
The rapid growth of urban poverty and deepening inequalities in cities are the chief

concerns permeating this report. Market mechanisms are ill-suited to redress these

problems without effective regulation. Effective regulation requires good governance.

Solutions to today’s urban problems, therefore, call for good urban governance and

appropriate political strategies, whether the issues concern infrastructure, housing,

service provision, environmental quality or violence. Under globalization, urban gover-

nance faces new challenges and opportunities.

Contemporary governance involves multiple stakeholders, interdependent

resources and actions, shared purposes and blurred boundaries between the public and

private, formal and informal, state and civil society sectors, greater need for coordina-

tion, negotiation and building consensus. Consequently, three key tasks involve

coordination, steering and integration of diverse and sometimes conflicting interests. To

these ends, governance arrangements draw on market-based strategies arising from the

private sector, hierarchical strategies articulated by the public sector and networking

strategies emerging from the public sector.

Many national governments have devolved responsibilities that they had

traditionally assumed to lower levels of government, while seeking to enhance the

competitiveness of cities. The increased competition that characterizes globalization is

accompanied by urban fragmentation, producing two conflicting trends: to compete

effectively, cities must act as a collective unit; however, growing social exclusion,

spatial segregation and economic polarization are divisive and hamper the ability of

cities to build coalitions, mobilize resources and develop good governance.

Given that metropolitan areas are the chief arenas for global competition, it is

necessary to strengthen them by giving them greater authority and autonomy in

resource allocation. However, the enabling role of governments must be broader than

facilitating the functioning of markets and also includes responsibility for social

cohesion, equity, conflict resolution and support for citizenship in the sense of rights to

the city.

The success of initiatives and reforms in government at the subnational level is

closely linked to the ways and extent that national systems embrace and incorporate

democratic processes. In this connection, it is important that a government grants its

citizens political rights by permitting them to form political parties that represent a

significant range of voter choice and whose leaders can openly and safely compete for,

and be elected to, positions of authority in government. It is also important that

governments uphold their citizens’ civil liberties by respecting and protecting their

religious, ethnic, economic, linguistic, gender, family and other rights, including

personal freedoms and freedoms of the press, belief and association. The vital
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importance of these links between good governance and democratic practices is well-

illustrated by recent experience in Latin America, reviewed in Chapter 4, but of broader

interest to developments elsewhere as well.

Globalization necessarily materializes in specific institutional arrangements in

specific places, many of which are in cities. ‘Glocalization’ is a term used to describe the

dialectic interdependence of the local and global dimensions of economic, political and

cultural processes. Far from exerting a deterministic, homogenizing effect, globalization

processes allow for local differentiation. The outcomes of these processes reflect the

claims that different interests make on urban places and the power they can wield to

advance those claims. These interests include representatives of global capital that use

cities as an organizational commodity to maximize profit, but they also include disad-

vantaged local population groups who need the city as a place to live. Cities are

increasingly strategic sites in the realization of these claims.

The withdrawal of the state and limitations on institutional demand making have

combined to create new spaces for political contestation. This development signals

emerging opportunities for civil society to engage government and the private sector in

new forms of cooperation that enable the low-income communities to participate as

empowered partners. More broadly, this development is about authentic citizenship,

meaning the rights and responsibilities of the urban citizenry.

Low-income communities, taking advantage of modern communications

technologies and less bound by local constraints, have begun to reconstitute themselves

as overlapping, sometimes transnational networks with shared interests. The unlocking

of their unrealized potential through participation in shared governance is essential to

improving urban liveability for all people.



The Human Development Report 1999 concerned itself with

the uneven outcomes of globalization. It urged careful

attention to appropriate governance to eliminate poverty

and reduce the inequality associated with processes atten-

dant to globalization.2 Human settlements, and cities in

particular, are important nodes in the new forms of gover-

nance that are currently emerging. These forms of

governance are being developed in the context of globaliza-

tion processes that create new conditions under which

decisions must be made; interdependent, complex, loosely

linked actors and institutions with shared purposes but no

shared authority. This requires that actors seeking mutual

gains find ways to coordinate their efforts.

To this end, this chapter first describes the key tasks

of governance and the repertoire of basic governance strate-

gies. This discussion stresses that the different strategies

serve different goals. It points to the need for blending the

supplemental roles of the public and private sectors, as well

as civil society, in broad-based partnerships to build the

capacity required to address today’s urgent urban problems.

(Chapter 14 further develops the theme of capacity building

and forming partnerships.) The discussion then shifts focus

to the paradox, associated with globalization, that cities are

increasingly operating as territorial units in competitive

processes (and are encouraged to do so by current develop-

ment dogma), while at the same time cities are becoming

more and more fragmented: socially, economically, physi-

cally and politically. Cities thus face two contrary

developments whose management requires effective gover-

nance. Against this background, this chapter describes four

newly emerging forms of government and offers six recom-

mendations for policies that enable local areas to capitalize

on their special strengths. The concluding section argues

that the success of initiatives and reforms in government

and governance at the subnational level is closely linked to

the ways and extent that national systems embrace and

incorporate democratic processes. In this regard, it

examines the recent experience of Latin America with a

view to the lessons it may hold for other parts of the world.

The Repertoire of
Governance Strategies3

Today, governance involves multiple stakeholders, interde-

pendent resources and actions, shared purposes and blurred

boundaries between the public and private, formal and

informal, state and civil society sectors, greater need for

coordination, negotiation and building consensus.4 It must

address three key tasks:

1 Coordinating a more complex and fragmented govern-

ment landscape.

2 Steering interdependent activities through new

bargaining systems and institutions such as

public–private partnerships or regional

confederations in order to achieve desired outcomes –

specifically, public goods – by bringing the necessary

actors to the table and then moderating differences

and negotiating cooperation.

3 Integrating and managing diverse networks rather

than focusing primarily on internal affairs.

Governance processes address three key tasks:

1 Coordinating

2 Steering

3 Integrating

To this end, the repertoire of strategies for distributing the

costs and benefits of making and carrying out decisions

includes markets, hierarchies and networks.5 These three

strategies have typically been associated with, respectively,

the private sector, the public sector and civil society.

In a global context, none of these strategies can be

presumed to be privileged or outdated; all three are viable

governance strategies, depending on the shared problems

and purposes at stake. In different ways, they reduce the

costs of making decisions while increasing the capacity to

act. The question of ‘how’ governance is exercised is

crucial:6 the choice of governance strategies influences who

is likely to be included or excluded. Thus it should be asked:

Under what conditions do different governance strategies

work effectively and for which purposes?

The repertoire of governance strategies includes

markets, hierarchies and networks

Markets

Markets use price competition as a central coordinating

mechanism. Under many conditions, this is an effective

means of coordinating decisions if not generating coopera-

tion. But in a globalizing context of interdependence,
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relying on market mechanisms controlled by the private

sector is often inadequate. As argued in the Prologue of this

report, governance through market strategies tends to lead

to short-term and ad hoc responses rather than the long-

term strategic guidance necessary when dealing with

multiple stakeholders, public goods, tangled networks and

the need for negotiated decisions. 

Governance strategies relying on market mechanisms

to coordinate multiple, interdependent interests and

resources and shared purposes ultimately fail to address

critical governance tasks of steering and integration. In

particular, they fail to integrate ‘at-risk’ groups into global

society and to draw on their human capital potential. For

markets to be more effective under the new global condi-

tions, they need more responsive institutional structures in

which to operate. The regulation of market conditions

becomes a crucial task.

Governance strategies relying on market mechanisms

to coordinate multiple, interdependent interests and

shared resources and purposes ultimately fail to

address critical governance tasks of steering and

integration

Hierarchies

Hierarchies rely on rule setting, norms and institutional

design to ensure cooperation and to coordinate decisions.

The capacity to create hierarchical strategies rests in the

public sector even though the governance arrangements

created by these strategies need not be limited to public

actions. They provide the traditions, norms and practices

that shape or constrain policy alternatives. Bureaucratic

hierarchies are familiar mechanisms for coordinating

through administrative practices that balance competing

values of efficiency and equity.

Hierarchical, top-down governance strategies

continue to be important in a global era. For example, the

use of rules and creation of new rule-setting bodies at

different regional and transnational scales, such as interna-

tional agreements on ocean resources or bi-national

environmental commissions in North America, internalizes

the costs associated with making decisions under contem-

porary conditions. Similarly, decentralization policies and

‘direct democracy’ provisions require formal government

changes that create new sub-authorities and allow for refer-

enda and initiative procedures. Although governance

through hierarchy retains a significant role in a global era, it

is criticized for lacking flexibility and adaptability.

Networks

Networks use informal coalitions, trust, reciprocity and

mutual adjustment to produce cooperation and coordinate

decisions. These processes are rooted in civil society

although they are shaped as well by public and private

sector configurations. Historically, these processes were

labelled as ‘community’ and were presumed to be defined

and circumscribed by territorial boundaries. In a global era,

modern information and communication technologies facil-

itate the formation of coalitions and networks from the

bottom up, forming non-territorial communities centred on

shared problems and purposes. It is such networks, rather

than governments or markets, that increasingly link global

and local processes.

The Globalization Paradox
Globalization is changing the scale of international regula-

tion, not only at the global level, but also at the

subnational level. A few decades ago, before globalization

accelerated and intensified, the nation state was the main

pilot of societal change. Today, its place at the centre of

society is being challenged by several developments. First,

increasing globalization sets the regulation level of society

at various scales, the state or national one being only one

among others. Second, decentralization is pulling the

regulation level downwards (to regional, municipal and

intra-municipal levels). Third, regionalization at the sub-

world level is pulling regulation upwards; the growing

importance of the European Union is a good example of

this phenomenon.

In that context,7 cities are emerging as new territo-

ries of regulation, that is, as territories relevant to address

crucial issues, notably the increasing territorial competition

that globalization entails.8 However, to regulate does not

mean to govern.9 Cities are at the forefront of competitive

processes whose successful management requires an effec-

tive capacity to govern a territory. Cities must work as

collective actors; that is, they must mobilize their

economic, social and political resources in order to develop

their assets and to reduce their weaknesses; what is

commonly described as building coalitions and regimes.10

Globalization increases competition as well as

fragmentation, with contradictory effects on cities.

To compete effectively, cities must act as a collective

unit. However, their growing fragmentation hampers

their capacity to build coalitions, mobilize resources

and develop good governance structures

However, several studies11 have cast doubt on the capacity

of cities to function as collective actors. This scepticism is

based on evidence that urban territories are becoming more

and more heterogeneous, as a result of the growing social

and economic differentiation of urban society.12 This

phenomenon is better indicated by the expression

‘fragmented city’.13

To begin with, social fragmentation is increasing. This

is readily demonstrated by the growing socio-spatial inequali-

ties in urban areas. Also politically, the fragmentation of

power is growing. Many countries are witnessing the break-

ing up of traditional political parties into a greater number.

Moreover, political parties seem to be less and less capable of

acting as mediators between civil society and the political

powers that be. Where political parties do serve as channels

of mediation, they do so in ways that are more sectoral,

more issue-oriented and more linked to specific segments of

society (eg related to gender, ethnicity, religion, etc).
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Institutional organization is also becoming more

fragmented and more complex. Almost everywhere the

number of local authorities and ad-hoc bodies in functional

metropolitan areas is increasing. The issue of territorial

solidarity, previously largely taken care of by the state, is

seriously challenged by local structures as shown by the

difficulties of establishing cooperation at the area-wide level

and the desire for local communities to secede. In many

nations and cities, the declining role of the state in its tradi-

tional areas of responsibility has increased the importance

of NGOs and the voluntary sector, but in the process there

has been a dramatic increase in the fragmentation of the

capacity for collective action.

There is also a trend of economic fragmentation. The

traditional structures of representation of economic inter-

ests (chambers of commerce, local business associations,

etc) are being contested because they do not represent the

emerging economic interests such as the small- and

medium-sized firms and those of the ‘new economy’.

Further, they are usually organized in ways that are less and

less effective in territorial competition. Therefore, while

some traditional bodies are being reformed (like the

chambers of commerce in Italy or in France), new associa-

tions of business are created, adding to the already complex

systems through which economic interests represent

themselves.

In consequence, cities face a paradox. On one hand,

they must act as a collective unit since they are more than

before confronted with competition and less able to rely on

higher levels of government to assist them in that process.

On the other hand, they are encountering increasing diffi-

culties in mobilizing their resources, which hampers their

capacity to build the necessary coalitions of actors or struc-

tures of governance. This is all the more damaging in places

where changes are dramatic and require more control, more

anticipation and greater decision-making capacity, as is the

case in many metropolitan areas of the developing countries.

Emerging Elements of
Governance
Among the various changes that have occurred in the last

decade to address the ‘globalization paradox’, we can

identify four emerging elements of governance:

1 Decentralization and formal government reforms.

2 Participation of civil society.

3 Multi-level governance.

4 Process-oriented and territorially based policies.

Some of these elements are not new or innovative, such as

decentralization or metropolitan government reform, but

their rationale differs from earlier periods.14 These emerging

elements of governance do not necessarily replace more

traditional arrangements (eg top-down, hierarchical

schemes with a strong presence of the state). Their relative

importance in decision-making processes also varies greatly

among countries.

Decentralization and formal government reform
at the area-wide level

Decentralization is devolution of power – responsibilities,

resources and legitimacy – to subnational levels, ranging

from regional bodies to intra-municipal structures.15 One

major reason for decentralization is so-called ‘governing

failures’,16 meaning that the state is no longer able to

diagnose and solve problems so that these problems and

issues are better dealt with at the local level. In some

countries, decentralization is viewed negatively as a way for

the state to shift away the responsibility for developing

solutions to intractable problems, typically without a corre-

sponding transfer of resources required to address the

issues. Decentralization trends now occur in most

countries, including regionalization in the UK (eg devolu-

tion given to Scotland and Wales and creation of regional

development agencies in England), Italy and Spain (the so-

called regionalist states of Europe), the strengthening of

municipalities in many Latin American and some African

countries (eg South Africa) and the establishment of intra-

municipal levels of government like the neighbourhood

councils in Amsterdam and Bologna. Chapter 13 reviews

recent developments regarding decentralization more specif-

ically in relation to urban infrastructure management

capacity. The draft World Charter of Local Government,

discussed in Chapter 14, is an initiative to develop and gain

acceptance of a constitutionally anchored framework for

local self-government on the basis of internationally recog-

nized principles.

There have also been attempts at formal government

reforms at the metropolitan level. The general purpose of

these reforms has been to create new governmental struc-

tures with area-wide responsibilities in strategic planning,

economic development, management of services (notably

networks like public transport, water systems, etc) and,

more recently, the environment. The rationale for these

reforms has changed since the 1970s. The logic of function-

alism remains; that is, for instance, the metropolis is still

considered to be a relevant functional territory for

infrastructure building and the provision of urban services.

However, additional rationales, like the necessity to develop

and implement policies regarding environmental protection,

social inclusion and the fight against violence, are now the

dominant reasons for creating these new entities. Examples

of such reforms abound. They range from the creation of

strong local government units, such as the new Greater

London Authority, the Verband Regio Stuttgart and Metro

Toronto, to less powerful authorities like the recent metro-

politan structures in South Africa.17 The process is still

unfolding in many places in Europe (eg Italy, The

Netherlands) and Latin America (eg Bolivia, Venezuela).18

New governmental forums can increase the voices of

marginalized groups, particularly where ethnic

minorities are geographically concentrated.

Implementation of the Popular Participation Law in

Bolivia, for example, created municipal councils

where Quechua and Aymara representatives now

play a role in allocating resources

The Changing Context and Directions of Urban Governance



Strategies creating new governmental forums can increase

the voices of marginalized groups, particularly where ethnic

minorities are geographically concentrated. Implementation

of the Popular Participation Law in Bolivia, for example,

created municipal councils where Quechua and Aymara

representatives now play a role in allocating resources.19 In

1993, India passed a Constitutional Amendment reserving

seats for women in local government. But even supporters

agree that more women in government may not be enough.

Mandating representation of women in new governmental

forums appears to increase their inclusion but not necessar-

ily their voice: despite mandated representation,

empowerment of women is often constrained by

traditional gender relations.20

Despite mandated representation, empowerment of

women is often constrained by traditional gender

relations

Civil society participation in policy making

Civil society participation infuses policy making with

greater legitimacy and helps to compensate for

failures of central governments to provide basic

infrastructure and services

Participation by civil society may be direct (eg through the

electoral process) or indirect (notably through the participa-

tion of community-based organizations in policy making).

In most countries and cities there is growing support for

greater involvement of civil society. There are several

reasons. First, as in the case of decentralization, there are

governing failures at the national and local levels. Resident

participation is necessary to elaborate and implement

policies in ways that are more responsive to local problems

and needs. In this regard, the internet can facilitate citizen

involvement in local public affairs (eg see Box 4.1) and help
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Box 4.1 The Digital City: an electronic forum for citizen interaction

Amsterdam’s Digital City (http://www.dds.nl) was launched in January 1994 to place information about the city and its services within direct reach of the people, to stimu-
late political discussion among citizens and to explore the possibilities and limitations of a local virtual community.

Amsterdam has a strong tradition of community activism. In the early 1990s, the municipal government was troubled by signs of increasing political apathy and
cynicism among the city’s voters. On the eve of local elections in 1994, the Amsterdam City Hall decided to support the Digital City as a 10-week social experiment to
stimulate the interest and involvement of citizens in local public affairs.Within a week, the network’s 20 phone lines were overloaded around the clock and the new ‘city’
had more than 3500 ‘residents’ and thousands more visits by ‘tourists’.

Five years later, the Digital City is a growing network of small virtual communities with more than 100,000 regular participants and tens of thousands of tourists.
The project, which has received no public funding since 1995, has influenced the extension of not-for-profit internet access throughout The Netherlands, has been replicated
by other cities throughout the country, and has spawned many imitators in cities across Europe.

The Digital City is constructed in the image of a real city with ‘squares’ corresponding to different themes or areas of interest (the environment, government, art,
sports, Europe, alternative lifestyles, women’s issues, music, etc). Each square offers space for a fixed number of ‘buildings’ which can be rented by businesses, nonprofit
organizations or other information providers.The squares also feature billboards (advertisements), cafés (chat rooms and specialized discussion groups), kiosks (collections
of on-line newspapers and magazines related to the square’s theme) and side roads (related links).

Although most of the Digital City’s contents are in Dutch, anyone is welcome to visit. Each resident has a free email account, the right to participate in discussion
groups and space to create a ‘home’, or personal Web page.The homes are situated in residential areas between the squares and may not be used for commercial purposes.

The ‘city’ metaphor reinforces the idea of the Digital City as a public domain, a forum where citizens can meet and express themselves freely.This metaphor was
also chosen to make the Digital City easier to navigate: citizens intuitively grasp that they must stop in at the post office to send and receive (electronic) mail or visit the
City Hall for information on political affairs.Although the Digital City does not correspond to the layout of the real Amsterdam, its structure lets it easily accommodate all
aspects of life there.A digital bike path was added so that biking enthusiasts can meet and exchange information, reviews of newly released films can be found at the cinema
square and a cemetery has even been added for the commemoration of loved ones.

Despite the project’s autonomy from political influence, the ‘city’ metaphor also makes explicit the political dimension that its founders have wanted for the project
from the start.The government neighbourhood is one of the Digital City’s most popular areas, and visitors there can read the fine print of proposed laws and upcoming
referenda, email city officials directly and argue with their elected representatives on the issues of the day. Subjects such as a controversial plan to extend Schipol Airport,
upkeep of the city’s parks, whether to ban cars from the city centre, the proposed conversion of Amsterdam from city to province and other local political issues have been
debated. Politicians frequently participate in more structured discussion formats as well.

The Digital City has become a true city, dynamic and creative, where houses, buildings and squares are constructed, demolished or abandoned every day.And it is
this organic quality that distinguishes Amsterdam’s Digital City from many of its counterparts elsewhere. Digital city projects in the United States, for example, tend to be
more rigidly structured and primarily serve as clearinghouses of information for the city and its service providers. The organizers of Amsterdam’s Digital City see their
project more as an ‘open city’ than as an organized virtual community. In the Digital City, residents are not passive consumers of information and services but interacting
and participating citizens.The successful Clean Clothes campaign against the local sale of clothes produced by child labour in Asia is one example of how ordinary citizens in
Amsterdam have been able to use the format provided by the Digital City to inform their fellow citizens and bring about change on both local and global levels.

The political results of the Digital City are, however, still far from the electronic democracy for which its founders were hoping.The real influence of virtual debates
on traditional politics has been minimal. Most visitors are young, well-educated and highly computer-literate, a profile which corresponds to only a relatively small segment
of society.Although the project’s direct political impact is not yet what its planners envisioned, the Digital City has helped bring Dutch citizens on-line, enabled them to find
other citizens with similar interests or concerns and provided them with a format for exchanging information and taking action.

Source: adapted from Del Vecchio, 1999.



inform voters (eg see Box 4.2). In addition, civil society

participation helps to legitimize local policy structures of

government and consequently would make public policies

more efficient, especially in cities where people have had to

organize because of the inability of public institutions to

provide basic services like water and sewers (see, for

example, Box 10.4 on Dar es Salaam).21

There are numerous examples of civil society partici-

pation. In more developed countries, most government

programmes to fight social exclusion and induce economic

development now require the involvement of communities,

such as the Single Regeneration Budget (SRB) and the New

Deal for Communities (NDC) programmes in the UK, and

most of the Policy for Cities programmes in France. In the

developing world, the involvement of civil society is more

significant since governing failures are more frequent and

salient. Therefore, community participation often occurs in

planning (eg the Rebuilding and Development Programme

in Cape Town), water production (eg Haiti and Yaounde),

environmental issues (eg implementation of Local Action

Agenda 21 programmes in Uganda and Bolivia)22 or budget

setting (eg Porto Alegre). Chapter 14 brings out the impor-

tance of civil society capacity building to enable effective

participation by community-based groups in development

initiatives.

Multi-level governance and partnerships

Multi-level governance is a commonly used term to

describe a whole set of joint practices: partnership, contrac-

tualization, institutional forms of negotiation procedures,

co-funding, etc. They may involve public institutions as

well as private entities at various levels. In some countries

(eg France and Italy) multi-level governance is mostly

restricted to public institutions, while in others (eg UK and

India) the voluntary sector, NGOs and the private sector

are frequently included.

Where multi-level governance is limited to public

institutions, the origin of this restriction derives from histor-

ical traditions in these countries, according to which central

and local government are considered to be the only actors

able to represent the general interest and act on its behalf.

The emerging need to involve various levels of government

in policy making is explained by the increasing overlapping

of responsibilities among these levels of government.

Further, there is a need for co-financing services, projects

and programmes, related to decentralization and the imple-

mentation of a matching fund system in, for example, the

US, and in Europe related to the increasing importance of

the European Union.23 Good examples of this type of multi-

level governance are the Italian accordi di programma, which

involve the state, the regions, the provinces, the municipali-

ties and their relevant public companies, and the French

‘Contrats de Plan Etat-Régions’ (Programme Agreements

between the State and the Regions), which involve the EU,

the state, the regions, départements and municipalities in the

field of territorial development at the regional and metropol-

itan levels (see Boxes 4.3 and 4.4).

In many countries and cities, multi-level governance

also includes non-public actors. Often the private sector is

involved because of privatization policies (for example, the

water systems in many African countries). Community-

based organizations may be involved because of their

legitimacy in representing people and because of their

knowledge of local problems. NGOs can also play an impor-

tant role because of their knowledge of programme

management or an implicit transfer of responsibilities from

the state. Multi-level governance is very often the result of

practical situations but is increasingly considered as a new

way of policy making. The UK experience of public–private

partnership is probably the most extreme example of

partnerships becoming new institutions,24 with many

urban and regional policies now carried out by

public–private–voluntary sector partnerships (eg the new

Regional Development Agencies; see also Box 2.3 on

London).25 But the same logic is also being applied in devel-

oping countries such as the Philippines (eg the Urban Basic

Services Programme of Cebu City)26 and India (eg the Slum

Networking Project of Ahmedabad),27 among others.

Partnerships are more fully discussed in Chapter 14.

Decision-making structures

The emerging polycentric governance forms, with

multiple actors, need to establish legitimacy for their

policies through new processes for building consen-

sus according to appropriate procedures 

Today’s governance takes place in a more polycentric

system of actors in which the state is less dominant than

before. The multiplicity of actors complicates policy

making since no single actor is legitimate enough to direct

societal change. Consensus is no longer a given by virtue of
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Box 4.2 Politicking on the Web

In a time when many candidates who are running for office have little chance of being elected
if they are unable to capture their policy platforms in sound bites of less than 30 seconds,
voters are increasingly turning to the internet to read speeches, peruse past voting records
and examine position statements. Political hopefuls are responding by setting up listserves and
web sites to provide information, to sell campaign products and to elicit financial contributions,
raising millions of dollars on-line. Others are establishing commercially sponsored sites that
offer news and analysis.

On one site, www.selectsmart.com, each day some 30,000 people take a quiz that
matches their answers with those of the candidates to questions on issues ranging from
abortion to taxes and then calculates a suggested candidate whose views align best with those
of the quiz taker. Voxcap.com, recording more than 300,000 visits a month, aims to promote
personal activism through nonpartisan commentary and a series of links to advocacy groups,
think tanks, elected representatives and government agencies. It has also created an electronic
clipping service and email newsletters. Further, it set up an e-drive to raise funds for hunger
prevention, matching Oxfam International and other nonprofit organizations with donors who
can make contributions via real-time secure credit card transactions.

Although the internet holds potential for increasing political engagement among
citizens, there are undisclosed biases of ‘infomercials’ and ‘decoy’ web sites that hinder the
transparency necessary for constructive discourse.There are also serious concerns about the
ways in which increased reliance on the internet for informed democratic functioning
reinforces existing patterns of social exclusion (see Box 4.1).
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legitimacy granted to the state’s action, but must be

socially constructed. This requires alliances, coalitions and

compromises. It also requires negotiation, debates and

discussion, which, in turn, requires appropriate procedures.

It is a new way of achieving decisions in which policy

content is, at least in part, a function of the decision-

making process itself.

These new forms of collective action cannot take

place at the central level anymore. Territorial regulation has

replaced national regulation because of the limited ability of

the state to solve problems and address issues at lower

levels and because of the increasing integration of diverse

elements that efficient public policies require. This is a

major reason for the development of so-called area-based

initiatives.

This development is well illustrated by most

European Union programmes regarding territories in general

and metropolitan areas in particular. The objective of

‘Territorial Pacts’, for instance, is to produce territorial

development. In order to get funding, national and local

actors must work together and produce a set of priorities

and specific actions arrived at after a long process of negoti-

ation and debate. The same operational logic exists in the

Rebuilding and Development (RDP) programme of Cape

Town,28 in some social programmes in Latin America29 and

in spatially smaller programmes in various Western

countries (eg the US, UK and France) where urban areas are

divided according to specific funding procedures and socio-

economic features.

Lessons and Analyses
Globalization is often seen as a one-way process, homoge-

nizing people’s way of life, their problems, as well as

appropriate ‘remedies’ such as deregulation, privatization

and decentralization. However, there is now growing

acknowledgement that the specific territorial characteristics

of each region and country are important. There is no single

functional response to globalization because, for example,

the national and local political history and culture help to

shape public–private relationships and decision-making

processes. Therefore, globalization should also be analysed

as a heterogenizing process, especially since territorial

competition accentuates the differences between locales. It

is possible to base several recommendations for strengthen-

ing urban governance on the recognition that it is

important to enhance the particular development advan-

tages and assets that are local to a given area.

Formal public institutions are crucial actors in
urban governance

Public institutions must remain responsible for

issues that concern society as a whole

Despite some failures of governmental initiatives and

policies, despite the difficulties of metropolitan government

reforms and despite the slowness of area-wide authority

building, public institutions must remain the central

element in the governance of cities. In many developing

countries, and to a degree in some developed countries,

public institutions have explicitly or implicitly transferred

several of their responsibilities to civil society, especially to

NGOs in sectors such as education, health and welfare.

Deregulation and privatization policies have given more

importance to the private sector in urban governance.

However, civil society cannot deal with several vital issues

that are essential responsibilities of legitimate, public (ie

democratically elected) institutions. The setting up of long-

term urban agendas, strategic planning, sustainable

development, social cohesion and so on, are issues and

actions that concern the future of societies and metropoli-

tan areas. As such they must be the subject of debates and

decisions made by entities representing the population as a

whole: that is, public institutions whose legitimacy derives

from a territorially based population.

Only governments have the legitimacy and capabil-

ity to steer and integrate the activities of multiple

stakeholders by acting beyond single purposes. Steering

entails bringing the necessary actors to the table and then

moderating differences and negotiating cooperation.

Integrating tasks includes managing diverse interests to

ensure that wider public goals are met by putting more

narrowly defined interests in a larger context. Priorities set

by new decentralized units, for example, may compete

with those in other areas or conflict with national goals.

Achieving leverage over a complex, fragmented system with

expertise in the small units involves a process of setting and

implementing appropriate norms.30

Box 4.3 The Agency for the Sustainable Development of the 
North Milano (ASNM) area and the involvement of 
civil society: lessons from a failure?

The ASNM was created in 1996 to produce sustained development in an area of industrial
decline in Northern Italy.To that end, the Agency created a development forum from the
members of ASNM (four municipalities, the Province of Milan, the Lombardy Region, the
Chamber of Commerce and the industrial companies owning the area’s brownfield sites) and
parts of civil society (various associations of firms, unions and co-ops). Despite some significant
success for the ASNM, notably in professional training and in the development of an economy
centred on SME in the ‘new economy’ sectors, the development forum never took off. Two
major reasons have been put forward to explain this failure:

1 Civil society was not very interested in ASNM problems; although ASNM had excellent
access to resources in the Milano area, it dealt with firms and employees on issues that
concerned the whole metropolitan area, rather than just the ASNM area. Consequently,
civil society members did not participate actively in the forum.

2 The private sector was too fragmented for ASNM to develop a dialogue with it.There
was no clear interlocutor representing the private sector; instead, there were various
leaders, representing different and sometimes competing interests.Without a common
voice on behalf of the private sector, it was difficult to evolve a coherent economic
development strategy.

The ASNM example holds two lessons. First, participants of civil society should represent
organizations that identify with a particular area, although they may not have many resources,
rather than organizations that, although rich in resources, see their interests elsewhere.
Second, it is important to have an effective structure of interlocutors; in their absence, develop-
ment agencies should develop such a structure.



New key role for the state in urban governance

Notwithstanding observations about the so-called ‘hollow-

ing out of the state’, central government remains an

important, even essential actor in the governance of cities.

It still holds crucial powers, not only in terms of economic

and financial resources but also in terms of normative legit-

imacy. By tradition, it still generates the cognitive

framework for most local collective action and policy

making. Of course, this presence of the state varies greatly

from one country to the other, between strong states and

weak states, unitary and federal states; in some developing

countries, the state may seem almost nonexistent. Also, in

many situations, the state is fragmented, especially in the

policy sector, and unable to speak with a single voice. None

the less, it would be misleading to assert the demise of the

role of the state in urban governance.

Globalization, however, does imply a change in the

role of the state.31 Even in countries where the state is still

strong, as in France and the UK, it no longer has the politi-

cal and economic resources needed to carry out its

traditional functions of societal governance on its own. In

the 1980s, the Thatcher government in the UK described its

changed role by applying to itself the label of ‘enabling

authority’; other countries have used similar expressions

like ‘facilitating authority’ or ‘animating state’. Whatever

the terms employed, the idea remains the same: the new

role for the state has become to create frameworks and to

facilitate collective action, rather than to intervene directly.

The enabling role of national governments must be

broader than the facilitating of market functioning

and include responsibility for social cohesion, equity,

conflict resolution and support for the exercise of

citizenship – of ‘rights to the city’

It does not diminish the significance of recent decentraliza-

tion policies to point out that local actions can rarely solve

major urban problems. The state must retain a major role,

giving coherence to local actions and mediating between

local actors and between supra-national and subnational

levels, thus giving a much broader meaning to ‘enabling’

than merely facilitating market functioning.32 The state has

a legitimate intervention role, first, in matters of national

interest and, second, in local matters when they affect

wider interests or when local actors prove too incapable or

dysfunctional.

Partnerships cannot be a comprehensive form of
urban governance

Partnerships can be effective to help address urban

management problems, but they are inappropriate

for addressing issues whose resolution requires

democratic decision-making

Partnerships, whatever their forms and their membership,

cannot be full-fledged solutions to the governance problems

of urban areas. Too often, their action is piecemeal and

contributes further to the already existing fragmentation of

the territory, either because they focus on a specific area, or

because they concentrate on a single policy sector, or both.

They cannot effectively assume responsibility for the tasks

that fall within the purview of public institutions (see

above). There are several reasons for this. The partnerships

are often short-lived and have a fluctuating membership.

Private enterprises frequently opt out of participation.33 Civil

society is often not a stable partner, with changing represen-

tation through community-based organizations that tend to

represent particular interests and lack the knowledge, skills,

or motivation to view the city as a single collective entity.

Partnerships also pose a problem of democracy since they are

very often characterized by a lack of accountability and

oversight by the population itself or by elected officials.34 In

short, partnerships are useful and necessary, but they are

more appropriate for solving management problems (in

urban services for instance) than for addressing issues that

require democratic decision-making.

Area-based policies and actions are not a panacea

Area-based approaches seem the logical solution when the

state can no longer deal with issues on a comprehensive

basis. However, this newly popular form of territorial

policy can have negative impacts on urban governance.

First, as noted, it worsens existing fragmentation because it

typically operates on the basis of discrimination according

to the distinguishing characteristics of different areas, such

as their ethnic, social, cultural or economic composition,

rather than what they share in common. Second, area-

based approaches may stigmatize a neighbourhood and its

residents.

Area-based policies do have obvious positive aspects

as they focus on the specific local manifestation of

problems. However, to address these problems effectively,

they must also connect to a comprehensive development

strategy at the metropolitan level.35 The specific form for

such strategic vertical integration will necessarily vary from

country to country and there exists no magic formula that

can apply universally.

Political leadership is a key element of governance

The mere presence of governance is certainly not an

automatic cure-all to redress problems arising from global-

ization. Some metropolitan areas function more ably as

collective actors than others. One key element is political

leadership. It is essential because governance is not a

process free of conflict. Globalization changes political

power arrangements. It supports the emergence of new

political elites whose strategies and norms are different

from the traditional elites.36 These new political elites rely

less on clientelism and party politics. Rather, their

legitimacy derives more from their capacity to act, than

their allegiance to a traditional ideology or political

constituency. Globalization represents an opportunity for

these emerging elites: first, because it opens the political

system to new actors and, therefore, challenges the incum-
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bent elite; second, because it brings with it a change in the

issues to be addressed and in the ways of addressing them.

It is the responsibility of the state and also interna-

tional organizations to support these emerging urban elites

because this strengthening is a condition for effectively

addressing the new challenges that globalization produces.

However, this support must be cautious (see below) and

based on the development of structures and procedures to

ensure local democracy because the accountability of these

new political elites cannot be taken for granted.37

The political strengthening of metropolitan areas

Globalization has increased the role of metropolitan areas

by placing them at the forefront of territorial competition.

They have become an essential place for the regulation of

relations between the local and the global. This makes it

necessary and legitimate to strengthen them politically,38

granting them the responsibilities, resources and political

legitimacy they require to function as strong governmental

units.

Metropolitan areas are de facto pivotal arenas in

today’s processes of global competition. This

requires that they be strengthened by giving them

more political legitimacy, responsibilities and

resources

This strengthening of the economic and political roles of

metropolitan areas and emerging political elites, discussed

above, raises questions concerning power relationships at

the subnational level: that is, regions versus metropolitan

areas. In this regard, when providing political legitimacy

and allocating national resources, the state (and supra-

national entities) must avoid creating imbalances. To this

end, multi-level governance can serve as a useful framework

for articulating all levels of government in subsidiary ways,

as illustrated by the ‘Contrats de Plan Etat-Régions’ in

France (see Box 4.4).

The Democratic Challenge:
Insights from Latin America39

Chapter 1 situated current trends in poverty and inequality

in the context of globalization. Solutions to these problems

require good governance and good governance is inextrica-

bly linked to human settlements.40 It is important to

recognize that the success of initiatives and reforms in

government and governance at the subnational level is

closely linked to the ways and extent that national systems

embrace and incorporate democratic processes. In this

connection, it is important that a government grants its

citizens political rights by permitting them to form political

parties that represent a significant range of voter choice and

whose leaders can openly and safely compete for and be

elected to positions of authority in government. It is also

important that governments uphold their citizens’ civil

liberties by respecting and protecting their religious, ethnic,

economic, linguistic, gender, family and other rights, includ-

ing personal freedoms and freedoms of the press, belief and

association.41 The vital importance of the links between

good governance and democratic practices is well illustrated

by developments in Latin America, where effective political

rights are more widespread today than at any time in its

history. With few notable exceptions, national governments

are chosen through relatively free, fair and competitive

elections. Moreover, as attested by the short-lived (lasting

just a few hours) military coup in Ecuador in January 2000,

and the failed attempt by Peruvian President Alberto

Fujimori to win the first round of presidential elections

through undemocratic means in April 2000 (and his subse-

quent flight and resignation in November 2000), efforts to

subvert democratic electoral processes are likely to be met

by significant national and international pressure. This

reflects the fact that current democratic regimes are the

result of political struggles involving considerable levels of

popular mobilization and organization during the 1970s

and 1980s.42 Not surprisingly, regional public opinion

surveys have found that political democracy enjoys an

unprecedented level of legitimacy.43

It is important to recognize that the success of initia-

tives and reforms in government and governance at

the subnational level is closely linked to the ways

and extent that national systems embrace and incor-

porate democratic processes

Despite these undeniably positive trends, recent research

shows that the region’s democratic regimes will remain

fragile unless political inclusion is broadened and reinforced

by efforts to address other forms of exclusion that still

predominate throughout Latin America.44 This reflects the

particular kind of democracy that has emerged in the region:

neopluralist democracy.45 Notwithstanding its own particulari-

ties, the present situation in Latin America is also of broader

interest, considering the oft-assumed (causal) relationship

between open economic systems and open political systems.

A careful examination of developments in Latin America

suggests that this relationship is not a simple one.

Box 4.4 The French ‘Contrats de Plan Etat-Régions’ (CPER) 
and metropolitan areas

Established in 1986, CPER are the instruments for regions and the state for the joint planning
and financing of regional infrastructure and services in France.They receive about one-third of
their funding from the European Union.The 1999 Act on National Planning and Environment
established that urban areas of more than 50,000 people could get funding from the state only
if they present an area-wide strategic plan that considers social inclusion and sustainable devel-
opment. Once approved, the urban authority signs an ‘agglomeration agreement’ (contrat
d’agglomération) with the state, describing the various elements to be financed during a six-year
period. In order to avoid potential conflicts between the priorities of the regions and of the
state at the regional level and between the priorities of local governments and the state at the
local level, such ‘agglomeration agreements’ must be signed within the CPER framework.This
means that they will have to be discussed and approved also by the region and other local
authorities, but on a subsidiary basis.As an example, the Region Nord-Pas de Calais has used
this process to implement actions against social exclusion in poor neighbourhoods.



Neopluralist democracy

Neopluralism revolves around the belief that the best

balance of interests and values within a given polity

is produced by competition among individuals in the

rational pursuit of their self-interest. Ultimate politi-

cal authority is decided on through a free market of

votes. But once elected, officials have few checks on

their power and frequently bypass representative

democratic institutions

Neopluralism is a market-centred pattern of political incor-

poration. It has replaced the state-centred pattern of

incorporation associated with corporatism and the develop-

mentalist state that dominated Latin America through the

1970s, and is closely associated with current market-based

economic policies emphasizing free trade, open markets and

a minimal role for the state in both the economy and

society. The pluralist aspect of neopluralism revolves

around ‘the belief that the best balance of interests and

values within a given polity is produced by some form

(however limited) of free competition among individuals in

the rational pursuit of their self-interest’.46 What

distinguishes neopluralism from the more traditional plural-

ist model47 is its marked authoritarian bent. Ultimate

political authority is essentially decided on through a free

market of votes. But once elected, officials have few checks

on their power and frequently bypass representative

democratic institutions.48 Moreover, a variety of unelected

(and unaccountable) power holders, particularly the

military, exercise control over key state decisions.49

Three aspects of Latin America’s neopluralist democ-

racy highlight the nature of the region’s democratic

challenge:

1 economic insecurity

2 crime rates and the dominant responses to them

3 fragmentation of civil society

Three aspects of Latin America’s neopluralist democracy

highlight the nature of the region’s democratic challenge.

The first is increased economic insecurity. This is a direct

result of neopluralism’s reliance on the market for

determining the best allocation of resources and opportuni-

ties for all members of society. Labour codes throughout the

region have been modified to generally make it easier for

firms to hire temporary workers and fire current employees.

Governments increasingly informalize themselves vis-à-vis

their own laws in their quest for even more foreign invest-

ment by creating special production zones that exempt

foreign firms from labour legislation and taxation policies

applicable in the rest of the nation.50 Where remaining

workers’ rights are not taken away outright, their system-

atic violation is often ignored.

Labour movements, the principal representatives of

the lower classes in Latin America, have been weakened

throughout the region. Workers in the informal sector and

most free trade zones are only rarely organized.51 Declining

union membership and organizational fragmentation have

combined to reduce the collective bargaining power of

organized labour, independently of legal changes designed

to have a similar effect.52 Increasingly, organized labour has

become a narrowly self-interested actor, competing with

other groups in civil society in the pursuit of the particular-

istic interests of its reduced membership. Labour leaders

have often bargained with elected governments over

concessions to preserve their own individual status and

institutional position in exchange for labour’s acquiescence

to legislative changes curtailing organized labour’s effective

power.53 This has further weakened organized labour and

contributed to a growing distance between the union rank-

and-file and their leaders.

The consequences of this have been significant. Latin

American economies grew approximately 15 per cent in the

first half of the 1990s, yet unemployment also rose and real

wages fell. This is in part because 90 per cent of all new

jobs created in the 1990s were in the informal sector.54

Poverty levels have remained steady at approximately 35

per cent of the population, or roughly 150 million people.

Moreover, economic inequality has remained stagnant after

sharply increasing during the 1980s, making Latin America

the most unequal region in the world.55

‘An educated electorate is a powerful electorate … An

informed citizenry is the greatest defender of freedom …

An enlightened government is a democratizing govern-

ment’ – Kofi Annan, Address to the World Bank

conference ‘Global Knowledge ’97’, Toronto, 22 June

1997

All of these are reflected in the region’s problematic educa-

tional system.56 Teachers and administrators remain largely

unaccountable to the communities they serve. Educational

systems have become skewed in favour of imposing unifor-

mity and rewarding mediocrity rather than encouraging

innovation. In many countries, more than 90 per cent of

total educational budgets goes towards salaries, reflecting

the continued strength (and self-serving nature) of many

teachers’ unions. The result is generally poor quality educa-

tion at a relatively high cost. The poor quality of education,

in turn, makes it a less attractive alternative to entering the

labour market for young people from low-income families.

While school attendance during the early years of schooling

is comparable to other regions in the world, Latin America

stands out due to its high and more rapid dropout rates

among the poor. This creates highly stratified educational

systems which ‘do not constitute a mechanism for social

mobility, or for reducing income differences, as is true in

other areas of the world’.57

Rising crime rates and the predominant responses to

them are a second aspect of neopluralism threatening exist-

ing democratic regimes. Crime rates, in part fed by growing

economic insecurity, have risen substantially in almost every

country in the region.58 To deal with rising crime rates, the

poor are often targeted by police efforts to control crime in

what amounts to criminalizing poverty.59 Despite recent

transitions to democracy and a substantial reduction in the

systematic violation of human rights by the state (with the
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exceptions of Peru and Colombia due to ongoing civil wars),

the overall level of state violence has generally not declined.

Instead, it has undergone a qualitative change, as it is no

longer directed against the political opposition, but the poor.

In some cases, the criminalization of poverty is even formal-

ized to law.60 For example, the dramatic rise in the crime

rate after the transition to democracy in El Salvador led to

the passage of the Emergency Law Against Delinquency

(Ley de la Emergencia Contra la Delincuencia) and the Law

for Social Defence (Ley para la Defensa Social) on 19 March

1996. The laws, portions of which were eventually declared

unconstitutional, stipulated that individuals were to be

considered potential criminals subject to imprisonment and

the loss of basic rights simply because of their appearance.

The unemployed, the poor, young people or simply people

who dressed differently were targeted by laws that ignored

the equally serious (but largely white-collar) problems of

organized crime and official corruption.61 Yet because the

poor are also the principal victims of crime, these laws

enjoyed overwhelming popular support.

Repressive responses to crime often receive

widespread support among the poor.62 This is in part due to

the fact that the poor remain the principal victims of crime.

It is also due to a very low level of public confidence in

legal institutions. This lack of confidence reflects not only

the continued distrust of state institutions caused by high

levels of abuse under authoritarian regimes, but also the

fact that such practices often do not end with the transi-

tion to democracy. People become accustomed to pursuing

extra-legal remedies for their grievances and are reluctant to

cooperate with law enforcement agencies. This lack of

cooperation leaves few alternatives to applying more

violence because effective law enforcement and crime

prevention are dependent on community involvement. Yet

repressive police measures ultimately do little to improve

the image of law enforcement agencies, threatening to

create a vicious circle.

The criminalization of poverty and resort to repres-

sive police methods also reflect the widespread

marketization of the rule of law. Basic civil rights are in

effect allocated according to people’s ‘buying power’.

Although equal protection under the law exists on paper,

the poor cannot access it because of their limited economic

resources. The state is incapable (because of corruption and

its own lack of resources) of filling the void. Instead, legal

systems serve to further reinforce structural problems of

inequality and social exclusion.63 At the same time, there is

an increasing privatization of law enforcement throughout

the region as the relatively well-off purchase personal

security by contracting private police forces. For those who

lack the economic resources to hire armed guards or pay

corrupt judges and police, taking justice into one’s own

hands in the form of vigilantism or ‘popular justice’ is a

growing phenomenon.64

Third, neopluralist democracy has contributed to the

fragmentation and atomization of civil society. Popular sector

organizations often remain small and dependent on external

(state and/or non-governmental agencies) largesse. Their

efficacy thus remains severely circumscribed. This fragmen-

tation reflects a variety of factors associated with neoplural-

ism, including the demobilization of popular sector

organizational activities during democratic transitions.65

Efforts to reform both the state and society to conform more

closely to market principles have often exacerbated this

problem. Social welfare reforms, for example, emphasize

helping people to participate in the market by targeting those

most in need for assistance until they can resolve their situa-

tion through participation in the labour market. This can

generate political apathy as people’s efforts increasingly are

devoted to finding even low paying jobs, and they have less

time and perceived need to become politically active. State

agencies frequently play popular organizations off against

one another in a competitive scramble for limited resources,

particularly when social welfare budgets remain tight, in

order to curtail government spending.66 Decentralization of

social welfare services can further fragment social

movements, restricting popular sector organizational activity

to narrowly circumscribed communities.

Recent public opinion polls show that only 27 per

cent of Latin Americans have confidence in existing

democratic institutions

Together, these various aspects of neopluralism contribute

to a very low level of citizen satisfaction with how their

democratic regimes actually function. For example, recent

public opinion polls show that only 27 per cent of Latin

Americans have confidence in existing democratic institu-

tions.67 Apart from voting, which on average 53 per cent of

respondents felt allowed them to influence political

outcomes, the majority of Latin Americans had little sense

of political efficacy according to Latino barómetro survey

data from 17 countries in the region collected in 1996.68

Only 43 per cent of respondents felt that the political

tendency with which they most identified was as likely as

other tendencies to assume power. Even more serious, an

average of just 14 per cent of respondents felt that politi-

cians offered solutions to their problems. These statistics

reflect widespread perceptions of exclusion from political

power and alienation from formal politics. Political elites

seem disconnected from society.

The need for inclusion

Latin America in many ways faces an opportunity that is

historically unique: the unprecedented importance of

democratic elections throughout the region offers the possi-

bility that structural problems of socio-economic exclusion

can be addressed. At the same time, this ‘opportunity’

carries a real danger: if democratic governments prove

incapable and/or unwilling to address the principal

concerns of their citizens, democracy itself risks becoming

irrelevant as people search for ways to create better lives for

themselves.69 If democratic institutions can effectively

address the increasingly obvious limits of neopluralist

democracy, a type of democracy that is more faithful to its

own underlying normative justification may be able to

consolidate itself in a region long known for often violent
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authoritarian rule. But if today’s democratic institutions

fail, Latin America may again fall into a spiral of social

polarization and violence.

To realize its democratic potential, Latin America

needs to become more inclusive, allowing the

electoral process to define fiscal responsibilities in

social terms.

Policies to this end will require:

• effective law enforcement and judicial

processes, especially legal reform

• compliance of work environments with interna-

tional labour laws

• strengthening of social safety nets

• support for educational reform

To realize its potential, Latin America will need to become

more inclusive. While such a development inevitably will

require some redistribution of national resources towards

disadvantaged groups, it is not a question of returning to

the overly intrusive developmentalist states of the past,

with their fiscal and monetary excesses. In contrast, what

such social change would entail is a reinterpretation of the

so-called ‘Washington Consensus’ to encompass socially
defined fiscal and monetary responsibility as determined

through democratic electoral processes.70

As part of this process of change, state policies

should be directed towards four priority areas:

1 The investment of more resources in effective law
enforcement and judicial processes, particularly legal
reform. The criminalization of poverty and marketiza-

tion of the rule of law must be reversed. Only

through the effective enforcement of civil rights can

electoral democracy realize its potential to empower

disadvantaged groups. Moreover, it is essential for

the effective regulation of markets,71 and is perhaps

the most effective way to regulate workplace

environments in order to minimize abuses in Latin

America.72

2 The regulation of workplace environments can also be

strengthened through effective compliance with

labour market norms embodied in various

International Labour Organization (ILO)

conventions. Critics of ‘globalization’ all too often

neglect the positive aspects of international

structures for addressing employment concerns in

developing countries. Enforcement of existing ILO

norms regarding, for example, workplace

environments and collective bargaining rights can

help to empower workers. The ILO can also provide

a forum for expanding the collective rights of

workers, helping to compensate for the inherent

advantages enjoyed by business interests in the inter-

national economy.

3 Social safety nets need to be strengthened in order to

cushion workers from the inevitable periodic

economic dislocations that flexible labour markets

and expanded exposure to international trade

entail.73 This should include unemployment insur-

ance. Just as Chile provided a model for many of the

market-based social policies currently favoured by

policy makers, its current unemployment insurance

project, to be funded by employee and employer

contributions, may provide a model.

4 Finally, education reform must be viewed as the princi-

pal long-term basis for greater inclusion. Additional

resources in many cases will be less important than

ensuring that existing resources are used more effec-

tively. To achieve this, educational reforms should

focus on increasing the accountability of teachers

and local school administrators to parents and local

communities who have an interest in ensuring that

children are well educated.74 Bolivia’s current

programme of educational reform, emphasizing

increased community involvement and introducing a

multi-ethnic dimension to the curriculum, offers a

particularly useful model for improving educational

quality and reducing class dropout rates.75

Beyond these basic policy priorities, what is perhaps most

important is the need to recapture the momentum of

mobilization that began during transitions. This involves

taking advantage of the potential of existing democratic

institutions to empower civil society by providing institu-

tional mechanisms to pursue the expansion of basic rights

and government accountability. It is a challenge to adapt

the organizational experiences developed in many

countries as part of the struggle against authoritarian rule

to a democratic context, where there is no dictator to

mobilize against and other socio-economic trends make

organizing more problematic. The organizational capacity

of disadvantaged segments of Latin American societies

needs to be strengthened in order to overcome civil

society’s atomization.

As a starting point, the possibility of utilizing the

national and international human rights apparatus that

emerged during the period of authoritarian rule to help to

secure effective civil rights and build stronger civil societies

under democratic rule should be explored. ‘Human rights’

might even be best understood as citizenship rights in a

democratic context. Past efforts to curtail state political

repression could be redirected towards curbing police and

judicial abuse. The expertise gained in organizing the myriad

of human rights groups under dictatorships similarly could

be applied to help distinct groups within civil society to

organize themselves so that they can begin to define and

defend their interests through democratic institutions.

The state has an important role to play here, too. One

obvious role is in providing material and technical assistance

to emerging groups within civil society. Only the state has

the necessary resources to enable society’s disadvantaged to

participate effectively. What is often needed, aside from

political will, is the necessary imagination to devise strategies

by which the state can play the same kind of role in Latin

America that it has historically played in the West in helping

to build civil society’s organizational capacity.76 A less

obvious role for the state is in identity affirmation, particu-
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1 Unless indicated otherwise, this
chapter draws in the main from
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Notes

larly to counter the largely negative images of disadvantaged

groups in the mass media. Efforts need to be undertaken

systematically at the grassroots level to begin to empower

people by helping them to be proud of who they are regard-

less of their social class, gender, ethnicity, religion and so on.

Studies have demonstrated the success that such efforts can

have in overcoming people’s symbolic exclusion.77

The challenge facing Latin America is clearly a large

one, with very high stakes for all concerned. Yet the oppor-

tunity provided by existing political rights and the

organizational experiences gained through the political

struggles to achieve those rights mean that it is by no means

an impossible or utopian challenge. Moreover, although the

specifics differ from place to place and there are no easy

formulas, it is a challenge faced by all nations seeking to

strengthen their democratic processes by making them more

inclusive of population groups that frequently are marginal

to political and economic decision-making.

Although the specifics differ from place to place and

there are no easy formulas, the challenge facing Latin

America is shared by all societies seeking to

strengthen their democratic processes by making

them more inclusive of population groups that are

marginal to political and economic decision-making



Each phase in the long history of the world economy raises

specific questions about the particular conditions that make

it possible. One of the key features of the current phase is

the ascendance of information technologies, the associated

increase in the mobility and liquidity of capital, and the

resulting decline in the capacities of nation states to

regulate key sectors of their economies. This is well illus-

trated by the case of leading information industries, finance

and advanced corporate services; these industries tend to

have a space economy that is transnational and to have

outputs that are hypermobile, moving instantaneously

around the globe.

The master images in the currently dominant

account of economic globalization emphasize precisely

these aspects: hypermobility, global communications, the

neutralization of place and distance. There is a tendency in

that account to take the existence of a global economic

system as a given, a function of the power of transnational

corporations and global communications. But the capabili-

ties for global operation, coordination and control

contained in the new information technologies and in the

power of transnational corporations need to be produced. By

focusing on the production of these capabilities we add a

neglected dimension to the familiar issue of the power of

large corporations and the new technologies. The emphasis

shifts to the practices that constitute what we call economic

globalization and global control: the work of producing and

reproducing the organization and management of a global

production system and a global marketplace for finance,

both under conditions of economic concentration.

A focus on practices draws the categories of place

and production process into the analysis of economic

globalization. These are two categories easily overlooked in

accounts centred on the hypermobility of capital and the

power of transnationals. Developing categories such as

place and production process does not negate the centrality

of hypermobility and power. Rather, it brings to the fore

the fact that many of the resources necessary for global

economic activities are not hypermobile and are deeply

embedded in place.

Further, by emphasizing that global processes are at

least partly embedded in national territories, such a focus

introduces new variables into current conceptions about

economic globalization and the shrinking regulatory role of

the state. That is to say, the space economy for major new

transnational economic processes diverges in significant

ways from the global/national duality presupposed in much

analysis of the global economy. The duality of national

versus global suggests two mutually exclusive spaces: where

one begins, the other ends. This is fundamentally incorrect. 

By necessity, the global materializes in specific places

and institutional arrangements, a good number of which, if

not most, are located in urban territories. ‘Glocalization’ is

a term commonly used to describe the hybrid economic,

political and cultural structures and processes associated

with the growing interdependence of local and global

dimensions.2 This condition, in turn, creates the possibility

of a new type of politics of the global: a grassroots politics

that localizes in the network of global cities. Recapturing

the geography of places involved in globalization allows us

to recapture people, workers, communities and, more

specifically, the many different work cultures, besides the

corporate culture, involved in the work of globalization.

The global city is a nexus where these various trends come

together and produce new types of politics.

An important background condition that strengthens

the possibility of these new types of politics and political

actors is that globalization has had the effect of unbundling

some of the components of power of the nation state. This

in turn has created voids/openings where these other types

of actors can emerge.

By necessity the global materializes in specific places

and institutional arrangements, a good number of

which, if not most, are located in urban places. This

condition creates the possibility of a new type of

politics: a grassroots politics that localizes in a

network of global cities

Nation States and New
Political Actors
One of the impacts of globalization on state sovereignty

has been to create operational and conceptual openings for

other actors and subjects. Various, as yet very minor, devel-

opments signal that the state is no longer the exclusive

subject for international law or the only actor in interna-

tional relations. Other actors who become subjects of

adjudication in human rights decisions are increasingly

emerging as subjects of international law and actors in

international relations. These non-state actors can gain
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visibility as individuals and as collectivities, and come out

of the invisibility of aggregate membership in a nation-state

exclusively represented by the sovereign. More generally,

the ascendance of a large variety of non-state actors in the

international arena signals the expansion of an

international civil society.

The ascendance of a large variety of non-state actors

in the international arena signals the expansion of an

international civil society

There is an incipient unbundling of the exclusive authority

over territory and people we have long associated with the

nation state. The most strategic instance of this

unbundling is probably the global city, which operates as a

partly de-nationalized platform for global capital and, at

the same time, is emerging as a key site for the most

astounding mix of people from all over the world, including

immigrants, refugees and minorities.

There are two strategic dynamics here: (a) the incipi-

ent de-nationalizing of specific types of national settings,

particularly global cities; and (b) the formation of concep-

tual and operational openings for actors other than the

nation state in cross-border political dynamics: in particular,

the new global corporate actors and those collectivities

whose experience of membership has not been subsumed

fully under nationhood in its modern conception, eg minori-

ties, immigrants, first-nation people and many women.3

The national as container of social process and power

is cracked.4 This cracked casing opens up possibilities for a

geography of politics that links subnational spaces. The

large city of today emerges as a strategic site for these new

types of operations. It is one of the nexus where the forma-

tion of new claims materializes.

One question this engenders is how and whether we

are seeing the formation of a new type of transnational

politics that localizes in these cities. One instance of this is

the variety of networks around women’s and immigrant

issues now operating across borders. For example, the Asian

Coalition for Housing Rights,5 started by under-privileged

women in slums fighting for housing, has gone beyond Asia

and incorporates a growing number of cities, including

cities in Latin America and South Africa.6

Recovering Place
Including cities in the analysis of economic globalization is

not without consequences. Economic globalization has

mostly been conceptualized in terms of the national–global

duality where the latter gains at the expense of the former.

And it has largely been conceptualized in terms of the inter-

nationalization of capital and then only the upper circuits

of capital. Introducing cities in this analysis allows us to

reconceptualize processes of economic globalization as

concrete economic complexes situated in specific places.

Place is typically seen as neutralized by the capacity for

global communications and control. Also, a focus on cities

decomposes the nation state into a variety of subnational

components, some profoundly articulated with the global

economy and others not. It signals the declining

significance of the national economy as a unitary category

in the global economy.

Recovering ‘place’ in our analysis of globalization

allows us to see the multiplicity of economies and

work cultures in which the global information

economy is embedded

Why does it matter to recover place in analyses of the

global economy, particularly place as constituted in major

cities? Because it allows the recovery of the concrete, local-

ized processes through which globalization exists and to

argue that much of the multiculturalism in large cities is as

much a part of globalization as is international finance.

Further, focusing on cities allows the specification of a

geography of strategic places at the global scale, places

bound to each other by the dynamics of economic global-

ization. This is a new geography of centrality. Is there a

transnational politics embedded in this centrality of place

and in the new geography of strategic places that cuts

across national borders and the old North–South divide?
In so far as economic analysis of the global city

recovers the broad array of jobs and work cultures that are

part of the global economy (though typically not marked as

such), it allows us to examine also the possibility of a new

politics of traditionally disadvantaged actors operating in

this new transnational economic geography. This is a

politics that arises out of actual participation as workers in

the global economy, but under conditions of disadvantage

and lack of recognition.

The centrality of spatial location in global processes

produces openings for the formation of new, transna-

tional economic and political claims to cities. These

claims are made by interests representing global

capital, using cities as an organizational commodity,

but also by disadvantaged local population groups

who need cities as a place to live

The centrality of spatial location in a context of global

processes makes possible a transnational economic and

political opening for the formation of new claims and hence

for the constitution of entitlements, notably rights to place.

At the limit, this could be an opening for new forms of

‘citizenship’. The city has indeed emerged as a site for new

claims: by global capital which uses the city as an ‘organiza-

tional commodity’, but also by disadvantaged sectors of the

urban population, whose presence is frequently as interna-

tional as that of capital. The de-nationalizing of urban

space and the formation of new claims by transnational

actors, raise the question, Whose city is it?
This is a type of political opening that contains

unifying capacities across national boundaries and sharpen-

ing conflicts within such boundaries. Global capital and the

new migrant workforce are two major instances of transna-

tionalized actors that have unifying properties internally

and find themselves in contestation with each other inside

global cities. Global cities are the sites for the over-valoriza-
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tion of corporate capital and the devalorization of disadvan-

taged workers.

The leading sectors of corporate capital are now

global in their organization and operations. And many of

the disadvantaged workers in global cities are those whose

sense of membership is not necessarily adequately captured

in terms of the national, and indeed often evince cross-

border solidarities around issues of substance. Both types of

actors find in the global city a strategic site for their

economic and political operations.

Immigration, for instance, is one major process

through which a new transnational political economy is

being constituted, one which is largely embedded in major

cities, in so far as most immigrants, whether in the US,

Japan or Western Europe are concentrated in major cities. It

is one of the constitutive processes of globalization today,

even though not recognized or represented as such in

mainstream accounts of the global economy.7 The ascen-

dance of international human rights illustrates some of the

actual dynamics through which this operational and

conceptual opening can be instituted.8 International human

rights, while rooted in the founding documents of nation-

states, are today a force that can undermine the exclusive

authority of the state over its nationals and entitles individ-

uals to make claims on grounds that are not derived from

the authority of the state.9

A New Geography of
Centrality and Marginality

The global economy can be seen as materializing in a

worldwide grid of strategic places, uppermost among

which are major international business and financial

centres 

The global economy can then be seen as materializing in a

worldwide grid of strategic places, uppermost among which

are major international business and financial centres.10

This global grid can be seen as constituting a new economic

geography of centrality, one that cuts across national

boundaries and across the old North-South divide. It has

emerged as a parallel political geography, a transnational

space for the formation of new claims by global capital.

This new economic geography of centrality partly

reproduces existing inequalities but also is the outcome of a

dynamic specific to the current forms of economic growth.

It assumes many forms and operates in many terrains, from

the distribution of telecommunications facilities to the

structure of the economy and of employment. Global cities

are sites for immense concentrations of economic power

and command centres in a global economy, while cities that

were once major manufacturing centres have suffered

inordinate declines.

The most powerful of these new geographies of

centrality at the inter-urban level binds the major interna-

tional financial and business centres: New York, London,

Tokyo, Paris, Frankfurt, Zurich, Amsterdam, Los Angeles,

Sydney and Hong Kong, among others. But this geography

now also includes cities such as São Paulo, Buenos Aires,

Mumbai, Bangkok and Mexico City.11 The intensity of

transactions among these cities – particularly through the

financial markets, in services and investment – has

increased sharply, and so have the orders of magnitude

involved. At the same time, there has been a sharpening

inequality in the concentration of strategic resources and

activities between each of these cities and others in the

same country.

The growth of global markets for finance and special-

ized services, the need for transnational servicing networks

due to sharp increases in international investment, the

reduced role of the government in the regulation of interna-

tional economic activity and the corresponding ascendance

of other institutional arenas, notably global markets and

corporate headquarters: all point to the existence of

transnational economic processes with multiple locations in

more than one country.

Alongside these new global and regional hierarchies

of cities is a vast territory that has become increasingly

peripheral, increasingly excluded from the major economic

processes that fuel economic growth in the new global

economy. A multiplicity of formerly important manufactur-

ing centres and port cities have lost functions and are in

decline, not only in the less developed countries but also in

the most advanced economies. This is yet another meaning

of economic globalization.

Also within global cities we see a new geography of

centrality and marginality.12 The downtown areas of cities

and key nodes in metropolitan areas receive massive invest-

ments in real estate and telecommunications while

low-income city areas and the older suburbs are starved for

resources.13 Financial services produce superprofits while

industrial services barely survive. These trends are evident,

with different levels of intensity, in a growing number of

major cities in the developed world and increasingly in

some of the developing countries that have been integrated

into the global financial markets.14

The new urban economy is problematic. This is

perhaps particularly evident in global cities and their

regional counterparts. It sets in motion a whole series of

new dynamics of inequality. The new growth sectors –

specialized services and finance – contain capabilities for

profit making vastly superior to those of more traditional

economic sectors. Many of the latter remain essential to the

operation of the urban economy and the daily needs of

residents, but their survival is threatened in a situation

where finance and specialized services can earn super-

profits and bid up prices.15 Polarization in the profit-making

capabilities of different sectors of the economy has always

existed. But what is happening today takes place on

another order of magnitude and is engendering massive

distortions in the operations of various markets, from

housing to labour.

The dynamic of valorization is increasing the

distance between the valorized, indeed overvalorized,

sectors of the economy and devalorized sectors, even when

the latter are part of leading global industries. This deval-

orization of growing sectors of the economy has been
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embedded in a massive demographic transition towards a

growing presence of migrants in the urban workforce.16

Large cities in the more highly developed regions of

the world are the terrain where a multiplicity of globaliza-

tion processes assume concrete, localized forms. A focus on

cities allows us to capture, further, not only the upper but

also the lower circuits of globalization. These localized

forms are, in good part, what globalization is about. Cities

with growing shares of disadvantaged populations can be

seen as strategic sites for conflicts and contradictions

associated with the internationalization of capital.

‘Glocalization’: The
Localization of the Global

Economic globalization needs to be understood in its

multiple localizations. The global city can be seen as

a dominant instantiation of such multiple localiza-

tions, creating a strategic terrain for local and global

stakeholders, all claiming rights to the city

Economic globalization, then, needs to be understood also

in its multiple localizations, rather than only in terms of

the broad, overarching macro-level processes that dominate

the mainstream account. Further, we need to see that

many of these localizations do not generally get coded as

having anything to do with the global economy. The global

city can be seen as one strategic example of such multiple

localizations.

Many of these localizations are embedded in the

demographic transition evident in such cities, where a

majority of resident workers today are immigrants and

women, often women of colour. These cities are seeing an

expansion of low-wage jobs that do not fit the master

images about globalization, yet are part of it. Their embed-

dedness in the demographic transition evident in all these

cities, and their consequent invisibility, contribute to the

devalorization of these types of workers and work cultures

and to the ‘legitimacy’ of that devalorization.

This can be read as a rupture of the traditional

dynamic whereby membership in leading economic sectors

contributes conditions towards the formation of a labour

aristocracy; a process long evident in Western industrialized

economies. ‘Women and immigrants’ come to replace the

Fordist/family wage category of ‘women and children’.17 One

of the localizations of the dynamics of globalization is the

process of economic restructuring in global cities. The associ-

ated socio-economic polarization has generated a large

growth in the demand for low-wage workers and for jobs

that offer few advancement possibilities. This, amid an

explosion in the wealth and power concentrated in these

cities; that is to say, in conditions where there is also a visible

expansion in high-income jobs and high-priced urban space.

‘Women and immigrants’ emerge as the labour

supply that facilitates the imposition of low wages and

powerlessness under conditions of high demand for those

workers and the location of those jobs in high-growth

sectors. It breaks the historic nexus that would have led to

empowering workers and legitimates this break culturally.

Informalization, which is another form of localiza-

tion that is rarely associated with globalization,

re-introduces the community and the household as an

important economic element in global cities.

Informalization in this setting is the low-cost (and often

feminized) equivalent of deregulation at the top of the

system. As with deregulation (eg as in financial deregula-

tion), informalization introduces flexibility, reduces the

‘burdens’ of regulation and lowers costs, in this case

especially the costs of labour. Informalization in major

cities of highly developed countries – whether New York,

London, Paris or Berlin – can be seen as a downgrading and

devaluing of a variety of activities for which there is an

effective demand in these cities. There is enormous compe-

tition in informal sectors given low entry costs and the

ability to produce and distribute goods and services at a

lower cost and with greater flexibility. Immigrants and

women are important actors in the new informal

economies of these cities. They absorb the costs of

informalizing these activities.18

Going informal is one way of producing and distribut-

ing goods and services at a lower cost and with

greater flexibility. This further devalues these types of

activities. Immigrants and women are important

actors in the new informal economies of these cities.

They absorb the costs of informalizing these activities

The reconfiguration of economic spaces associated with

globalization in major cities has had different impacts on

women and men, on male-typed and female-typed work

cultures and on male- and female-centred forms of power

and empowerment. The restructuring of the labour market

brings with it a shift of labour market functions to the

household or community. Women and households emerge

as actors that should be part of the theorization of the

particular forms that these elements in labour market

dynamics assume today.

These transformations contain possibilities, even if

limited, for women’s autonomy and empowerment. For

instance, we might ask whether the growth of informaliza-

tion in advanced urban economies reconfigures some types

of economic relations between men and women. With infor-

malization, the neighbourhood and the household re-emerge

as sites for economic activity. This condition has its own

dynamic possibilities for women. Economic downgrading

through informalization creates ‘opportunities’ for low-

income women entrepreneurs and workers, and therewith

reconfigures some of the work and household hierarchies in

which women find themselves. This becomes particularly

clear in the case of immigrant women who come from

countries with rather traditional male-centred cultures.19

Recent studies show that immigrant women’s

regular wage work and improved access to other public

realms has an impact on their gender relations. Women gain

greater personal autonomy and independence while men

lose ground. Women gain more control over budgeting and

other domestic decisions, and greater leverage in requesting
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help from men in domestic chores. Also, their access to

public services and other public resources gives them a

chance to become incorporated in the mainstream society;

they are often the ones in the household who mediate in

this process. It is likely that some women benefit more

than others from these circumstances; we need more

research to establish the impact of class, education and

income on these gendered outcomes. Besides the relatively

greater empowerment of women in the household associ-

ated with waged employment, there is a second important

outcome: their greater participation in the public sphere

and their possible emergence as public actors.

There are two arenas where immigrant women are

especially active: institutions for public and private assis-

tance, and the immigrant/ethnic community. The

incorporation of women in the migration process strength-

ens the settlement likelihood and contributes to greater

immigrant participation in their communities and with the

state. For instance, one study found that immigrant women

come to assume more active public and social roles which

further reinforces their status in the household and the

settlement process.20 Women are more active in community

building and community activism and they are positioned

differently from men regarding the broader economy and

the state. They are the ones that are likely to have to

handle the legal vulnerability of their families in the process

of seeking public and social services for them. This greater

participation by women suggests the possibility that they

may emerge as more forceful and visible actors and make

their role in the labour market more visible as well.

On the one hand, the women in global cities

described above constitute an invisible and disempowered

class of workers in the service of the strategic sectors

constituting the global economy. This invisibility keeps

them from emerging as whatever would be the contempo-

rary equivalent of the ‘labour aristocracy’ of earlier forms of

economic organization, when a low-wage worker position

in leading sectors had the effect of empowering that

worker, that is, the possibility of unionizing.21 On the other

hand, the access to (albeit low) wages and salaries, the

growing feminization of the job supply and the growing

feminization of business opportunities brought about with

informalization, do alter the gender hierarchies in which

they find themselves. Another important localization of the

dynamics of globalization is that of the new professional

women stratum.

A Space of Power
What makes the localization of these processes strategic

and potentially constitutive of a new kind of transnational

politics, even though they involve powerless and often

invisible workers, is that these same cities are also the

strategic sites for the valorization of the new forms of

global corporate capital.

Global cities are centres for the servicing and financing
of international trade, investment and headquarter opera-

tions. The multiplicity of specialized activities present in

global cities are crucial in the (over)valorization of leading

sectors of capital today. And in this sense they are strategic

production sites for today’s leading economic sectors. This

function is reflected in the ascendance of these activities in

their economies. What is most important about the shift to

services is not merely the growth in service jobs, but the

growing service intensity in the organization of advanced

economies: firms in all industries, from mining to whole-

sale, buy more accounting, legal, advertising, financial,

economic forecasting services today than they did 20 years

ago. Whether at the global or regional level, urban centres –

central cities, edge cities – are adequate and often the best

production sites for such specialized services. When it

comes to the production of services for the leading global-

ized sectors, the advantages of location in cities are

particularly strong.

The rapid growth and concentration of such services

in cities signals that the latter have re-emerged as signifi-

cant ‘production’ sites after losing this role in the period

when mass manufacturing was the dominant sector of the

economy. Under mass manufacturing and Fordism, the

strategic spaces of the economy were the large-scale

integrated factory and the government through its

Fordist/Keynesian functions.

The rapid growth and concentration of global

production services in cities signals that the latter

have re-emerged as significant ‘production’ sites after

losing this role in the period when mass manufactur-

ing was the dominant sector of the economy

Further, the vast new economic topography that is being

implemented through electronic space is one fragment of an

even more vast economic chain that is in good part embed-

ded in non-electronic spaces.22 There is no fully

dematerialized firm or industry. Even the most advanced

information industries, such as finance, are installed only

partly in electronic space, as are industries that produce

digital products, such as software designers. The growing

digitization of economic activities has not eliminated the

need for the physical accommodation of major

international business and financial centres and all the

material resources they concentrate, from state-of-the-art

telematics infrastructure to brain talent.23

The growing digitization of economic activities has

not eliminated the need for the physical accommoda-

tion of major international business and financial

centres and all the material resources they concen-

trate, from state-of-the-art telematics infrastructure

to brain talent

It is precisely because of the territorial dispersal facilitated

by telecommunication advances that agglomeration of

centralizing activities has expanded immensely. This is not

a mere continuation of old patterns of agglomeration but,

one could posit, a new logic for agglomeration. Many of the

leading sectors in the economy operate globally, in uncer-

tain markets, under conditions of rapid change in other

countries (eg deregulation and privatization), and are

subject to enormous speculative pressures. What glues

Politics of the Global City: Claiming Rights to Urban Spaces



74
Emerging Approaches to Urban Governance and Politics

these conditions together into a new logic for spatial

agglomeration is the added pressure of speed.

A focus on the work behind command functions, on

the actual production process in the finance and services

complex, and on global market places has the effect of

incorporating the material facilities underlying globalization

and the whole infrastructure of jobs typically not marked

as belonging to the corporate sector of the economy. An

economic configuration very different from that suggested

by the concept ‘information economy’ emerges. We recover

the material conditions, production sites and place-bound-

edness that are also part of globalization and the

information economy.

Making Claims on the City

The shrinking of distance and of time that character-

izes globalization finds one of its most extreme

expressions in the formation of new, electronically

based communities of shared interests – individuals

and organizations from all around the globe interact-

ing in real time

These processes signal that there has been a change in the

linkages that bind people and places and in the correspon-

ding formation of claims on the city.24 Today the

articulation of territory and people is being constituted in a

radically different way from past periods at least in one

regard, and that is the speed with which that articulation

can change. One consequence of this speed is the expansion

of the space within which actual and possible linkages can

happen.25 The shrinking of distance and of time that

characterizes the current era finds one of its most extreme

forms in electronically based communities of individuals or

organizations from all around the globe interacting in

simultaneous real time, as is possible through the internet

and kindred electronic networks.

Another radical form assumed today by the linkage

of people to territory is the loosening of traditional sources

of identity, such as the nation or the village. This unmoor-

ing in the process of identity formation engenders new

notions of community of membership and of entitlement.26

The global grid of cities is both place-centred in that

it is embedded in particular and strategic sites; and it

is transterritorial because it connects sites that are

not geographically proximate yet intensely connected

to each other

The space constituted by the global grid of cities, a space

with new economic and political potentialities, is perhaps

one of the most strategic spaces for the formation of

transnational identities and communities. This is a space

that is both place-centred, in that it is embedded in particu-

lar and strategic sites, and is transterritorial because it

connects sites that are not geographically proximate yet

intensely connected to each other. It is not only the trans-

migration of capital that takes place in this global grid, but

also that of people, both rich (ie the new transnational

professional workforce) and poor (ie most migrant

workers); and it is a space for the transmigration of cultural

forms, for the reterritorialization of ‘local’ subcultures. An

important question is whether it is also a space for a new

politics, one going beyond the politics of culture and

identity, though likely to be partly embedded in these.

Yet another way of thinking about the political

implications of this strategic transnational space is the

notion of the formation of new claims on that space. Has

economic globalization at least partly shaped the formation

of claims?27 There are indeed major new actors making

claims on these cities, notably foreign firms who have been

increasingly entitled to do business through progressive

deregulation of national economies, and the consequent

large increase in international businesspeople. These new

city users have profoundly marked the urban landscape.

Their claim to the city is not contested, even though the

costs and benefits to cities have barely been examined.

These claims contribute to the incipient de-nationalization

dynamics discussed in the previous section which, though

institutional, tend to have spatial outcomes disproportion-

ately concentrated in global cities.

City users have made an often immense claim on the

city and have reconstituted strategic spaces of the city in

their image: there is a de facto claim to the city, a claim

never made problematic. They contribute to change the

social morphology of the city and to constitute the metrop-

olis of second generation, the city of late modernism. The

new city of ‘city users’ is a fragile one, whose survival and

successes are centred on an economy of high productivity,

advanced technologies and intensified exchanges.28

On the one hand, this raises a question of what the

city is for international businesspeople: it is a city whose

space consists of airports, top-level business districts, top-

of-the-line hotels and restaurants, a sort of urban glamour

zone. On the other hand, there is the difficult task of estab-

lishing whether a city that functions as an international

business centre does in fact recover the costs involved in

being such a centre: including the maintenance of a state-

of-the-art business district and all it requires, from

advanced communications facilities to top-level security

and ‘world-class culture’.

Perhaps at the other extreme of conventional repre-

sentations are those who use urban political violence to

make their claims on the city, claims that lack the de facto
legitimacy enjoyed by the new ‘city users’. These actors are

struggling for recognition, entitlement and to claim their

rights to the city.

There are two aspects in this formation of new

claims that have implications for the new transnational

politics. One is the sharp and perhaps sharpening

differences in the representation of these claims by different

sectors, notably international business and the vast popula-

tion of low-income ‘others’.29 The second aspect is the

increasingly transnational element in both types of claims

and claimants. It signals a politics of contestation embed-

ded in specific places – global cities – but transnational in

character. At its most extreme, this divergence assumes the

form of: (a) an overvalorized corporate centre occupying a

smaller terrain with sharper edges than, for example, in the
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post-war era characterized by a large middle class; and (b) a

sharp devalorization of what is outside the centre, which

comes to be read as marginal or even criminal (cf the crimi-

nalization of being homeless in a number of large cities).

There is something to be captured here: a distinction

between powerlessness and a condition of being an actor

even though lacking power. In the context of a strategic

space such as the global city, the types of disadvantaged

people described here are not simply marginal; they acquire

presence in a broader political process that escapes the

boundaries of the formal polity. This presence signals the

possibility of politics. What this politics will be will depend

on the specific projects and practices of various communi-

ties. In so far as the sense of membership of these

communities is not subsumed under the national, it may

well signal the possibility of a transnational politics centred

in concrete localities.

Global capital has made claims on nation states and

these have responded through the production of new forms

of legality.30 The new geography of global economic

processes, the strategic territory for economic globalization,

has to be produced; it is created both in terms of the

practices of corporate actors and the requisite

infrastructure, and in terms of the work of the state in

producing or legitimating new legal regimes. These claims

are very often over the city’s land, resources and policies.

Disadvantaged sectors which have gained presence are also

making claims, but these lack the legitimacy attached to

the claims of global capital.

There are two distinct issues here. One is the forma-

tion of new legal regimes that negotiate between national

sovereignty and the transnational practices of corporate

economic actors. The second issue is the particular content

of this new regime, one that often contributes to

strengthen the advantages of certain types of economic

actors and to weaken those of others.31 There is a larger

theoretical and political question underlying some of these

issues which has to do with which actors gain legitimacy

and which ones lose legitimacy.

A Politics of Places and
Cross-border Networks
Globalization is a contradictory process; it is characterized

by contestation, internal differentiation and continuous

border crossings. The global city is emblematic of this

condition. Global cities concentrate a disproportionate

share of global corporate power and are one of the key sites

for its overvalorization. But they also concentrate a dispro-

portionate share of the disadvantaged and are one of the

key sites for their devalorization. This joint presence

happens in a context where: (a) the globalization of the

economy has grown sharply and cities have become increas-

ingly strategic for global capital; and (b) marginalized

people have found their voice and are making claims on the

city as well. This joint presence is further brought into

focus by the sharpening of the distance between the two.

The centre now concentrates immense power, a power that

rests on the capability for global control and the capability

to produce superprofits. And marginality, notwithstanding

little economic and political power, has become an increas-

ingly strong presence through the new politics of culture

and identity, and an emergent transnational politics embed-

ded in the new geography of economic globalization. Both

actors, increasingly transnational and in contestation, find

in the city the strategic terrain for their operations.

Cities are very complex and multifaceted. They are

sites for extreme exploitation of masses of people; but they

are also sites for new types of politics, new ways in which

the powerless can engage power in a way they may not be

able to in rural areas or in small towns. And they are also

sites where the many different cultures of resistance,

subversion and contestation of power can become present

to each other, aware of each other, in a way they cannot on

a plantation or in a small town where the diversity and

critical mass are lacking. Cities have become international

spaces for a diversity of actors and subjects. They have, of

course, always been so, though perhaps differently and a bit

less than today. Cities are new frontier zones where actors

from many different types of struggles and national origins

can come together.

Cities are a space for a far more concrete politics

than that of the nation state. Cities make possible the

formation of informal political subjects: various types of

activists around the rights of the homeless, the rights of

immigrants, the rights of lesbians and gays; direct action

politics against capital; squatters; anarchists; anti-racism

and police brutality struggles; and others. The protests

against the WTO in Seattle in 1999 illustrate how mobiliza-

tion can happen because at some point the global economy

must materialize in specific places: it becomes a concrete

event in the form of 132 trade ministers in a city. Similar

mobilization occurred with the IMF/World Bank meetings

in Washington, DC in 2000.

Cities are a key site for the feminization of survival,

profit making and the development of a new type of grass-

roots politics around global issues. Nowhere are there such

vast concentrations of women in the strategic economic

sectors at the top of the system and in the infrastructure of

low-wage jobs, and nowhere do the conditions of traffick-

ing in women materialize so clearly as a mechanism for

illegal profit as in these cities. The strategic nature of all

these dynamics and the vast concentrations of women

from different countries and socio-economic backgrounds,

signals the possibility of a variety of concrete politics of

resistance, contestation and implementation by women.

Because these cities have women from so many different

countries, one effect could be to strengthen the formation

of existing coalitions, while also leading to new cross-border

networks. The cross-border network of global cities is a

space where we are seeing the formation of counter-geogra-

phies of globalization that contest the dominant economic

forms the global economy has assumed.

Cities are strategic sites and will become even more

so – sites for global interests seeking to maximize

profit, but they are also sites where local grassroots

and civil society develop new claims and assert their

rights to liveable urban places

Politics of the Global City: Claiming Rights to Urban Spaces
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Cities are strategic sites and will become even more so –

sites for global interests that seek to maximize profits, but

they are also sites where local grassroots and civil society

develop new claims and assert their rights to liveable urban

places. They are about a new type of politics that has to do

with engaging the global in the localized site that is the

city. It is here that diverse interests coalesce around and

contest goals of economic growth, social justice and

environmental sustainability.
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