we escape our 
individual and collective roles in the production of reliance 
systems.

Most reliance systems fit into a simpler term that has 
become more and more important in recent years: infra-
structure. To some, this may mean that they do not belong 
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at the centre of an interesting or important politics. We need 
the trains to run on time and the water to be clean, but ‘real 
politics’ is supposedly about rights and power, sovereignty 
and global justice, markets and solidarity. Questions about 
infrastructure are important, but they are often seen as down-
stream from these issues, or as an input into supposedly more 
important things.4 

Yet as a growing chorus of activists, scholars and even 
politicians are beginning to understand, infrastructure is both 
long overdue for deeper political attention, and inherently 
political.5 In a 2016 essay, the geographer Deb Cowen asks a 
vital question:

Could repairing infrastructure be a means of repairing 
political life more broadly? … Infrastructure is necessary 
but the violence it enacts is not. Infrastructure enables all 
manner of things, and it can foster transformation as well as 
reproduction.6

Cowen is not the only scholar to chronicle how large-scale 
physical infrastructure, intricate social and legal infrastruc-
ture, complex logistics and supply chains, and myriad other 
components of material life – components of the larger set 
of structures we call reliance systems – have been at the 
centre of horrifyingly exploitative and unsustainable prac-
tices. Scholars such as Malini Ranganathan, Sapna Doshi, 
Rosalind Fredericks and many others have shown how 
infrastructure has been used to produce exploitation and cor-
ruption, power grabs and oppression, colonial settlement and 
racialized domination.7 Whether it is water systems in Flint 
or oil pipelines in the Dakotas, the electrical grid in India or 
food systems in Latin America, virtually every system that 
enables action and sustains life can and has been used to 
exploit, dominate or oppress. 

Reliance systems are also often the source of outsized 
promises, of imaginations of modernity, progress and devel-
opment. In their book The Promise of Infrastructure, the 
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anthropologists Nikhil Anand, Akhil Gupta and Hannah 
Appel argue that 

On the one hand, governments and corporations point to 
infrastructural investment as a source of jobs, market access, 
capital accumulation, and public provision and safety. On the 
other hand, communities worldwide face ongoing problems 
of service delivery, ruination, and abandonment, and they 
use infrastructure as a site both to make and contest politi-
cal claims. As the black cities of Michigan or the rubble in 
Palestine forcefully show, the material and political lives of 
infrastructure frequently undermine narratives of technologi-
cal progress, liberal equality, and economic growth, revealing 
fragile and often violent relations between people, things, and 
the institutions that govern or provision them.8

Yet as Cowen herself points out, these systems can be trans-
formative. In the same essay, she quotes the Ojibwe environ-
mental and political activist Winona LaDuke in explaining 
her objection to the Dakota Access Pipeline Project, a massive 
set of pipelines designed to transport shale oil extracted in 
the Dakotas across the midwestern United States. LaDuke is 
clear that she is not opposed to pipelines, but simply to these 
pipelines. If the pipelines were being used to carry clean water 
to people in Flint, whose struggle with lead-tainted water is 
global news, or to shore up inadequate water and sewerage 
systems on many Native American reservations, it would be 
a different story.

The second major argument of this book is that the collec-
tive production of reliance systems must be seen as a primary 
purpose of politics. We use the term ‘reliance systems’ instead 
of infrastructure because it makes a more explicit connection 
between material systems and human agency, but otherwise 
we find common cause with many such as Cowen who see 
our political future as rooted in debates about these systems.9 
After all, human agency – the capacity to live one’s life – is 
a matter of core political importance. It isn’t enough just to 
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recognize the link between reliance systems and agency, or to 
recognize the double-edged nature of these systems. If we are 
to produce a healthier politics, Cowen’s first question, about 
whether reliance systems should be the centre of politics, 
must be answered, ‘Yes.’ 

From reliance systems to the spatial contract

We call the politics of this relationship between collectively 
provisioned systems and human agency the spatial contract.10 
A spatial contract is an informal or formal agreement gov-
erning the production and reproduction of reliance systems. 
Because these systems enable us to act, the spatial contract is 
a circular process – the capacities produced by these systems 
in turn are used to produce and reproduce these system.

There is no single spatial contract, only spatial contracts. 
Spatial contracts are geographically distinct: there is a spatial 
contract for transit in Detroit, there is a spatial contract for 
heat in Malmö, one for housing in Delhi and for telecom-
munications in Lagos. They are also historically distinct, and 
have existed for as long as human beings have laboured col-
lectively in some form to produce basic systems. As we work 
to make clear in Chapter 2, spatial contracts also differ from 
system to system. Water is not heating, which is not housing, 
which is not telecommunications.

Our goal in naming spatial contract(s) is to draw attention 
to them, so that we can better understand them and ulti-
mately build a principled politics around them. The quality of 
any given spatial contract depends on the terms of the deal. 
As we explain in more detail in Chapter 1, whether a spatial 
contract is healthy depends on certain principles. Is a spatial 
contract producing working and accessible reliance systems? 
Does it produce the types of capacities it is meant to produce? 
Is it making the reliance systems stronger? Is the spatial con-
tract exploitative? Are the terms of the deal transparent to all 
parties? Is it operating within safe ecosystem limits?
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This book is an attempt to see politics through the lens 
of spatial contracts, and to imagine ways to build healthier 
spatial contracts than those that currently exist in most 
places. As with any politics, the politics of the spatial contract 
must include space for resistance and contestation, protest 
and critical inquiry. The spatial contract must not only 
create capacities for expressing indignation and challeng-
ing the powerful; it must also create capacities for realizing 
one’s more subjective goals, for leisure and fun, for art and 
aesthetic creation.11 By focusing on the systems that enable 
human action, we orient the spatial contract around a posi-
tive politics of human capacities.

If the politics of the spatial contract is a politics of the 
provisioning of human agency, then this politics requires 
the adoption of a broad understanding of what it means for 
members of communities to be political. As many political 
theorists have argued, politics goes beyond the formal activity 
of voting or legislating or protesting, and includes everything 
from informal debates and discussions to practices of con-
sumption and the mundane activities of everyday life.12

Why a spatial contract? 

The term ‘spatial contract’ is a reference to one of the best-
known concepts in Western political thought: the social 
contract. The philosophical notion of the social contract, 
which goes back at least to Thomas Hobbes, is a justification 
of political authority. The social contract understood in this 
tradition provides the moral and rational basis for a person to 
submit to governance by other persons.13 The animating idea 
of the philosophical notion of the social contract is that each 
individual is naturally free, and so ought to have a say about 
whether they are subject to any form of political domination. 
Consent to domination is supposed to make that domina-
tion morally unproblematic – at least so long as it does not 
exceed the terms of the agreement. When we extend this idea 
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to a group of people consenting to being governed by some 
institution, we then have a social contract. In theory, a social 
contract is a necessary, and according to some, a sufficient 
condition for any legitimate political order.

Another contemporary use of the term ‘social contract’ is 
rooted in mid-twentieth-century American labour relations. 
This approach focused on the ongoing conflict between 
capital – usually the owners of major corporations – and 
labour, primarily unions representing workers. The social 
contract, conceived this way, did not mean that capital 
and labour set aside their differences during this period, 
but instead that they developed an informal agreement that 
would produce labour peace. During this era wages rose, 
economic growth was consistent,14 and the United States 
developed a modern welfare state and saw major investment 
by the federal government in highways, mortgages and the 
infrastructure of suburbanization. This in turn helped to 
vault vast numbers of working-class white Americans into 
the middle class. This economic form of social contract was 
replicated across post-war Europe in different ways and to 
different degrees. 

While very different, both of these notions of the social 
contract are fundamentally about negotiation and settle-
ment, about effective agreements, both informal and formal. 
Neither tradition of the social contract, however, has been 
without major flaws and conflicts. Both struggle with issues 
of historical and geographical specificity, but in opposite 
ways. Both struggle with long legacies of colonialism, racism 
and sexism.

The philosophical notion of the social contract seems to 
require explicit, informed consent to the authority of not 
only the current government but also the whole existing 
constitutional order. But does anyone give something like 
informed consent to the political order in which they find 
themselves? And what is it to consent to the current govern-
ment when one votes or protests against that government 
and its policies?15 Social contract theory on its own can be 
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abstract, dehistoricized and ageographical (i.e. utopian in 
the sense of ‘nowhere’). This abstraction, dehistoricization 
and elimination of geographical specificity in turn allows 
the philosophical notion of the social contract to serve as a 
rationalization, or worse justification, of the actions of impe-
rialistic, colonizing, property-owning European men.16

The American economic form of social contract was simi-
larly flawed. Despite its widespread adoption in Europe, it is 
a very historically and geographically specific model.17 Even 
more critically, the social contract between labour and capital 
in the US was tainted by its deeply racist and sexist founda-
tions. African Americans, Latinx Americans and other racial-
ized groups were largely excluded from the social contract, 
both politically and in terms of benefits. Both the US and 
European models depended on centuries of brutally violent 
colonialism. 

On these grounds alone we have reason to move past the 
social contract tradition. Our notion of the spatial contract 
focuses specifically on developing a more historically, geo-
graphically and materially grounded politics, avoiding both 
philosophical abstraction and the fixation on the generalized 
economic programme of the post-war North Atlantic. Rather 
than ignore or rationalize inequalities of different kinds, as 
we explain in more detail in Chapter 4, our notion of the 
spatial contract explicitly confronts questions of exploitation 
and access.

What we do retain from the social contract tradition is 
the focus on formal and informal agreements as the basis 
for politics. This is something we have in common with the 
many contemporary thinkers from different political perspec-
tives who call for a new social contract, or new systems of 
deliberative democracy.18 These calls come in the face of 
growing inequality, rising insecurity, ecological crises, pes-
simism about democracy and a host of other contemporary 
problems. For example, Jane Lubchenco, the former presi-
dent of the American Association for the Advancement of 
Science, has called for a specific new social contract between 
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scientists and society as part of meeting twenty-first-century 
environmental challenges.19 The National Economic and 
Social Rights Initiative in the United States issued a 2018 
call for a new social contract to target inequality that specifi-
cally examines local, small-scale and often community-based 
institutions.20 In the business community, calls for a new 
social contract are made in the pages of the Financial Times 
or the conference rooms of the World Economic Forum in 
Davos.21 They are often rooted in the specific economic chal-
lenges of the digital age – the ‘gig economy’, automation – or 
emerge from the social and political challenges of Big Data, 
privacy, etc. Other versions specifically attempt to address 
the growing power of corporations, arguing for a new social 
contract that has three parties – citizens, the state and cor-
porations – in many ways creating a hybrid between the two 
above understandings.22 

Other approaches to new social contracts are closer to 
ours. For example, a group of economists, whose focus is on 
what they call the ‘Foundational Economy’, argue specifically 
for more attention to be paid to the economies we rely on – 
health and care, electricity and water, the often overlooked 
‘mundane’ economies that we need to survive but that aren’t 
seen to drive competitive economies.23 In a series of publica-
tions, foundational economists have shown both how big 
and how important the foundational economy is, and how 
desperately we need a new approach to the political economy 
of these vital societal functions.24 As foundational economists 
are a diverse bunch, their specific political approach varies, 
with some focused on more traditional citizen–state relations, 
and others taking a more multi-sectoral approach.

While drawing inspiration from many others who also 
embrace the importance of negotiating agreements as the 
basic architecture of good politics, we differ in one important 
way. Placing reliance systems at the heart of a new social 
contract demands a contract that is not only social or eco-
nomic in nature. It must also be material, rooted in the actual 
systems that we rely upon to act. This material nature of any 
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new social contract is one of the reasons we term these poli-
tics the spatial contact.

Why a spatial contract?

We use the term ‘spatial contract’, as opposed to ‘new social 
contract’, to specifically combine the social and material 
nature of these politics.25 This accomplishes three important 
and interrelated things. First, the ‘spatial’ in spatial contract 
signals our intent to develop a political framework that starts 
with the particular systems as they are found in the actual 
world, in a particular time and place, rather than with a 
preconceived political solution. As we have stated previously, 
reliance systems are not all the same. River basins, power 
grids, sewerage systems and transport networks must be 
grappled with on their own terms. Moreover, the same reli-
ance system can be very different in different places. Housing 
in Delhi is not housing in Glasgow. Construction materials, 
supply chains, cultures of habitation, production techniques 
and more are diverse. Thinking in terms of a spatial contract, 
rather than simply a social contract, forces us to see both 
these material and geographical differences.

Second, recognizing the inherent spatiality of reliance 
systems helps us to see these systems in the actual world. As 
we develop more fully in Chapter 3, most reliance systems 
manifest themselves in the cities and towns and villages of 
varying sizes in which the overwhelming majority of people 
live. Not only are reliance systems found in these human 
settlements, in many ways our settlements are intricate 
assemblages of reliance systems. Reliance systems and human 
settlements are inseparable, and this point is critical for any 
potential new politics of reliance systems.

Finally, these two facts – the material and geographical 
specificity of each system, and the inherent relationship 
between systems and settlements – make it clear that a one-
size-fits-all politics will not suffice. There is no generalized 
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political solution to the challenges of producing reliance 
systems. In one country, the nationalization of the energy 
system may be a good idea, whereas the nationalization 
of the transport system might be disastrous. Similarly, the 
privatization of the energy system in one city may be a good 
idea, but the privatization of the energy system in another 
city may be a disaster. A system of deliberative democracy in 
a low-density city with poor transit will be different than one 
in a high-density city with good transit. The material systems 
must be animating features of any new politics, not simply a 
postscript. Building a healthier spatial contract starts with a 
detailed understanding of the specific system in the specific 
place at a specific moment in history. 

As we hope is clear at this point, our understanding of the 
spatial contract aims to resist certain totalizing political and 
economic ideologies. This includes both normative views of 
how to solve the world’s problems and critical viewpoints 
that claim to identify the primary source of these problems. 
Both normative and critical ideologies have a tendency to 
fixate on certain objects, rather than approaching the system 
in question from the ground up. 

This fixation takes three common forms, which we discuss 
in far more detail in Chapter 2. The first is the tendency to 
draw political lines around idealized institutions: the state or 
the market, the commons or private property, the individual 
or the collective. At other times it is a particular scale: the 
local or the global, the regional or the national. Sometimes 
it is to assume that a certain mode of production is the only 
way to advance human agency. What this reflects is a popular 
tendency to assume that certain institutions or certain scales 
or modes of production are inherently better at governing all 
systems in all places.26 Totalizing ideologies can be extremely 
powerful – and far too tempting – but improving the actual 
politics of production and reproduction of reliance systems 
requires a more flexible approach.

One way of thinking about the limits of generalized politi-
cal solutions is what economists Ben Fine, Kate Bayliss and 
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Mary Robertson call ‘horizontal’ approaches to systems. 
Horizontal approaches can be anything from a set of political 
economic frameworks (capitalism, socialism, neoliberalism, 
etc.) to cross-cutting social theories. These approaches are 
horizontal because they tend to apply their ideologies across 
all or most systems. 

Fine, Bayliss and Robertson instead advocate for more 
‘vertical’ approaches. A vertical approach examines systems

by looking at the full chain of activities underpinning the mate-
rial production and cultural significance of different goods. 
As such, the approach avoids over-generalising the relevance 
of particular factors, instead recognising that any instance of 
consumption is shaped by a shifting array of context specific 
determinants.27

This approach, known as ‘systems of provision’, is central to 
our understanding of spatial contracts. It forces us to recog-
nize that any given spatial contract is unique, and forces us 
to determine which institution or scale is best for a reliance 
system by analysing the system itself.

Three interlocking frameworks

In the pages that follow, we work to further develop and 
explain the core ideas in our understanding of the spatial con-
tract. Chapter 1 delves deeper into the relationship between 
reliance systems and agency, explaining in more detail how 
and why reliance systems enable us to act – and how this real-
izes a meaningful form of human freedom. This chapter also 
sets down some other important groundwork for the spatial 
contract. We explain why we believe in a political approach 
rooted in the idea of a contract, as opposed to other potential 
approaches focused on collective ownership, a right to the 
city, or deliberative democracy. We then explain what we 
mean by a healthy spatial contract, rooting it in six principles. 
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Chapter 2 is about learning to ‘see like a system’, stripping 
away ideological approaches to systems which may fixate 
on a particular institutional form, sector, scale or so on. We 
build a framework that highlights how each system is unique, 
part of our emphasis on system-centred politics, not politics-
centred systems. We build this analytical framework using 
ideas from systems of provisions thinking, socio-technical 
system research, heterodox and neoclassical economics. We 
develop a partial set of questions and criteria for analysing 
different systems. 

If Chapter 2 is a framework for pulling apart reliance 
systems and ‘seeing like a system’, Chapter 3 is about how 
and where they come together – in human settlements. 
‘Seeing like a settlement’ is the first step in overcoming the 
very real political and cultural divisions around which people 
often assume that systems are divided: between the urban and 
rural, city and suburb, formal and informal. These political 
barriers are just as harmful to hopes for a healthier spatial 
contract as the ideologies discussed in Chapter 2.

Chapter 4 focuses on exploitation and inequality in the 
provision of reliance systems. We cannot propose a new poli-
tics of any kind – let alone a new politics centred in reliance 
systems – that is not based in acknowledging and overcoming 
the ways in which much of the world has either been denied 
access to adequate reliance systems or has had their reliance 
upon these systems exploited in different ways. Modifying 
Iris Marion Young’s five faces of oppression, we discuss how 
a healthy spatial contract must reckon with the forms of 
exploitation and oppression that are so prevalent across the 
globe.

In the conclusion, we briefly illustrate how using the spatial 
contract lens informs two import discussions in the contem-
porary world: the Green New Deal, a vision for combating 
climate change and economic inequality through a massive 
retrofit of energy and related systems, and Universal Basic 
Income, a set of proposals to provide a minimum salary to all 
persons. We also acknowledge the important and numerous 
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limitations of the book, limitations which point the way 
towards future interventions in the development of the spatial 
contract as a framework.

Seen together, this book offers three interlocking frame-
works for a new politics of reliance systems. It is an intel-
lectual framework which forces us to see that human agency 
depends upon material systems that human beings collectively 
produce and reproduce. It is an analytical framework which 
provides tools to understand the material and geographical 
specificity of the production of reliance systems. Finally, it is 
a political framework which proposes principles that should 
guide the production of reliance systems.

At the heart of this political argument is a belief that spatial 
contracts – the relationships between our capacity to act and 
the systems that realize those capacities – must increasingly 
become the centre of our politics. Collective provisioning of 
reliance systems is a fact, not a normative assumption or an 
ideological stance. As we stated at the outset, one may or may 
not want to talk to a neighbour or fellow citizen or fellow 
user of a system, but this is why we have to. 
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