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Abstract. The emergence of a new urban form, the global city, has attracted little attention
from International Relations (IR) scholars, despite the fact that much progress has been
made in conceptualising and mapping global cities and their networks in other fields. This
article argues that global cities pose fundamental questions for IR theorists about the nature
of their subject matter, and shows how consideration of the historical relationship between
cities and states can illuminate the changing nature of the international system. It highlights
how global cities are essential to processes of globalisation, providing a material and
infrastructural backbone for global flows, and a set of physical sites that facilitate command
and control functions for a decentralised global economy. It goes on to argue that the rise
of the global city challenges IR scholars to consider how many of the assumptions that the
discipline makes about the modern international system are being destabilised, as important
processes deterritorialise at the national level and are reconstituted at different scales.
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journals International Relations and the Cambridge Review of International Affairs. He is
currently working on a monograph provisionally entitled Global Cities and Global Order.

Introduction

The rise of global cities, whether viewed as transnational global city regions, or as
global networks of fragments of urban space, poses important questions about a
discipline conditioned to examine a world of territorial nation-states. It signals a
fundamental challenge to some of the core logics of the modern international
system, and, I will argue, offers a way to analyse indications of immanent
transformation within that system.

Despite a significant research programme having developed around the concept
of the global city over the last four decades in urban sociology and political
geography, International Relations (IR) scholars have been slow to engage with
this challenge.1 This is a great loss, as IR has much to offer these debates. Scholars

* I would like to offer my acknowledgement and thanks to Barry Buzan, Richard Little and Chris
Brown for their critical engagement with some of the ideas outlined in this article. I would also like
to acknowledge the generosity of the Department of International Relations at the London School
of Economics, and of the Institute of International Relations in Prague, for offering material support
for this project.

1 In February 2009 there was a significant presence, for the first time, of global cities theorists at the
annual International Studies Association conference in New York. The panellists noted that this
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from other disciplines have themselves failed to engage with the rich theoretical
resources of IR in their attempts to understand the political implications of the rise
of the global city, often being drawn instead to Wallerstein’s world systems
theory.2 These implications include the changing relationship of global cities to the
territorial states from which they are partially disembedding, the relationship of
territorial states to the global economy, and the implosion of a range of systemic
contradictions into the physical sites of global cities.

The article proceeds in two stages. The first section introduces the concept of
the global city and outlines the changes to the global urban fabric that this concept
is deployed to explain. This section presents a brief theoretical historiography
designed to introduce IR scholars to a literature with which they may be
unfamiliar. It shows how global cities are argued to be a product of a particular
historical context; the conjuncture of neo-liberal ideology, crisis-induced global
economic restructuring, and the emergence of a new technological paradigm.
Although not intended as an empirical contribution itself, nonetheless this account
draws upon the empirical work of global city theorists and the references indicated
contain substantial empirical components.

The second section seeks to show how global cities can be linked to some of
the core theoretical resources of IR. It argues for a historically sensitive
formulation of the concept of international system as the core theoretical resource
offered by IR for these tasks. It then looks at three distinctive theories of the
transformation of international systems that can offer purchase on the implications
of the rise of the global city: the issue of how the units in such systems may change
over time; the different ways in which the diverse ideational and material elements
of international systems are assembled and combined in historically particular
configurations; and a comparison of the varied spatial and temporal structures that
historically situated international systems exhibit. The general argument is that the
emergence of the global city is an indication of a new development in the
long-running tension between capitalism and the territorial state-system within
which it developed, signifying a wider set of transformations within the political
settlement of modernity.

Rise of the global city

This section introduces IR scholars to the changes in urban form that have led
analysts to identify a historically specific urban configuration: the global city. It
discusses the nature of the global city, the types of historical processes that have
produced it, and the intellectual problems that it represents. By focusing upon a
selection of global city theorists that have each had a crucial impact on the

development represented some kind of breakthrough in crossing the disciplinary divide between the
global cities literature and International Relations. However, it was apparent that the content of
these panels failed to engage in any substantial way with the theoretical resources of IR. The
discussion remained confined to the traditional theories and concepts developed in the global cities
literature. One of the purposes of this article is to try to show some of the ways in which the
theoretical resources of IR may be brought to bear upon the problem of global cities.

2 Immanuel M. Wallerstein, The Modern World-System: Capitalist Agriculture and the Origins of the
European World-Economy in the Sixteenth Century, vol. 1 (New York: Academic Press, 1974).
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development of the literature, this section aims to provide a useful guide to the
shape of the literature and the important debates. Global city theory first
developed in the 1980s, initially in symbiosis with world systems and dependency
theory, where the key theorist was John Friedman. It then formed a close
connection with theories of post-industrial society, informational capitalism and
the globalisation debates of the 1990s, where Manuel Castells, Saskia Sassen and
Peter Taylor have been seminal figures. More recently attention has been paid to
the social, cultural and relational aspects of global cities, as scholars have come to
critique the economistic bias of earlier contributions, highlighting how global cities
are dialectically entwined with the growth of new forms of transnational urban
peripherlisation and inequality, such as the production of mega-cities and slums, as
reflected in the contributions of Doreen Massey and Mike Davis.

The material form of global cities: nodes, regions and networks

The global city refers to both a theoretical object and a distinctive urban form.
Beginning in the 1970s, significant transformations altered the urban fabric of
many cities around the world, producing a set of historically distinctive urban
formations. Although there are variations to the specific forms that individual cities
are taking, based upon their particular histories and cultures, it is a feature of
global cities that they exhibit a set of core parallel material changes to their form.3

Distinctive global city morphology takes the shape of the reinvigoration of the
central business district, the taking up of a nodal position within trans-territorial
global city networks, and the parallel emergence of transnational global city
regions.

A number of trends are identified. Firstly, the flight from the inner city that
accompanied de-industrialisation in the developed world, and also contributed to
the breakdown of the urban fabric in the rioting and unrest of the late-1960s, has
been reversed in many cities, their centres reinvigorated and gentrified. Such centres
have grown vertically, often reaching unprecedented levels of density in their
business districts. Such processes are equally at work in developing cities, such as
Shanghai, where over five thousand towers over eighty stories tall have been
constructed in the last twenty-five years.4

This reinvigoration of the city centre is a direct result of the need for businesses
to agglomerate in certain physical locations, and the need for centres of
coordination and control in a technologically dispersed global economy. The
gentrification of the inner city around these centres has been directly linked to the
high wages available to those employed in the sectors of the economy related to
such control: the financial and insurance sector, corporate headquarters and
advanced producer services.5 Such cities also display great polarisation of wealth,
leading to segregation and privatisation, the growth of gated communities and the

3 Saskia Sassen, The Global City: New York, London, Tokyo (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1991), p. 5.

4 Richard Burdett, et al. The Endless City (London: Phaidon, 2007), p. 6.
5 Sassen, The Global City: New York, London, Tokyo, p. 13.
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citadelisation of corporate space. Increasing wealth disparities, a shrinking middle
class, immigration and slum production, uneven access to services, the creation of
private spaces and networks, these processes pull at the cohesion of such cities and
threaten their social reproduction.6

At the same time as the central business district has grown vertically, certain
cities are also being stretched horizontally, as information communication and
transportation technologies allow them to reach across ever greater expanses of
physical space. Networks of air and high-speed rail transportation have shrunk
selected stretches of global and regional space. This has led to debates about the
formation of global city regions – integrated and polycentric urban agglomerations
of sometimes quasi-continental size, where improvements in transport infrastruc-
tures connect huge numbers of people to core cities. Such regions may be viewed
as the driving force of globalisation, offering a size and scale more appropriate for
the contemporary global economy than the historical city or the nation-state.

Over twenty global city regions have been identified with populations of over ten
million; some arranged around a core city, such as London or Mexico City, others
taking polycentric form, such as the Dutch Randstad.7 Regional urban formations,
such as the New Jersey-New York-Long Island-Rhode Island-Connecticut metro-
politan region, the Hong Kong-Shenzhen-Canton-Macau-Zuhai-Pearl River Delta
region, or the London-Paris-Lille-Brussels-Netherlands-Frankfurt-Cologne net-
work, contain vast populations that often far surpass the size of nation-states.
Manuel Castells puts it this way: ‘the entire planet is being reorganised around
gigantic metropolitan nodes that absorb an increasing proportion of the urban
population, itself the majority of the population of the planet’.8 Driving the growth
of these dense economic clusters is the heightened competition that has
accompanied economic globalisation: such clustering brings with it greater oper-
ational flexibility and enhanced learning, creativity and innovation.9 Such density
is also a result of the great late-twentieth century migration flows, which have
swelled global city regions and brought with them complex mixtures of cultural
and ethnic diversity. A focus for the future is likely to be on how the levels of
political integration, and the institutions of governance and representation, lag far
behind the levels of economic integration.

These regions form around valued global city nodes, which are themselves
further linked together by an increasingly sophisticated material infrastructure that
transcends the limitations of physical contiguity. The growth in network connec-
tions between global cities is enabled by the information technology revolution: it
allows distant, non-contiguous city spaces to develop patterned and durable
interactions of a density and scope previously unavailable. Global cities are linked
together through the creation of a selectively sited digital infrastructure: a vast
project of infrastructure construction comparable to the construction of the

6 Neil Brenner and Roger Keil, The Global Cities Reader (London: Routledge, 2006), p. 4.
7 Allen John Scott, Global City-Regions: Trends, Theory, Policy (New York: Oxford University Press,

2000), pp. 1–14.
8 Manuel Castells, The Internet Galaxy: Reflections on the Internet, Business, and Society (Oxford; New

York: Oxford University Press, 2001), pp. 225–30.
9 Michael Storper, The Regional World: Territorial Development in a Global Economy (New York:

Guilford Press, 1997).
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railways, mass transit systems and motorways of previous periods.10 The social
ramifications of this technological infrastructure, which is housed predominantly
within global cities, are investigated at length in Castell’s notion of the ‘space-of-
flows’: a new form of social space offering a qualitatively different experience of
space and time for those participating within it.11 This is a subject I return to.
Recent work has collected relational data and mapped empirically the types and
intensities of network interactions between different sets of cities, focusing upon, for
example, Internet pathways, airline routes, and global office location strategies.12

Global cities and capitalist restructuring

Global city theorists have progressed a long way in developing the conceptual tools
and much needed non-state-centric relational empirics that have allowed purchase
on these urban developments. Before discussing their findings, however, I want to
argue that their lack of familiarity and engagement with the tools of IR has
narrowed their ability to draw out the wider systemic importance of their many
insights. On the other hand, the state-centrism of much IR theory has blinded IR
scholars to the historic importance of such developments. The changing historical
relationship between cities and states has often been of epochal significance.13

Cities formed the bedrock for the first ancient city-states. In the modern
international system, cities were subjugated to the state, and, with industrialisation,
became the growth engines of national economies. Taking a long historical
perspective reveals to us that, ‘compared to cities, nation-states are “young”
enterprises that have yet to prove their viability’.14 One question I want to pose
here is whether the emergence of global cities, and the new forms of social space
that they represent, signals a moment of fundamental transformation in the nature
of the modern international system.

To begin to answer this question I go back to the emergence of global city
theory to show the nature of the intellectual problems that it was developed to
solve, and trace the symbiotic development of the concept and the objects that it
was designed to explain. The story begins in the late 1960s, when the urban fabric
of many cities in the Western world was under increasing strain. The decade
witnessed a series of breakdowns in the functioning of cities, with riots in New
York and Paris, repeated around the world.15 Important work at this time focused
upon the ways in which the capitalist city produced, and continued to reproduce,
patterns of poverty and inequality. Castells argued that the nation-state had
destroyed the historical territorial integrity and functional viability of cities as

10 Peter Geoffrey Hall, Cities in Civilization: Culture, Innovation and Urban Order (London:
Weidenfield, 1998), pp. 960–1.

11 Manuel Castells, The Rise of the Network Society (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 1996).
12 Peter Taylor, World City Network : A Global Urban Analysis (London: Routledge, 2003). This work

has grown out of an extensive and continuing empirical and theoretical research programme, hosted
by Loughborough University in the UK, which now offers a wealth of data on global cities:
{www.lboro.ac.uk/gawc}.

13 Edward Soja, Postmetropolis : Critical Studies of Cities and Regions (Oxford; Malden, MA:
Blackwell, 2000), p. 196.

14 Burdett et al., The Endless City, p. 6.
15 Soja, Postmetropolis: Critical Studies of Cities and Regions, pp. 95–109.
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autonomous units, leaving them at the mercy of capitalist logics.16 Harvey noted
how capitalist logics of accumulation demanded the constant restructuring of the
city’s built environment, through successive waves of creation and destruction.
These problems, it was argued, were at the heart of the urban crises of the 1960s
and early 1970s.17

The urban crises were eventually deferred, though not resolved, with the
economic restructuring of the global economy in the 1970s, which was
accompanied by waves of deindustrialisation that reshaped many formerly dynamic
industrial metropolises. It is at this point that the global city discourse begins to
emerge, as the relationship between city and state is rescaled. The specific way in
which this relationship has been rescaled was shaped by historical context. In
particular, three interdependent and historically situated mechanisms have been
identified that interacted during the 1960s and 1970s: crisis-led economic restruc-
turing, the technological revolution associated with microelectronics and digitali-
sation, and the cultural revolutions of the late-1960s.

Castells has argued that these developments interacted reflexively to shape
social practices, economic rescaling and the direction of technological development.
Castells sees technology and society as mutually constituted. This perspective is
often referred to as the ‘social shaping of technology’ – it refuses to view
technology as an independent variable, and emphasises the role of historical
context in influencing the forms that technological development takes.18 In this
sense, ‘technology is society, and society cannot be understood or represented
without its technological tools’.19 This way, the cultural proclivities of the time
(cultures of individual freedom, resistance to centralisation, the post-modern
sensibility) informed the neo-liberal philosophical basis of economic restructuring
and the rise of the multinational corporation and networked enterprise. These new
social and economic forms were, in turn, facilitated by, and reliant upon,
networked technologies that allowed them the ability to be operationally flexible,
less hierarchical, to have greater access to market information, and to rescale and
reconstitute their activities at the global level. All three strands worked in
symbiotic fashion, shaping the economic and social restructuring of the last four
decades. Of course, the neo-liberal state has been central to this process by
fostering the type of cultural and business environments in which these develop-
ments have emerged. By embracing neo-liberal policies it may be argued that the
modern state has encouraged developments that alter the historically specific
environment in which it evolved. One way to gain purchase on this issue is to
examine how global cities are at the centre of this restructuring, both as centres of
corporate decision making and as physical sites for the networked technological
infrastructure of the global economy.

These rescaling processes began to be reflected in those physical changes to
many cities that began in the 1970s and were outlined above. Analysts began to
link the physical changes to structural changes in the world economy: the
breakdown of the post-war Bretton Woods system and the formation of global

16 Manuel Castells, The Urban Question: A Marxist Approach (London: Edward Arnold, 1977).
17 David Harvey, Social Justice and the City (London: E. Arnold, 1973).
18 Donald A. MacKenzie and Judy Wajcman, The Social Shaping of Technology, 2nd edition

(Buckingham; Philadelphia: Open University Press, 1999).
19 Castells, The Rise of the Network Society, p. 5.
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financial markets, the emergence of offshore banking and export processing zones,
the rise of multinationals and the emergence of a new international division of
labour. The first clear statement making this connection between cities and
economic restructuring was John Friedmann’s The World City Hypothesis.20 This
piece kick-started a concerted research programme in urban sociology and political
geography that attempted to understand how certain core cities both shape and are
shaped by the changing nature of the global economy. Friedmann’s work drew
upon both traditional urban theory, which examined hierarchies of national
systems of cities, and world systems theory, whose neo-Marxian framework sought
to show how states were tied together in unequal structural core-periphery
relationships.21 Friedmann’s key contribution was to place cities back on the
agenda of international political economy, showing how the internal life of cities,
and the form that such cities take, in terms of their built environment and
morphology, could only be understood by reference to their connections at the
international level and the functions that they fulfil for the global economy. At the
same time, the global economy could only be properly understood by reference to
the role that certain cities play within it.

Such functionalism was later expanded into the idea of urban specialisation.22

Particular cities, based upon their historical lineage, and upon particular functions
that they fulfil for the global economy, become intrinsic elements of global
networks. London becomes a key strategic and nodal point for processing capital,
Houston a key site for the concentration of skills and expertise in the energy sector,
Chicago the node for commodities exchange. In this sense, a global city develops
its specialisation in relation to other global cities, and also in relation to its own
particular history, resources and geographical location.23

Global cities and globalisation

In the 1990s these theoretical foundations became entwined with the acceleration
of economic globalisation. Technological advances in information and communi-
cations developed to higher levels of sophistication, and their effects became more
visible. In this context Saskia Sassen produced The Global City, which became a
valuable theoretical statement of how cities are central to globalisation. Sassen’s
work pushes beyond Friedmann’s earlier formulation in the sophistication of its
analysis of the linkage between cities and economic globalisation, and in its
capacity to account directly for many of the physical changes to the urban fabric.
Another factor that sets Sassen’s contribution apart is her emphasis upon how
digital networks are producing new capabilities within global cities. She highlights

20 John Friedmann, ‘The World City Hypothesis’, Development and Change, 17 (1986).
21 Johan Galtung, ‘A Structural Theory of Imperialism’, Journal of Peace Research, 13:2 (1971);

Wallerstein, The Modern World-System: Capitalist Agriculture and the Origins of the European
World-Economy in the Sixteenth Century.

22 Nestor Rodriguez and Joe Feagin, ‘Urban Specialization in the World System: An Investigation of
Historical Cases’, Urban Affairs Quarterly, 22:2 (1986); Saskia Sassen, Global Networks, Linked Cities
(London: Routledge, 2002).

23 Anthony D. King, Global Cities : Post-Imperialism and the Internationalisation of London (London:
Routledge, 1989).
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how cities central to the command and control of the world economy develop
significant transnational links, often expanding at the expense of the economic
performance of cities within the same national space.

Under globalisation, a seemingly paradoxical trend in the economy was
becoming apparent during the 1990s: the increasing spatial dispersion of economic
activity around the world, as manufacturing relocated to areas of low cost labour,
while, at the same time, the global economy became ever more integrated. Sassen’s
theory of the global city provides an explanation for this double movement of
dispersal and integration. She argues that the advent of the new international
division of labour, the rise of the multinational corporation, and the emergence of
digital networks and new working practices have created a need for new forms of
strategic command and control. The technologically enabled decentralisation of the
economy undercuts the traditional controlling and organising function of the state
in economic life. At the same time it opens up both a space and a need for new
forms of global economic governance. This strategic function is being fulfilled by
global cities. The form of decentralised decision-making they offer can match the
speed and flexibility of the flows of the global economy in a way that the
centralised state cannot. It is the decentralised and fragmented nature of global
cities that makes them appropriate for governance in a world of flows.

Sassen argues that global cities have developed in the contemporary period in
ways that go beyond the traditional role of cities as nodes in international trading
and banking systems, marking global cities as a qualitatively new historical
development.24 Multinational corporations, now operating global networks and
assembly lines of dispersed factories, offices and sales outlets, require centralised
command. At the same time, the drive towards efficiency has led to the outsourcing
of key operations, making leading corporations reliant upon what Sassen terms
‘advanced producer services’, such as management consulting, legal services, public
relations, accounting, financial services, design and real estate. Firms providing
these services agglomerate in global city centres.25 This has reinvigorated the city
as a ‘creative milieu’, offering the innovation, value creation and synergies of
face-to-face contact. It is such developments that are behind the dense physical
concentration and vertical growth of new state-of-the-art office construction in
global city centres.

Sassen also outlines how the requirements of both firms and their wealthy elites
bring low paid work for unskilled labour, drawing migrants into global cities and
constructing their hybrid social character. She argues that the middle class thus
becomes squeezed, and that the extreme economic polarisation that results from
income disparities is given form in the social production of a type of city space
where inequalities and segmentation are highly visible. This focus on cities also
highlights the places and actors that construct globalisation: the highly mobile

24 Sassen, The Global City: New York, London, Tokyo. Sassen thus places the global city within the
paradigm of post-industrial society, and differentiates it from those that would play down its novel
qualities with arguments about how ‘world cities’ are a distinctive feature of successive world
systems: Janet L. Abu-Lughod, New York, Chicago, Los Angeles: America’s Global Cities
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1999).

25 Mario Polese, The Wealth and Poverty of Regions: Why Cities Matter (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press 2009).
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international corporate elite, but also the migrants and work cultures transforming
the composition and character of global cities.

Networked and relational approaches to global cities

Where these early attempts to understand the rise of the global city were centred
on its economic functions, latterly critical scholars have gone on to investigate the
types of social relations that tie global cities together, the material infrastructure of
these new transnational spaces, and their implications for our geographical
imaginaries of the contemporary world. There arises from the work of thinkers
such as Manuel Castells, Peter Taylor and Doreen Massey the sense that the
meta-geographies and spatial imaginaries of modernity are being challenged by
these developments, and that the emerging outline of a new spatial arrangement is
slowly being revealed.

Castells work on the network society is a central text for many of those
analysing global city networks. Castells has shown empirically how the material
infrastructure for the new forms of social practice he describes is located and
maintained primarily within global cities. Global cities do not simply benefit from
the coming of post-industrial forms of economy and society: they are intrinsic to
their creation and existence. Castells shows empirically how the geography of the
Internet is located within global cities, where the provision of Internet content, a
highly specialised activity, is overwhelmingly produced by the very global service
firms that Sassen showed locate in the centre of global cities; finance firms,
insurance, consulting, accounting, legal services, advertising, marketing, and the
cultural and creative industries such as media, art, publishing, fashion, museums.26

Global cities are also central to the information communication revolution’s
technical geography. Although almost universally urban, the Internet’s technologi-
cal geography is extremely uneven on a global scale. The quality of technology
infrastructure is constantly being upgraded, as competitive advantage accrues to
those locales that have the best telecommunications infrastructure.27 Sometimes
this upgrading is carried out by private firms, sometimes by metropolitan
authorities, sometimes by state governments.28 And it is not just on the global or
national level that inequality in the technological infrastructure of the Internet can
be found: at the metropolitan scale certain districts or areas within a city may have
significantly better technological infrastructure than others.

The uneven distribution of superior technological infrastructure allows the
creation of selective global networks of value. This raises questions about the new
patterns of inequality that are being generated: a growing ‘digital divide’ that
separates the information rich from vast numbers of rural poor, the slums of

26 Castells, The Internet Galaxy: Reflections on the Internet, Business, and Society, p. 208.
27 Ibid., p. 229.
28 Neil Brenner, ‘Global Cities, Glocal States: Global City Formation and State Territorial Restruc-

turing in Contemporary Europe’, Review of International Political Economy, 5:1 (1998); Neil Brenner,
New State Spaces: Urban Governance and the Rescaling of Statehood (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2004).
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mega-cities, or the disconnected neighbourhoods of global cities.29 In some ways
this new pattern matches the growing wealth gap between the rich and poor
countries of the world, but in other ways it is considerably more complex, because
the digital divide exists not just between countries, but also within countries, and
also within cities themselves. Such a situation suggests that a networked under-
standing of social relations cleaves closer to the new realities than the old
meta-geography of a world of nation-states.

Castells work has, then, provided the basis for moving beyond Friedmann’s
hierarchical approach, to a networked view of global cities. Taylor’s work
innovates theoretically, drawing on Castells’ ‘space of flows’ to take a processual
view of cities.30 He argues that in the 1990s the theoretical literature on global
cities had outrun its empirical foundations, with most data on cities being
accumulated by states seeking to measure city attributes rather than their global
relationships. Such data measured the nodes, but not their networked relations.
Continuing efforts to map these networks should eventually show the rise and fall
in the connectivity of various global cities.

One of the key tensions that remains in this formulation is over the question
of whether global cities refer to a particular class or set of cities, or whether
globalising processes effect all cities in similar ways: whether, in effect, all cities are
globalising cities. There is an intrinsic ontological issue here involved in the
problem of identifying a boundary that defines any particular city. It may be a
mistake to try to characterise the nature of cities as bounded entities in this way.
As Taylor has argued, under globalisation all cities and urban regions are
responding to similar pressures, integrating parts of themselves into technological
networks and circuits of value, while other parts remain switched off. Behind his
work is the ontological conviction that cities should not be viewed simply as
bounded places, but as ongoing processes, comprised of various flows. This
ontological possibility will be picked up in the following section as one route into
linking the global cities literature and IR theory.

Taylor’s approach has tended to deal narrowly with the economic relations of
global cities, but the way in which such places draw in material and social flows
from around the globe, and extend their influence outwards, should also be a
feature of a relational framework. Doreen Massey, in a recent investigation of the
nature of London as a global city, argues that from the centres of global cities a
‘geography of dependencies, relations and effects’ radiates around the globe. This
relational perspective clearly challenges many of the unified and essentialised
notions of entities found in much of IR, and offers a profound redrawing of our
geographical and geopolitical imaginations. Massey argues that

world cities, as indeed all places, also have lines that run out from them: trade routes,
investments, political and cultural influence, the cultural connections of the internal
multiplicity; power relations of all sorts that run around the globe and that link the fate of
other places to what is done [in world cities]. This is the other geography, the external
geography, if you like, of a global sense of place. For each place this geography, this
tentacular stretching of power relations, will be particular.31

29 Mike Davis, Planet of Slums (London; New York: Verso, 2006).
30 Taylor, World City Network: A Global Urban Analysis.
31 Doreen Massey, World City (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007), p. 7.
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So, Massey argues, London, building on the historical legacy of the British Empire,
has been a crucial site of agency for the construction of the institutional and
cultural infrastructure of neo-liberalism and market deregulation. The global is
thus produced and maintained within particular local nodes, which can provide an
analytic bridge between the elusive global scale and specific localities. At the same
time, Massey wants to argue for a relational politics of responsibility that
recognises the effects of London’s global reach, both on far-flung locales and on
London’s urban fabric.32 She argues that if global cities are to reap the benefits
from their privileged positions there must also be a consideration of their global
responsibilities: their extensive environmental footprints, their impact on other
economies and regions, and their responsibilities to those who come there. These
issues of accountability challenge the current scalar imagination and institutions of
representation, which operate at the national level.

This brief tour through key developments in the global cities literature indicates
the continued evolution of the concept as it seeks to come to terms with the
changing nature of global economic and social relations. I would draw out four
interwoven strands of particular note from this literature that will feature in the
following analysis. The first is the historically variable relationship between cities
and states, which now seems to be undergoing an important shift. Secondly, the
global cities literature, in line with a century old tradition of thinking about cities
and Friedmann’s pioneering world systems approach, has contained a strong
Marxian element, which continues to be relevant. The literature points to how
global cities were born of a crisis-induced restructuring of capitalism, and how they
continue to produce and reproduce a logic of exclusion and inclusion that was
evident in the urban riots of the 1960s, but has now been rescaled in complex ways.
This logic of inclusion and exclusion is linked to, indeed facilitated by, the two
other strands. The third is the logic of neo-liberalism, which, I will go on to argue,
has become inscribed in the physical spaces of global cities, particularly in the
continued privatisation and decline of public space. The fourth is the dependence
of global cities on post-industrial forms of economic activity and the technologies
that are linked with such practices. These, I will go on to argue, are related to the
creation of novel spatial and temporal structures that indicate transformative
tendencies. These four strands will be picked up in the following section, which
uses them to discuss a number of ways in which global cities may be seen to
indicate a transformation in the very nature of the modern international system,
and how IR scholars may contribute to the analysis of such transformations.

Global cities and systemic transformation

In this section I want to suggest three distinct yet related ways in which IR theory
can draw upon some aspects of its heritage in order to think through the
implications of global cities. The first of these theoretical traditions falls squarely
within IR theory, and is about the elements that comprise historical international
systems. The second draws upon recent approaches within sociology that have

32 Ibid., p. 175.
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introduced the concept of assemblages in an attempt to understand the nature of
global change. The third discusses the related issue of the spatial and temporal
structures of international systems.

This is in no sense a review of all aspects of IR theory, but these theoretical
approaches are unified by the problem of conceptualising international transfor-
mation. They consider how historically situated international systems can trans-
form into systems with distinctive new features. The common example here is the
transition from a European medieval system of fluid and overlapping boundaries
and jurisdictions into the modern system of territorially bounded states. Despite
much early important work on transnationalism and interdependence in the 1970s,
which also speaks to this problem, it might be argued that social constructivist
approaches in IR have had the most recent success in thinking about issues of
transformation. Moving beyond the limitations of structural or neo-realism,
constructivists have been able to introduce the potential for transformation into
systemic theorising by focusing upon the changing nature of the inter-subjective
identities of states, and how such identities are bound up with the ideational
content of systemic structures.

However, as John Ruggie argued in a sustained contribution to the problem of
international transformation that remains relevant, the insights of constructivism
can be wedded to the earlier foundations for a systemic theory built by neo-realists
and neo-liberals.33 For Ruggie, Kenneth Waltz’s Theory of International Politics,
in particular, provides an indispensible analytic starting point for thinking about
international systems, and to jettison his insights would be to undercut the
foundations of any coherent cumulative research project.34 Other thinkers have
continued in this vein.35 The broadening out of ontological foundations to
acknowledge the socially constructed nature of both international actors and
structures has allowed scholars to emerge from the realist straight-jacket and begin
to think through the historical transformation of international systems.

I update three frameworks opened up by Ruggie in his seminal collection as
starting points to think about how the emergence of global cities may be indicative
of transformative trends of epochal significance; the relationship of units and
structures in international systems, the notion of ‘territorial unbundling’ as it
relates to global assemblages, and the socially constructed nature of spatial and
temporal structures.

Units, structures and international systems

Thinking about the role of cities within international systems demands a
historically sensitive approach. The important changes to urban form represented
by the global cities discourse are indicative of fundamental changes in the nature

33 John Ruggie, Constructing the World Polity: Essays on International Institutionalisation (London:
Routledge, 1998).

34 Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Berkeley: McGraw Hill, 1979).
35 Barry Buzan and Richard Little, International Systems in World History: Remaking the Study of

International Relations (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000).
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of the modern territorial state.36 An international systems framework allows
analysts to clarify and conceptualise the wider impact of such change.

Such a framework has tended to begin with the analytic building blocks of
‘system’, ‘units’ and ‘structure’. At its most basic, the international system may be
conceptualised as a set of interacting units organised by a structure of some kind.
Despite neo-realism’s limiting starting point of thinking about structures as either
anarchical or hierarchical, Buzan and Little draw upon the wing of the ‘English
School’ that advocated the historical comparison of international systems to argue
that the historical record reveals a great diversity of units and structures.37 They
identify city-states, city-leagues, various forms of empire, and nomadic tribes as
some of the many viable units for international systems. Building on the legacy of
Adam Watson, they also outline a variety of organising structures for international
systems, arranged on a spectrum from pure independence of the units to total
domination by a particular unit.38 Such a spectrum would include systems of
independent states, hegemonies, suzerainties, dominions and empires. In this longue
durée world historical perspective, the modern state system, with its structurally
and functionally similar units, may come to seem like a unique and short run
historical moment. The important question becomes: do global cities herald the
re-emergence of unit diversity in the contemporary world, and thus a transforma-
tional shift of epochal significance?39

One of the core issues here, and a problem that has been central to IR in recent
decades, is the relationship of units to structure. Any transformation of the
international system would require a form of agency that overcomes the structural
effects of anarchy that realists have long argued must inevitably shape both the
form of units and their behaviour. The constructivist project in IR has primarily
been an attempt to show that the anarchical structure of the modern international
system need not remove the possibility of purposive change from the repertoire of
state behaviour.40 Ruggie was the first to probe the limitations of the neo-realist
conception of structure. He argued that as ‘Waltz’s model of structure contains no

36 Brenner, New State Space : Urban Governance and the Rescaling of Statehood.
37 Hedley Bull and Adam Watson, The Expansion of International Society (Oxford: Clarendon, 1984);

Martin Wight, Systems of States (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1977).
38 Adam Watson, The Evolution of International Society: A Comparative Historical Analysis (London:

Routledge, 1992), pp. 13–6.
39 To clarify, the argument here is that the concept of an international system is much wider that that

of an ‘inter-state’ system. By pushing the concept of international system back in time, it becomes
a tool of comparative analysis, showing how international systems may be, and have historically
been, comprised of a diversity of units arranged in a variety of structural relationships. In this long
term historical perspective, the modern ‘inter-state’ version of an international system, where units
are functionally undifferentiated, appears to be unique and short run, and the argument here is that
the emergence of global cities seems to signify a transformation in this historically particular
‘modern’ international system. This does not lead to the transcendence of the international system,
because the concept functions as a universal abstraction. As Justin Rosenberg has argued in The
Follies of Globalisation Theory (London: Verso, 2000), despite the terminology, which is, perhaps an
unfortunate disciplinary hangover, the ‘international’ should be viewed as a transhistorical
problematique – one that is only given specific historical content by different historically situated
political communities. The emergence of global cities may signal the potentiality to transform the
nature of political community as it has existed under the modern inter-state system, but it cannot
transcend the transhistorical problematique of how to negotiate the terms under which separate
political communities relate to each other.

40 Alexander Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1999).
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transformational logic [. . .] only a reproductive logic’, it cannot satisfactorily match
up to the historical record, being unable, for example, to properly identify the
European feudal period.41 Other scholarship has also emphasised how the Waltzian
model is undermined by its pre-theoretical attachment to the modern state, and is
of little use in accounting for historical periods that contain diverse mixtures of
units and institutional variations, such as city-states and empires.

One response to these critiques might be that, whatever the historical story
behind its origins, the development of the modern territorial state represents an
evolutionary logic (involving the centralisation of power and resources and the
accumulation of the monopoly of legitimate violence) that has left other institu-
tional forms unable to compete with it, bequeathing us a world where units have
converged to be functionally and structurally alike.42 Such state-centrism and
inherent conservatism about possible future trajectories for the international system
afflicts not just realism, but also what has emerged as the mainstream of
constructivism in IR, which remains heavily state-centric. Wendt defends the
state-centrism of his theory on just such grounds, arguing that his project is
concerned with the big problem of regulating violence in international affairs.43 He
further argues that, although there are other important actors in world politics, all
significant change in the system must occur through states. It is difficult to disagree
with this assessment. However, there remains the possibility that the agency of
states may alter the environment in which their institutional form was historically
derived, thus bringing about changes in the state itself, and the parallel emergence
of new units. In recent decades the collective agency of states has been employed
to pursue a project of integration for the global economy along neo-liberal
principles. Among the results of this agency has been the growth of complex
interdependence, experiments in pooled sovereignty, the emergence of powerful
non-state actors and the privatisation of a series of previously state monopolised
functions, including the privatisation of violence.

In sum, such state-centric constructivism offers significant theoretical progress
in conceptualising change, but fails to push its own logic far enough because of its
commitment to the state as the object of theory. Its theoretical progress is in
showing how structures and units must be mutually constituted, and how it is
impossible for structures to have effects separate from the interactions of agents.44

State-centric constructivists such as Wendt argue that states under an anarchical
structure may develop among themselves different ‘cultures of anarchy’, as in their
interactions with each other over time they may come to view each other as
enemies, friends, or rivals.45 It is also possible, however, that they may embark
upon collective projects that alter international systemic structure in even more

41 Ruggie, Constructing the World Polity: Essays on International Institutionalisation, p. 137.
42 Hendrik Spruyt, The Sovereign State and Its Competitors: An Analysis of Systems Change (Princeton:

Princeton University Press, 1994); Charles Tilly, Coercion, Capital and European States (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1990).

43 Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics, p. 8.
44 Ibid., p. 12.
45 This position comes very close to the English School’s focus on ‘international society’, and

arguments have been made for the synthesis of constructivism and English School theory when
approaching the social structure of globalisation: Barry Buzan, From International to World Society?:
English School Theory and the Social Structure of Globalisation (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2004).
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radical ways, as the neo-liberal project seems to have done, and that the effects of
agency may have unforeseen consequences and take on emergent logics. One result
of neo-liberal policies has been the restructuring and consequent weakening of the
state as the unchallenged unit across all of the domains of the international system,
as new transnational structures develop. This has allowed the emergence of other
units, which have begun to take on some of the modern state’s functions. The global
city is one such example, which fulfils the requirement for command and control
nodes within a decentralised global economy, but also brings with its emergence a
site and space containing new potentialities for political and social transformation.

So it would seem that in order to appreciate the significance of the emergence
of global cities, the most promising avenue is that which emphasises the
comparative historical sociology of international systems, in the sense that this
tradition is comfortable with a diversity of units. However, even the most
theoretically sophisticated attempt to conceptualise international systems in this
way contains a significant weakness: despite being non-state centric, it retains an
essentialist view of units. Units are viewed as entities that are sufficiently cohesive
as to exhibit qualities of conscious decision-making and self-directed behaviour.46

However, as we have seen, this idea of unproblematic boundaries, whether we are
thinking of cities or states, may be a hangover of the social science of the modern
period of bounded national communities. As Colin Wight argues, such an
approach commits the error of ‘methodological structuralism’: giving the powers
and attributes of humans to social collectives.47 Recent developments in the field,
however, have argued for a processual and relational perspective on units that may
take us beyond this formulation.

A processual approach sees the state, and other forms of unit, as the transient
solidification of the processes that have created it, which have a historical origin,
and will most likely have a historical endpoint.48 This would apply, for example,
to the process of the accumulation of the monopoly of violence, a core mechanism
of state formation in the early-modern period, which may well now be receding
with the privatisation of certain aspects of warfare and the rise of mafias and
terrorist networks. It also applies to the continued dynamics of capital accumu-
lation, which lie behind the emergence of the global city and the rescaling of the
state-city relationship, and also to processes of territorialisation, deterritorialisation
and bordering. A processual conceptualisation of the international system, which
takes as the objects of analysis the processes, social transactions and relations
themselves, rather than the reified units that result from such processes (‘states’,
‘cities’, etc.), is comfortable with analysing such change. Process ontology would
see the state, or the city, as thus ‘more instructively and adequately understood as
instantiations of certain sets of process-complexes’ than as reified objects.49 Just as

46 Buzan and Little, International Systems in World History: Remaking the Study of International
Relations, p. 101.

47 Colin Wight, Agents, Structures and International Relations: Politics as Ontology (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2006), p. 188.

48 Mustafa Emirbayer, ‘Manifesto for a Relational Sociology’, American Journal of Sociology, 103:2
(1997); Patrick Thaddeus Jackson and Daniel Nexon, ‘Relations before States: Substance, Process
and the Study of World Politics’, European Journal of International Relations, 5:3 (1999); Charles
Tilly, Explaining Social Processes (Boulder: Paradigm Publishers, 2008).

49 Nicholas Rescher, Process Metaphysics: An Introduction to Process Philosophy (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 1996), p. 33.

Global cities 1937

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

02
60

21
05

10
00

10
99

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210510001099


states have formed and endured as the result of particular historical processes, so
they may dissolve, or take new forms.

One of the advantages of an ontology which links form and process together
is that it enables us to view different types of units, such as cities and states, in an
ontologically consistent fashion.50 As some theorists of global cities have argued,
cities are more instructively considered as sets of processes than as bounded
entities.51 Under globalisation, conceptualising states in this way also seems
necessary, as the processes that gave form to them are being rescaled to create new
linkages. Theorising international life in this way requires us to investigate how the
components of international systems are related and organised, what the linkages
are, what dynamics of the system operate to allow these relationships to persist
over time, or to be transformed. Viewed in this way, the differences between global
cities theorists and a new generation of IR scholars are not so great.

‘Territorial unbundling’ and global assemblages

One of the keys to theoretical progress in thinking about the transformation of the
modern international system lies in its particular configuration of territoriality.
Ruggie argues that ‘the modern international polity embodies a historically specific
form of political space: distinct, disjoint, and mutually exclusive territorial
formations’.52 This is the inscription in space of the principle of sovereign
territoriality. Any transformation in the nature of the modern international system
would therefore require some change to this historically specific form of political
space: an ‘unbundling of modern territoriality’. I want to argue here that the
analysis of global cities provides concrete examples of the mechanisms by which
territoriality is being rescaled in the late-modern period, thus moving Ruggie’s
earlier arguments forward. Global cities are the local sites through which many of
the processes that construct the global scale operate, and through which trans-
territorial capabilities are produced.

One way to understand the ways in which the territorial unbundling of the
modern states system is proceeding is through the language of ‘assemblages’, which
offers an important grip on transformation because it enables scholars to trace how
the capabilities and institutions of one historical era are disassembled and
reconstructed in ways that produce new capabilities and institutions. It has become
particularly attractive to those that wish to add theoretical and empirical rigour to
some of the debates about globalisation, which have often existed on a plane of
high generality.

Assemblage theory has a sophisticated philosophical heritage in the work of
Gilles Deleuze, whose ontology has been carefully reconstructed in the work of

50 Manuel DeLanda, A New Philosophy of Society: Assemblage Theory and Social Complexity (London:
Continuum, 2007), pp. 94–119.

51 Manuel Castells, The Informational City: Information Technology, Economic Restructuring, and the
Urban-Regional Process (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1989); Taylor, World City Network: A Global
Urban Analysis.

52 Ruggie, Constructing the World Polity: Essays on International Institutionalisation, p. 172.
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Manuel Delanda.53 Assemblages have also been approached from other perspec-
tives to refer broadly to the ways in which the material and social elements of
systems are combined to form historically particular hybrids of technical and
administrative practices, capabilities and configurations of space. Different histori-
cal periods will contain different mixtures and arrangements of such elements.
Recent efforts in this direction have focused upon the reconfiguration of the
elements of the territorial nation-state into new global assemblages. I want to focus
here upon two emblematic figures: Bruno Latour and Saskia Sassen.

Latour’s contribution, variously described as actor-network-theory or the
‘sociology of associations’, first emerged from studying the sociology of technology.
Latour’s sociology, like the relational/processual theorists, seeks to circumvent the
reification of social groupings as stable and permanent entities. He argues that
social theory has forgotten the original etymology of the word ‘social’, which was
about how things are connected or assembled together. Thus, national societies are
not eternally stable entities: the ‘units’ that IR theorists in the systems tradition
speak of are simply shorthand for something that has been assembled from
networks of people, ideas and material objects at a particular historical moment.
And, unlike the social constructivists, Latour argues that the presence of material
objects within these assemblages, such as technology or architecture, is essential to
allow such collective entities to endure across time and space.54

Where traditional social theory starts with society and uses it to explain certain
phenomena, Latour traces the connections and processes that form the social and
maintain it, or reform it. He argues that in times of relative stability it might be
possible to get away with reifying a grouping such as the nation-state. But in times
of change, when boundaries are shifting quickly and the sense of belonging to a
particular group is in crisis, when new groupings of ideas, people, and material
objects are being formed, it will not suffice. The tension between the hitherto
relatively stable groupings of nation-states, and the emergence of global scale
capabilities and institutions, represents a point at which it is useful to look for new
assemblages of people, ideas and material objects. Global cities, and the techno-
logical networks that are connecting them, offer just such an opportunity to study
the fraying boundaries of territorial nation-states and the larger Westphalian
international system that they form. The empirical work of global cities scholars is
a key resource in any attempt to map out the material and ideational networks that
are unbundling modern territoriality and replacing it with something distinctively
post-modern.

Sassen’s recent contribution to the debates about the rescaling of territorial
formations presents a case for understanding the epochal significance of ‘globali-
sation’ through a comparative analysis of different historical assemblages of
territory, authority and rights.55 Her argument is that the modern nation-state
embodies a set of assumptions about how to configure these three elements, but

53 Manuel Delanda, Intensive Science and Virtual Philosophy (London: Continuum, 2002).
54 Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory (Oxford; New

York: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 204. Latour observes that social ties alone have little
durability, and cannot extend very far in time or space, without being embodied in more permanent
material. Social ties thus require the material objects of technology to keep them in place, largely
embodied in some type of physical infrastructure.

55 Saskia Sassen, Territory, Authority, Rights: From Medieval to Global Assemblages (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2006a).
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that the contemporary period is witnessing the renegotiation of this relationship.
The unbundling of modern territoriality is dislodging and rescaling national
capabilities. Ruggie’s earlier arguments moved along parallel lines, particularly
with his assessment of how medieval trade fairs, although encouraged by local
feudal lords because of the tax revenue they generated, eventually undermined
feudal rule by allowing the development of new forms of thinking about authority
and rights, ideas later transferred to the growing towns and cities. The rise of
global cities and their relationship to the problem of extra-territoriality seems
strikingly analogous.

Sassen’s centrality to the evolution of the global cities debates is important in
this move into a broader ‘global sociology’: global cities are a vital element in this
rescaling of the national territorial state-system. As we have seen, the agency of the
state is directly related to the rise of global cities. The neo-liberal state is implicated
in this renegotiation of territorial scale through the augmentation of global city
capabilities, both in the logical outcomes of its political philosophy, and as a major
investor in global city infrastructure. Graham and Marvin have outlined how the
liberalisation and privatisation of the markets for networked infrastructures has led
to the ‘splintering’ of both urban and national space.56 The old social democratic
concept of universal access to national infrastructure has been superseded by
privatised networks: premium spaces and infrastructures tailored to the needs of
specific users. Such networks are not, as in the past, tying the nation-state together,
but are instead tying different pieces of global space together. Infrastructure
networks can simultaneously be ‘unbundled’ locally whilst being integrated
internationally. This reversal of over a century of national integration fundamen-
tally challenges the modern notion that a ‘city’ or ‘nation’ necessarily has territorial
coherence in its own right as a spatial container for economic activity that is
somehow ‘naturally’ separate from surrounding spaces.

Globalisation does not signal state decline, but rather the complex rescaling,
reorganisation and re-territorialisation of the state. Global city formation and state
rescaling are ‘dialectically intertwined moments of a single dynamic of global
capitalist restructuring’.57 States recognise that investing in and upgrading global
city infrastructure can work to attract global capital flows into their territory,
engaging in ‘supply-side entrepreneurialism’. At the same time, such states can no
longer contain the process of capital accumulation and urbanisation within their
borders. They become both complicit in this rescaling, but also increasingly
constrained by it, while global cities and their regions emerge as the fundamental
territorial capitalist infrastructure of economic globalisation.

Such developments point to a fundamental mismatch between the territorial
state and the global economy, the contradictions of which have become apparent
in the current financial crisis, as global financial practices have outrun institutional
regulatory capacities. This tension between global scale capitalist logics and the
scale of the representative institutions of the nation-state had heretofore been
partially addressed by the emergence of regimes of private authority designed to
cope with specific economic developments at the global level. Sassen charts how

56 Stephen Graham and Simon Marvin, Splintering Urbanism: Networked Infrastructures, Technological
Mobilites and the Urban Condition (London: Routledge, 2001).

57 Brenner, ‘Global Cities, Glocal States: Global City Formation and State Territorial Restructuring in
Contemporary Europe’.
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private authority, in a move to fill the global economic governance responsibilities
left vacant by the nation-state, has created a ‘global web of bordered spaces’,
consisting of different specialised self-regulatory regimes (commercial arbitration,
for example) exhibiting autonomy from national law. By disembedding selective
elements that were previously located at the national level, non-state economic
actors have knitted together a distinct space that ‘assembles bits of national
territory, authority and rights into new types of specialised and highly particular-
ized fields’ that ‘destabilise conventional understandings of national borders’.58

The dematerialisation of national territoriality requires the construction and
maintenance of a ‘state-of-the-art built environment’, which, as we have seen,
forms at the core of global city nodes. The splintering of the national spaces of
modernity has the effect of redefining the context of these valued physical sites.
Thus, Sassen argues,

the financial districts in most cities have infrastructures for digital networks that are
confined to those districts: they do not spread across the city, but they do span the globe
and connect those districts to one another. This separateness allows for the continuous
upgrading in the infrastructure of connectivity within the district without the added costs of
upgrading even the immediate environment.59

There are two juxtaposed implications of this type of development. Firstly, it
illustrates how the global scale is produced at the local scale, and how such
production works to fragment and disrupt national space. At the same time, it
shows how the type of political and economic regime that has backed the creation
of global cities is endangering the reproduction of the city itself – the issues of the
1960s have been deferred but, it seems, not solved, and now the national polity is
itself under question. Investment in developing global city infrastructure is aimed
at tying valued privatised global spatial fragments together. Less valued physical
spaces of such cities may decay, diminishing the prospects of social justice and
inscribing systemic contradiction into the morphology of social space, as we see
with the rise of mega-cities, slums and deprived metropolitan districts.

The spatial and temporal structures of international systems

The disruptions to the territorial frameworks of modernity wrought by global cities
also offer the opportunity to compare the spatial and temporal structures of the
modern international system with an immanent set of new structures. The
historical specificity of spatial and temporal structures was well understood by
Martin Wight when he famously argued that the space inside the state enclosed the
boundary of political progress in time, marking off the space between states as an
apolitical no-mans land of repetition and recurrence.60 Rob Walker outlined how
mistaken it is to think that this peculiarly modern arrangement of space and time
in the international system is a transhistorical fact.61 Changing spatial and
temporal structures are thus a dimension of international transformation.

58 Saskia Sassen, A Sociology of Globalization (New York; London: W. W. Norton, 2007), pp. 221–2.
59 Ibid., pp. 230–1.
60 Martin Wight, ‘Why Is There No International Theory?’, International Relations, 2 (1960).
61 R. B. J. Walker, Inside/Outside: International Relations as Political Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 1993).
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Ruggie’s work represents a rare attempt to think through signs of immanent
transformation in the temporal and spatial structures of modernity. He shows how
these structures are social in character, and how the key to manipulating them lies
in the emergence of new forms of culture, and the technologies that reflect them.
He examines medieval European perceptions of space and territoriality as a
benchmark against which to judge the possible movement to a post-modern form
of spatial organisation in the contemporary international system. Ruggie sees the
feudal system in Europe as one without fixed borders and territorial boundaries,
where authority was exercised over individuals rather than territory. He argues that
the emergence of single-point perspective in the European Renaissance enabled the
development of an individual, fixed, subjective point of view that opened the
imagination to new ideas about social space and political community.62 This period
also saw the emergence of a modern appreciation of temporality and contingency,
as the eternal certainties of a divinely ordered universe began to dissolve.

In many ways, Ruggie’s emphasis upon the social character of space echoes
Henri Lefebvre’s earlier philosophical investigations into the subject. For Lefebvre,
space is not simply an external environment, but a social product, the creation of
human agency. Lefebvre’s strategy was to link space and language, and to show
how political struggle is carried out and inscribed in space. With much the same
motivation as Latour, Lefebvre reconnects ideas, ideologies and discourse to the
material world, which is seen as essential to their durability across time and space.
He asks,

what is an ideology without a space to which it refers, a space which it describes, whose
vocabulary and links it makes use of, and whose code it embodies? What would remain of
a religious ideology – the Judaeo-Christian one, say – if it were not based on places and
their names: church, confessional, alter, sanctuary, tabernacle? [. . .] The Christian ideology
[. . .] has created the spaces which guarantee that it endures. More generally speaking, what
we call ideology only achieves consistency by intervening in social space and in its
production, and thus by taking on body therein.63

Seen in this way, space becomes a product of different historically situated
societies. Every historical period produces its own ‘spatial code’: a common
language, which can then be read or decoded by the analyst. Thus, the European
world of the Renaissance and Scientific Revolution was characterised by a spatial
code that included classical perspective and Euclidean geometry: hence, Ruggie’s
argument that these mental representations of space were a crucial pre-condition
for the political space of the bounded territorial state. The formation and
dissolution of spatial codes offers a way to understand historical change:

[i]f indeed spatial codes have existed, each characterising a particular spatial/social practice,
and if these codifications have been produced along with the space corresponding to them,
then the job of theory is to elucidate their rise, their role and their demise.64

Lefebvre argues that there is a history of social space inscribed in the physical
world. To understand historical transition points we should look to see how the
particular spatial code of a given historical society undergoes crisis and collapse.
Lefebvre argues that all periods of revolutionary social upheaval are accompanied by

62 Ruggie, Constructing the World Polity: Essays on International Institutionalisation, pp. 184–5.
63 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space (Oxford; Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1991), p. 44.
64 Ibid., p. 17.
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the pre-conditions for a new form of space. This observation lies at the heart of my
argument about global cities and their associated transnational spaces – global
cities represent the inscription in space of a certain set of historically contextualised
political, social and economic practices.

In looking for the possible emergence of new spatial structures in the
contemporary world, Ruggie was drawn to the global economy. Following on from
his single-point perspective insight, Ruggie looks for signs of the emergence of a
multi-dimensional perspective, where actors might hold new understandings of
space as non-distinct and overlapping. He finds it in the logic of deregulated
transnational economic relations, and the developments in information, communi-
cations and transport technologies that integrate transnational economic spaces.
The global market, despite its activities taking place at different physical locations
around the planet, exists in functional terms as if its elements were operating in the
same place:

these links have created a ‘global region’ in the world economy – a decentred yet integrated
space-of-flows, operating in real time, which exist alongside the spaces-of-places that we call
national economies.65

For an understanding of the related temporal structures of the international
system, Ruggie leans on the Annales historian Fernand Braudel for conceptual
tools. He links Braudel’s notion of la longue durée, the deep epochal structural
layer of time, to systemic transformation. For Ruggie, epochal systemic transfor-
mation can be expected to occur only when the temporal structure that underpins
modernity ‘dissipates’.66 One way in which a possible break in the temporal
structure of modernity has been characterised is in the movement from sequence
to simultaneity.

The trend towards simultaneity has long been a staple of theorists of
post-modernity and globalisation. Between them, they have drawn out the
relationship between multinational capitalism and space-time compression, where
the pursuit of more efficient markets for capital drives technological developments
towards the elimination of sequential time.67 The capitalist restructuring of the
1970s, it has been noted, was dependent upon information technology, as the basis
of the production of value moved from manufacturing to the creation and
manipulation of information, images and signs.68 Post-modernism, as a cultural
and aesthetic expression, can be directly linked to this post-industrial phase of
capitalism, which signalled both the continuity of capitalism as an economic form,
and an experiential and cultural rupture its organisation and perception. The
culture of post-modernism has been argued to perform the task of coordinating the
practices and ‘structures of feeling’ of individuals with the new requirements of
flexible, fragmented and decentralised forms of economic production and organ-
isation, and with a new globalised division of labour. Post-modern culture creates

65 Ruggie, Constructing the World Polity: Essays on International Institutionalisation, p. 196.
66 Ibid., p. 157.
67 Anthony Giddens, The Consequences of Modernity (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1990).
68 David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change

(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1990); Frank Webster, Theories of the Information Society, 2nd edition
(London: Routledge, 2002).
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post-modern people, adapted to the functional requirements of the socio-economic
environment of late-capitalist societies, who begin to experience space and time in
qualitatively novel ways.69

As outlined earlier, the non-substitutable technological infrastructure that
underpins this electronically mediated digital environment of signs and symbols is
located within global cities and their networks. In this sense, global cities provide
an infrastructure of simultaneity, and the material supports for a qualitatively new
form of dematerialised social space. Within this environment ‘the contiguity of
space is separated from the simultaneity of time’. For Castells, this ‘space of flows’
is beginning to dominate physical spaces, which do not, of course, disappear, but
now receive their meaning from their functioning as nodal points within specific
networks. Castells argues that the most important social functions and processes
are now organised around networking logics. Financial markets, global govern-
ance, transnational production, social movements, for example, are all seen to be
organised through the space of flows. Such logic also gives rise to those that reject
it. Resistance to the power of the space of flows often centres on traditional forms
of identity: the rise of religious fundamentalism, the return to the local, the
reinvigorated appeal of nationalism and ethnicity, may all be seen as expressions
of resistance by those excluded from the networks of social power.

Where these forms of identity look to the past for their appeal, Castells also
identifies a new culture emerging for those within the ‘network society’, which he
calls ‘real virtuality’. It results from people sharing the new forms of space and
time made available by technology. This is a world constructed from ideas, a world
of imaginary representations stored and communicated through computer memory
and networks. The social exclusiveness of these networks of power and value
exacerbates existing inequalities, which appear both within states and between
states. Castells describes black holes of poverty that exist just blocks away from
areas of cities that are home to firms centrally involved in global flows of power.
Members of these firms are likely to identify, culturally, more closely with others
located in similar parts of cities across the globe: within the space of flows forms
a novel type of transnational identity. Castells also identifies how the technological
creation of a space of flows enables the temporal structure of simultaneity that he
calls ‘timeless time’. Whereas the culture of modernity has been strongly informed
by the notion of progress in time, in the network society temporal sequence is first
compressed, then blurred, and, eventually, dissolved. For those privileged actors
within the space of flows, ‘being cancels becoming’, while in the ‘multiple space of
places, fragmented and disconnected [. . .] devalued activities and subordinate
people endure life as time goes by’.70 The ways in which time is sequenced becomes
a battleground for political projects, just as the construction and reconstruction of
social space does for Lefebvre.

69 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (London: Verso, 1991),
p. xiv. Jameson directly links his categories of realism, modernism and post-modernism to Mandel’s
stages of capitalism: market capitalism, monopoly capitalism, post-industrial capitalism: Ernest
Mandel, Late Capitalism (London: Verso, 1978).

70 Manuel Castells, The Network Society: A Cross-Cultural Perspective (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar,
2004), p. 37.
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In this sense, Castells formulation offers something qualitatively new from those
earlier core-periphery models that have influenced IR.71 Technology has created a
qualitatively new transnational social space, where disconnection and connection
are expressed through physically non-contiguous networks that operate at different
scales. Such developments crosscut the boundaries of the territorial state, which,
under modernity, were seen as containing the progressive potentials of domestic
politics. These networks rest upon the privatisation and citadelisation of corporate
space, and the further erosion of the public sphere. In this way, the systemic issues
that have attended the neo-liberal project of the last three decades have become
written into the material fabric of global cities. Such tensions, Appadurai has
noted, indicate how many features of global politics have become ‘telescoped’ into
the contemporary global city: an ‘implosion of global and national politics into the
urban world’.72 Global cities become key sites of political contestation, amplifying
both systemic contradictions and historical possibilities. All of the many contra-
dictions that globalisation theorists have discovered in the dialectical interplay of
global and local are present in the global city today: the great disparities of wealth
and poverty, the great heterogeneous mixing of cultures, ethnicities and diasporic
diversity. Global cities are thus exhibiting nascent temporal and spatial structures
with logics that are in fundamental contradiction to the bounded spaces and linear
temporalities of modernity.

Conclusion

This article has argued that the emergence of global cities is a manifestation of
transformative processes operating on the international system. The relative lack of
engagement with the rich literature on global cities is a significant lacuna for the
IR community, which seems to have discounted the city as an important object of
analysis after its long centuries of subjugation to the state. This article has offered
some avenues through which the insights about global cities may be reconnected
with IR theory, focusing upon and updating three important insights from
Ruggie’s seminal work on the nature of international transformation. My general
argument has been that if we are to understand the significance of the rise of this
qualitatively new urban form, we must look at the international system from the
perspective of la longue dureé. This allows us to take a comparative view on
international systems, and to see that states and cities have had a variable historical
relationship. It is this relationship that is now being rescaled and renegotiated as
a result of neo-liberal practices and policies, and the associated information and
communication technologies that have created global cities. The argument is not
that cities will take the place of states, but that the changing natures of cities and
states at the contemporary conjuncture are part of the same processes that are
rescaling the relationship between local, national and global space. This rescaling
stretches the spatial boundaries of both entities. Viewing the state through the

71 Galtung, ‘A Structural Theory of Imperialism’.
72 Arjun Appadurai, Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization (Minneapolis: University

of Minnesota Press, 1996), pp. 152–3.
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prism of the global city literature helps us to see that some of the discipline’s
ontological presuppositions should be rethought.

As a move in this direction, the article argued that, despite the necessity of
accepting that a diversity of units have existed in historical international systems,
most of the disciplinary traditions within IR have tended to work with an
essentialist conception of units as reified bounded entities. Drawing upon recent
work on relational social and international theory, I argued that it might be more
useful to conceptualise units such as states and cities as process formations. By
focusing upon historical processes as the fundamental object of analysis, states and
cities may be seen as stable yet potentially transient entities, and thus may be
analysed together in a compatible fashion that facilitates an understanding of their
mutual transformation. This argument was extended with a consideration of what
has come to be known as ‘assemblage’ theory, showing how states and cities are
both responding to processes of de-territorialisation and re-territorialisation, as
valued spatial fragments within the national container are being delinked from that
space and reconstituted through new linkages at the global scale. Such valued
fragments are primarily located within global cities, and, as such, represent the
emergence of new forms of global centrality. Finally, it was argued that the new
social spaces enabled by the technological infrastructure of global cities have
become locations for political contestation over a set of nascent temporal and
spatial structures very different to those that characterised modernity.

One implication of the emergence of global cities is that the historical
relationship between capitalism and the set of territorial states into which it was
inserted has entered a new stage.73 These changes may be traced to the symbiotic
nexus of neo-liberal ideology, capitalist restructuring and technological change that
emerged in the 1970s. To a great extent, post-industrial or informational capitalism
is constituted through global cities and their infrastructures. Through this
restructuring, the relationship between cities and states has been altered, and, as
the arguments about the unbundling of national territoriality showed, the
capacities and functions of the state have changed as a result. I do not want to
suggest that this change is only reflected in the global cities discourse. Other recent
debates on the changing relationship between territory and empire, global
governance and new forms of warfare, and territory and national diasporas show
the widespread importance of such developments for global order.74 But the rise of
transnational forms of urbanism can serve as one lens through which such
challenges to the established order of the anarchical society of states is revealed,
and by which we may begin, as a discipline, to discern the outlines of new forms
of global order.

One aspect of this order may be argued to be the emergence of new forms of
centrality and periphery, as old inequalities that were once theorised as operating
between states come to take on novel global networked forms. The neo-liberalism

73 Hannes Lacher, Beyond Globalization: Capitalism, Territoriality and the International Relations of
Modernity (Abingdon: Routledge, 2006).

74 Fiona Adamson and Madeleine Demetriou, ‘Remapping the Boundaries of “State” and “National
Identity”: Incorporating Disaporas into IR Theorizing’, European Journal of International Relations,
13:4 (2007); Mark R. Duffield, Global Governance and the New Wars: The Merging of Development
and Security (London: Zed Books, 2001); Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Empire (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2000).
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that created global cities has inscribed in transnational urban space a volatile mix
of inequality and exclusion. Karl Polanyi argued long ago that the real freedom
offered by the philosophy of neo-liberalism was the freedom to exploit inequalities,
and that such a system must eventually tend towards violence and authoritarian-
ism.75 Recently scholars have begun to turn their attention towards how the
post-September 11 world has shown global cities to be key global strategic sites,
examining the relationship between the urbanisation of political violence and
warfare and its impact on the evolving morphology of global cities.76 In the current
renegotiation of the relationship between the state and the city, the ability of the
state to offer security seems to be necessary both to cities that have forgotten how
to defend themselves in the modern period, and to the neo-liberal state, whose
security function appears now to be one of its major claims to legitimacy. Indeed,
there is an echo here of the ancient distinction between the state’s role as a
guardian entrusted with the force and power to bring order and control, and the
city’s role as a cosmopolitan and commercial centre that generates dynamism,
diversity, and wealth.77

More optimistically, many scholars believe that global cities can be the political
spaces in which tolerance and the cosmopolitan sensibility are nurtured, and the
problematic boundaries of the national community perhaps transcended. The old
saying about cities, ‘stadtluft macht freie’ (city air brings freedom), first heard in
Europe before the rise of the modern state, rings forth again for them, renewed for
the hopes and fears of a new era. Recent events in the global economy may
indicate the waning of the neo-liberal moment, but global city networks and
regions now represent an entrenched set of structures and path dependencies that
will be central to the global politics of the twenty-first century.

75 Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation: The Political and Economic Origins of Our Time (Boston,
MA: Beacon Press, 1957).

76 Stephen Graham, Cities, War, and Terrorism: Towards an Urban Geopolitics (Malden, MA; Oxford:
Blackwell, 2004).

77 Peter Taylor, ‘Problematizing City/State Relations: Towards a Geohistorical Understanding of
Contemporary Globalization’, Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 32:2 (2007).
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