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Jennifer Robinson

Editors’ introduction

Jennifer Robinson is a South African urbanist based in the UK, where she currently ‘teaches in
Geography at The Open University. Robinson: has written a large number of articles and book chapters
on colonial and postcolonial urban development, with particular reference to South African cities.
Robinson’s 1996 book, The Power of Apartheid, explored the relationship between state power and
space in South African cities, and she has also written extensively on feminist theory and politics.
Most recently, Robinson has published a number of influential critiques of contemporary urban theory,
including the reading here, from the point of view of critical postcolonial theory. ‘
According to Robinson, the dominant approaches to global city theory have normalized the distinc-
tive sociospatial features and developmental trajectories of North American and Western European cities:
the latter have been presented as the paradigmatic “model” in terms of which all other cities are to be
interpreted, regardless of their particular locations or histories. Within such a framework; cities located
“off the map” - that is, in the developing countries of the global South ~ are almost invariably-said to
be lacking the characteristics that would qualify them as genuinely “global” cities. Much like David Simon
(Reading 24) and Gavin Shatkin (Reading 25), Robinson is concerned to analyze the contextually specific
patterns of ‘globally induced urban restructuring that have been unfolding in cities located outside the
developed capitalist North. However, whereas Simon and Shatkin suggest various ways in which extant
approaches to global city theory might be modified or expanded in order to take such cities into account,
Robinson aims her critique at the epistemological core of the theory itself. For Robinson, the entire. con-
ceptual apparatus of global city theory is problematic insofar as it is grounded upon basically static,
decontextualized categorizations and typologies. Without denying the importance of global economic
inequalities or the global urban hierarchy, Robinson suggests that a significant conceptual reorientation
is required to grasp the distinctiveness of cities in the developing world. To this end, Robinson
proposes a number of methodological innovations. First, the question of a city’s “relevance” to the global
economy needs to be explored not only with reference to its role as a basing point for transnational
corporate activities, but also on the basis of a broader range of possible global-local linkages (see also
Reading 25 by Shatkin). Second, based on work by Amin and Graham (1997) among others, Robinson
mobilizes the notion of the “ordinary city,” which she views as a conceptual basis on which diverse forms

L of urbanism, and the broad range of connections that link cities to global processes, might be more

adequately appreciated and theorized. Robinson concludes her critique by underscoring its policy impli-
cations. For Robinson, the goal of becoming a global city is seriously unrealistic for most urban centers
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in the developing world. Other models of usuccessful” urban development are required, she argues, so
that policy makers might harness the socioeconomic potential of developing cities while also alleviating
their most pressing social, infrastructural and environmental problems.

There are a large number of cities around the
world which do not register on intellectual maps
that chart the rise and fall of global and world cities.
They don’t fall into either of these categories, and
they probably never will — but many managers
of these cities would like them to. Some of these
cities find themselves interpreted instead through
the lens of developmentalism, an approach which
broadly understands these places to be lacking in
the qualities of city-ness, and which is concerned
to improve capacities of governance, service
provision and productivity. Such an approach
supports some of the more alarmist responses to
mega-cities, which are more commonly identified
in poorer countries. But for many smaller cities, even
the category mega-city is irrelevant. My concerns
in this chapter extend beyond the poor fit of these
popular categories, though. I would like o suggest
that these widely circulating approaches to con-
temporary urbanization — global and world cities,
together with the persistent use of the category
“third-world city” — impose substantial limitations
on imagining or planning the futures of cities
around the world.

One of the consequences of the unreflexive use
of these categories is that understandings of city-
ness have come to rest on the (usually -unstated)
experiences of a relatively small group of (mostly
western) cities, and cities outside of the West are
assessed in terms of this pre-given standard of
(world) city-ness, or urban economic dynamism.
This chapter explores the extent to which more
recent global and world city approaches, although
enthusiastic about tracking transnational pro-
cesses, have nonetheless reproduced this long-
standing division within urban studies [...1]

I do this by reflecting on some fashionable
approaches to cities from a position off their maps.
Of course, the cities I am concerned with are
most emphatically on the map of a broad. range
of diverse global political, economic and cultural

~ connections, but this is-frequently discounted and
certainly never explored within these theoretical

approaches. There is a need to construct an altern-
ative urban theory which reflécts the experiences
of a much wider range of cities. This will involve
disrupting the narrow vision of a (still) somewhat
imperialist approach to cities, which has been
reinforced by the strident economism in accounts
of global and world cities. Elements of urban the-

ory have become transfixed with the apparent

success and dynamism of éértai@__gtyl_i;;h_, sectors of

the global économy, despite (and perhaps because
of) their circumscribed geographical purchase and
most unappealing consequences. These studies
have been valuable, and offer great insight into the
limited part of the world and economy that they
study. My suggestion, though, is that these
insights could be incorporated in a broader and less
ambitious approach to cities around the world, an
approach without categories and more inclusive of
the diversity of experience in ordinary cities [...]

'GLOBAL AND WORLD CITIES

In considering the dynamics of the world economy
in relation to cities, a structural analysis of a small

.range of economic processes with a certain

“global” reach has tended to crowd out an atten-
tiveness within urban studies to the place and
effect of individual cities and the diversity of
wider cormections which shape them (King 1995).
Although status within the world city hierarchy
has traditionally been based on a range of criteria,
including national standing, location of state and
interstate agencies and cultural functions, the
primary determination of status in this framework
is economic. The world cities app “asstumes

“that cities occupy similar placings with similar

capacity to progress up or fall down the ranks. Th

country categorizations of “cqye,‘_pﬂexj,pb‘exy:i)éﬁd
semi-periphery in world-systems theory have been

transferred to the analysis of cities, and overlain on

an extant but outdated. vocabulary .of categoriza- |
tions (such as first/third world) within the field of 1

the °
clain
econ
anot]
it sh
of ti
migh

FILL
cm

[.:.]
and 1
set of
incre;
ativel
is the




les, so
viating

altern-

riences
nvolve
1ewhat
3 been

counts
an the-

ecause

se and
studies
nto the
it they

these
nd less
rld, an
sive of

3 [..:]

nomy
1 small
certain
atten-
e and
ity of
1995).
rarchy
riteria,
te and
s, the
ework
sumes
similar
s. The
y and
- been
ain on

: |
oriza- |

ield of |
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urban studies. On this basis, from the dizzy heights
of the diagrammer, certain significant cities are
identified, labelled, processed and placed in- a
hierarchy, with very little attentiveness to the
diverse experiences of that city, or even to extant
literature about that place. The danger here is that
out-of-date, unsuitable or unreliable data, and pos-
sibly a lack of familiarity with some of the regions
being considered, can lead to the production of maps

which are simply inaccurate. Thw ]

\Arorld (of important) cities have been used again
and again to 111ustra£g’t_@ perspectlve oL y@rld
citles. theorlsts R

A view of the world of cities thus emerges
where millions of people and hundreds of cities are
dropped off the map of much research in urban
studies, to service one particular and very
restricted view of significance or (irjrelevance to cer-
tain sections of the global economy. This method-
ology also reveals an analytical tension between
assessing the characteristics and potential of cities
on. the basis of the processes which matter as
viewed from within their diverse dynamic social and
economic worlds, or on the basis of criteria deter-
mined by the external theoretical .construct of
the world or global economy. Although aiming to
emphasize connections and not attributes, a lim-

ited range of cities still end up categorized in

boxes or in diagrammatic maps, and assigned a
place in relation to a priori analytical hierarchies.
The discursive effectiveness of the global city
hypothesis depends on the pithy identification of
the “global city” — a category of cities which are
claimed to be powerful in terms of the global
economy. If the global city were labelled as just
another example of an industrial district (perhaps
it should rather be called: new industrial districts
of transnational management and control), it
might not have attracted the attention it did.

FILLING IN THE VOIDS: OFF THE WORLD
CITIES MAP

[.:.]1certainly appreciate that the focus of global
and more recent world cities work is on a limited
set of economic: activities, which are assuming an

‘ increasingly transnational form, and in which rel-

atively few cities' can hope to participate. But. it
is the leap from this very restricted and clearly

defined economic analysis, to claims regarding
the success and power: of these few cities, their

. overall categorization on this restricted basis, and

the implied broader structural irrelevance of all
other cities, which is of concern. These theoretical
claims and categorizing moves are both inaccurate
and harmful to the fortunes of cities defined “off
the map.”

The “end of the third world” is perhaps an
accurate assessment. of changes over the last
three to four decades in places: like Hong
Kong, Singapore, Taiwan, South Korea and even
Malaysia, and the appearance of these major
urban centers in rosters of first- and second-order
global cities reflects this. But in parts of the world
where global cities have not been identified — the
“voids” of world and global city approaches - the
experience of many countries and cities has been
much more uneven. For many, the 1980s and
1990s have been long decades of little growth and
growing inequality. It is, however, inaccurate to
caricature even the poorest regions as excluded from
the global economy or doomed to occupy a slow
zone of the world economy.

It is hard to disagree that some countries and
cities have lost many of the trading and investment
links that characterized an earlier era of global
economic relations. A country like Zambia, for
example, now one of the most heavily indebted
nations in the world, and certainly- one of the
poorest, has seen the value of its primary export,
copper, plummet on the world market since the
1970s. Its position within an older international divi-
sion of labor is no longer economically viable, and
it has yet to find a successful path for future eco-
nomic growth. En route it has suffered the con-
sequences of one of the World Bank/IMF’s most
ruthless  Structural Adjustment Programmes.
However, Zambia is also one of the most urban-
ized countries on the African continent, and its cap-
ital city, Lusaka, is a testimony to the modernist
dreams of both the former colonial powers and the
post-independence government. Today, with over
70 per cent of the population in Lusaka dependent
on earnings from the informal sector, the once
bright economic and social future of this city must
feel itself like a dream.

Lusaka is certainly not a player in the new
global economy. But copper is still exported, as
are agricultural goods, and despite the huge lack
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of foreign currency (and sometimes because of it)
all sorts of links and connections to the global
economy persist. From the World Bank, to aid
agencies, international political organizations, and
trade in secondhand clothing and other goods and
services, Lusaka is still constituted and repro-
duced through its relations with other parts of the
country, other cities, and other parts of the region
and globe. The city continues to perform its func-
tions of national and regional centrality in relation
to political and financial services, and operates as
a significant market (and occasionally production
site) for goods and services from across the
country and the world.

It is one thing, though, to agree that global links
are changing, some are being cut, and that power
relations, inequalities and poverty 'shape " the
quahty of those 11nks It is quite another to suggest
that poor cities and countries are irrelevant to the
global economy.- When looked at from the point
of view of these places which are allegedly “off
the map,” the global economy is of enormous
significance . in shaping the fortunes of cities
around the world. For many poor, “structurally
irrelevant” cities, the significance of flows of ideas,
practices and resources beyond and into the city
concerned from around the world stands in stark
contrast to.these claims of irrelevance [see Read-
ing 25 by Shatkin].

“And to pursue a more polemical line,. -Tnineral
resources - crucial to the global economy are
drawn from some of the poorest countries of the
world where financiers and transnational firms
negotiate w*1th warlords, corrupt govemments
and exports ﬂowmg Wldemng the compass of
analys1s might help to encourage a more critical
edge to the global and world cities literature.
Moreover, it is precisely through avoiding “risky”
investments (and pursuing vastly exploitative and
violent forms. of extraction instead) in the poorest
countries and- cities in the world that the western
financial “mode of production” is able to aim to
secure the stable shareholder returns which main-
tain post-Fordist finance-based economies. To the
extent that they are absent from-this aspect of the
global economy, | these places may well be central
to sustalnmg it [

Most 1mportant1y, the particular “global-eco-
nomy” which is being:used as the ground and

foundation for identifying both place in hierarchy

and relevant social and economic processes,
is only one of many forms. of. global a and trans-

nat10na1 ‘economic _connection. The criteria for

global s1gn1ﬁcance might well look very different
were the map-makers to relocate themselves and
review  significant transnational networks in a
place like Jakarta, or Kuala Lumpur, where ties to
Islamic forms of global economic and political
activity might result in a very different list of
powerful cities. Similarly, the transnational activit-
ies of agencies like the World Bank and the IMF
who drive the circulation of knowledge (World
Bank 2000) and the disciplining power to recover
old bank and continuing bi-lateral and multi-
lateral debt from the poorest countries in the
world would draw another crucial graph of global
financial and economic connections shaping (or
devastating) city life [...]

ORDINARY CITIES

A diverse range of links with places around the world
are a persistent feature of cities. They can work
for or against cities everywhere and are constantly

being negotiated and renegotlated To aim to be

a “global city” in the formulaic sense ‘may well be
the ruin’ of ‘most cities. Pohcy—makers need to be
offered altematlve ways of 1mag1n1ng cities, thelr

S

problem of 1mprov1ng 01ty hfe to the promotion

of “developm' nt.” In developmentahst perspect-
ives cities in poor countries are often seen as

‘non-cities, as lacking in city-ness, as objects. of

(western) intervention. Ordinary cities, on the
other hand, are understood to be diverse, creative,
modern and distinctive, with the possibility to
imagine (within the not inconsiderable constraints
of contestations and uneven power relations) their
own futures and distinctive forms of city-ness
(Amin and Graham 1997).

Categorizing cities and carving up the realm of
urban studies has had substantial effects on how
cities around the world are understood and has
played a role in, 11m1t1ng the 'scope of "maglnatlon

about pos31ble futures for cities. This.is.as true for
cities declared “global” as for those which have fallen
off the map of urban studies. The global cities
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hypothesis has-described cities like New York and
London as “dual cities,” with the global functions
drawing in not only a highly professional and
well-paid skilled labor force, but also relying on an
unskilled, very poorly-paid and often immigrant
workforce to service the global companies. These
two extremes by no means capture the range of
employment opportunities or social circumstances
in these cities. It is possible that these cities,
allegedly at the top of the global hierarchy, could
also benefit from being imagined as “ordinary.” The
multiplicity of economic, social and cultural networks
which make up these cities could then be drawn
on to imagine possible paths to 1mprov1ng living
conditions and enhancing economic growth
across the whole city. :

A more cosmopolitan urban theory might be
more accurate or helpful in understanding the
world; it might also be more resourceful and
creative in its output. But interrogating these
categorizations of cities and theoretical divisions
within urban studies matters primarily, I think,
because they limit our potential to confribute to
envisioning possible city futures. And given the
gloomy prognoses for growth in poor cities within
the context of the contemporary global economy,
creative thinking is certainly needed!

From the viewpoint of global and world cities
approaches, poor localities, and many cities which
do not qualify for global or world city status, are
caught within a very limited set of views of urban
development: between finding a way to fit into glob-
alization, emulating the apparent successes of a small
range of cities; and embarking on developmental—
ist initiatives to redress poverty, maintain infras-
tructure and ensure basic service delivery. Neither
the costly imperative to go global, nor develop-
mentalist interventions which build towards a
certain vision of city-ness and which focus
attention on the failures of cities, are very rich
resources for city planners and managers who
turn to scholars for analytical insight and assess-
ment of experiences elsewhere. It is my opinion that
urban studies needs to decolonize its imagination
about city-ness, and about the possibilities for and
limits to what cities can become, if it is to sustain
its relevance to the key urban challenges of the
twenty-first century. My suggestion is that “ordinary-
city” approaches offer a potentially more fertile
ground for meeting these challenges.

THE POLICY IMPERATIVE: THE
POLITICAL CASE FOR ORDINARY CITIES

If cities are not to remain inconsequential,
marginalized and impoverished, or to trade
economic growth for expansion in population,
the hierarchies and categories of extant urban the-

ory implicitly encourage them to aim. for the topI ”

Global city as a concept becomes a regulatlng

ﬁct1on Tt offers an: authorized image-of city suceess
(so people can buy into 1t) which also estabhshes

There are demands from Istanbul to Mumbai, to
be global. But, calculated attempts at world or
global city formation can have devastating conse-
quences for most people in the city, especially the
poorest, in terms of service provision, equality of
access and redistribution (Robins and Askoy 1996;
Firman 1999). Global and world city approaches
encourage an emphasis on_promoting economic
relations_with._a _global reach, and prioritizing
eertain.prominent sectors of -the global economy
for development and investment. Alternatively,
the policy advice is for cities to assume and work
towards achieving their allocated “place within the
hierarchy of world cities.

Most cities in poorer countries would ﬁnd it hard
to reasonably aspire to offering a home for the global
economy’s command and control functions: More
feasible for many poorer cities is-to focus on some
of the other “global functions” that Sassen (1994)
assoc1ates W1th global cities. These 1nclude _pro-

even thot
dynamlcs of command and_control global city
furictions. D1sconnected from.the concentration. of

arts and._culture_associated with employment of
hlghly skilled professionals in global cities, the

1rnp se to become global 1n purely tourist terms.
of power rela-

le substantlally

a relatively powerless position within the global
economy, which is unlikely to be the city’s best
option for future growth and development. These
are not places from where the global economy is

ough these have nothlng of the locatlonal‘
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controlled: they are at quite the other end of the
command and control continuum of-global city func-
tions. More than that, the reasons for co-location
would not involve being able to conduct face-
to-face meetings to foster trust and cooperation in
an innovative environment. Rather, they are to
ensure participation in the relaxation of labor and
environmental laws which are on offer in that
prescribed area of the city. Cities and national
governments often have to pay a high price to attract
these kinds of activities to their territory. Valo-
rizing “global” economic activities as a path to city’
success — often the conclusion of a policy rever-
sioning of world cities theory — can have adverse
consequences for local economies.

This is a familiar story, but one which scholars
are more likely to blame on others — capitalists, elite
urban managers — than on their own analyses,
which are seldom the object of such reflection.
It is when attention slips from economic process
to a sloppy use of categorization that I think the
most damaging effects of the world and global city
hypotheses emerge. Categorlzmg, _group of cities
as “global” on the basis S of the: these small concentrated

nagement and coordina-

areas of transnat10na1
tion act1v1ty Wlthln ‘the
has assoc1ated entire cities with the success and
power ofa small area within them. In the process
a valid line of ‘analysis has reproduced a very
familiar “hierarchization of cities, setting certain
cities at the top of the hierarchy to become the
aspiration. of city managers around the world.
This has happened just as a burgeoning postcolo-
nial literature became available to critique earlier
categorizations of cities into western and third
world, a categorization which had emphasized
difference and deviation from the norm as bases
for analysis and which had established certain
(western) cities as the standard towards which all
cities should aspire. Instead of pursuing the post-
colonial critique, urban studies has replicated this
earlier division by accepting the categories of
world/global city as analytically robust and popu-
larizing them in intellectual and policy circles.
Global cities have become the aspiration of many
cities around the world; sprawling and poor
megacities the dangerous abyss into which they
might fall should they lack the redeeming (civiliz-
ing) qualities of city-ness found elsewhere. This may
not have been the intention of urban theorists, but

_is_metonymic.in-that it _

ideas have a habit of circulating beyond our con-
trol. It is my contention that urban theory should
be encouraged to search for alternative formulations
of city-ness which don’t rest upon these categories
and ‘which draw their inspiration from a much
wider range of urban contexts.

The political need for a new generation of
urban theoretical initiatives is apparent. How can
the overlapping and multiple networks highlighted
in the ordinary city approaches be drawn on to
inspire alternative models of development, which
see the connections, rather than conflict, between
informal and formal economies? Approaches
which explore links between the diversity of eco-
nomic activities in any (ordinary) city, and which
emphasize the general creative potential of cities,
are crucial, rather than those ‘which _encourage

detrlment of others (see for . example Ben]amln

'2000; Simone 2001).

CONCLUSION

to_contribute its resources more effectlvely to the

creative imagining of poss1b1e city futures around

the world. One step in this direction would be to

break free of the categorizing imperative, and to

reconsider approaches which are at best irrelev-
ant and at worst harmful to poor cities around the:
world. I have suggested that in place of world, global,

mega-, Asian, African, former Socialist, European,

third-world etc. cities, urban studies embark on a

cosmopolitan project of understanding ordinary

cities.

A second step must be to decolonize the field
of urban studies. Theoretical reflections should at
least be extremely clear about their limited purchase
and, even better, extend the geographical range of
empirical resources and scholarly insight for the-
orizing beyond the West and western-dominated
forms of globalization. This has been initiated in a
restricted form, through the transnational empha-
sis of global and world cities approaches, and the
growing interest in globalization within a develop-
mentalist frame. But a more cosmopolitan empi-
rical basis for understanding what cities are, and
how they function, is essential to the future relevance
of the field of urban studies. In an age when most
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people now live in cities, and most of this urban
population is in poor countries, irrelevance is a very
real possibility for a field whose wellsprings of
authorized theoretical innovation remain firmly
fixated on the West and its successful satellites and
partners.

This is not to insist that every study consider
everywhere. But there is considerable scope for
the spatial trajectories of theoretical imaginings
to come closer to the spatiality of cities themselves,
which are constituted on the basis of ideas,
resources and practices drawn from a variety of
places — not infinite, but diverse — beyond their phys-
ical borders. The conditions of incorporation,
though, are crucial. Firstly, simply mobilizing evid-
ence of difference and possibly deviation within
the frame of dominant theory is not enough.
Consideration needs to be given to the difference
the diversity of cities makes to theory (not simply
noting the difference that they are). How are the-
oretical approaches changed by considering different
cities and different contexts, by adopting a more
cosmopolitan approach? And secondly, as with
cities themselves, power relations and their
geographies cannot be avoided. If a cosmopolitan
urban theory is to emerge, scholars in privileged

- western environments will need to find respons-

ible and ethical ways to engage with, learn from
and promote the ideas of intellectuals in less priv-

" ileged places. This is not a call to western writers

to appropriate other places for continued western
intellectual advantage. It is a plea to acknowledge
the intellectual creativity of scholars and urban
managers in a wider range of urban contexts.
This will involve a critical analysis of the field’s
own complicity in propagating certain limited
views of cities, and thereby undermining the
potential to creatively imagine a range of altern-
ative urban futures. It will require more cosmo-
politan trajectories for the sources and resources
of urban theory. Much innovative work is already

being undertaken by scholars and policy-makers
around the world, who have had to grapple with
the multiplicity, diversity and ordinariness of their
cities for some time. Ordinary cities are them-
selves enabling new kinds of urban imaginaries to
emerge — it is time urban studies caught up. More
than that, I would suggest that as a community
of scholars we have a responsibility to let cities be
ordinary.
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