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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 properties of the current phase is the 
ascendance of information technologies and 
the associated increase in the mobility and li-
quidity of capital. There have long been cross-
border economic processes—flows of capital, 
labor, goods, raw materials, and tourists. But to 
a large extent these took place within the inter-
state system, where the key articulators were 
national states. The international economic sys-
tem was ensconced largely in this inter-state 
system. This has changed rather dramatically 
over the last decade as a result of privatiza-
tion, deregulation, the opening up of national 
economies to foreign firms, and the growing 
participation of national economic actors in 
global markets.

It is in this context that we see a rescaling of 
what are the strategic territories that articulate 
the new system. With the partial unbundling or 
at least weakening of the national as a spatial 
unit due to privatization and deregulation and 
the associated strengthening of globalization, 
come conditions for the ascendance of other 
spatial units or scales. Among these are the 
sub-national, notably cities and regions; cross-
border regions encompassing two or more sub-
national entities; and supra-national entities, 
i.e., global digitalized markets and free trade 
blocs. The dynamics and processes that get 
terrritorialized at these diverse scales can in 
principle be regional, national or global.

I locate the emergence of global cities in this 
context and against this range of instantiations 
of strategic scales and spatial units (Sassen 
2001; 2006a). In the case of global cities, the 
dynamics and processes that get territorialized 
are global. Here I examine the general concep-
tual and empirical elements that can be applied 
to a large number of very diverse cities, each 
with its own empirical specificities. 

ELEmENTS IN A NEw CONCEPTUAL
ARChITECTURE

The globalization of economic activity entails a 
new type of organizational structure. To capture 
this theoretically and empirically requires, cor-
respondingly, a new type of conceptual architec-
ture.1 Constructs such as the global city and the 
global-city region are, in my reading, important 
elements in this new conceptual architecture. 
The activity of naming these elements is part 

of the conceptual work. There are other close-
ly linked terms which could conceivably have 
been used: the old and by now classic term 
world cities,2 “supervilles” (Braudel 1984), in-
formational city (Castells 1989). Thus choosing  
how to name a configuration has its own sub-
stantive rationality.

When I first chose to use global city (1984), 
I did so knowingly—it was an attempt to name 
a difference: the specificity of the global as it 
gets structured in the contemporary period. I 
did not chose the obvious alternative, world 
city, because it had precisely the opposite at-
tribute: it referred to a type of city that we have 
seen over the centuries (e.g., Braudel 1984; 
Hall 1966; King 1990; Gugler 2004), and most 
probably also in much earlier periods in Asia 
(Abu-Lughod 1989) or in European colonial 
centers (King 1990) than in the West. In this 
regard it could be said that most of today’s ma-
jor global cities are also world cities, but that 
there may well be some global cities today that 
are not world cities in the full, rich sense of 
that term. This is partly an empirical question; 
further, as the global economy expands and 
incorporates additional cities into the various 
networks, it is quite possible that the answer  
to that particular question will vary. Thus, the 
fact that Miami has developed global city func-
tions beginning in the late 1980s does not make 
it a world city in that older sense of the term.

ThE GLOBAL CITY mODEL: 
ORGANIzING hYPOThESES

There are seven hypotheses through which I or-
ganized the data and the theorization of the 
global city model. I will discuss each of these 
briefly as a way of producing a more precise 
representation.

Firstly, the geographic dispersal of economic 
activities that marks globalization, along with 
the simultaneous integration of such geographi-
cally dispersed activities, is a key factor feeding 
the growth and importance of central corporate 
functions. The more dispersed a firm’s opera-
tions across different countries, the more com-
plex and strategic its central functions—that is, 
the work of managing, coordinating, servicing, 
financing a firm’s network of operations.

Secondly, these central functions become 
so complex that increasingly the headquarters 
of large global firms outsource them: they buy 
a share of their central functions from high-
ly specialized service firms: accounting, legal, 

when I first chose 
to use global city 
(1984), I did so 
knowingly—it was 
an attempt to name 
a difference: the 
specificity of  
the global as it 
gets structured in 
the contemporary 
period.

1
Here Arrighi’s analysis is of interest (1994) 
in that it posits the recurrence of certain or-
ganizational patterns in different phases of 
the capitalist world economy, but at higher 
orders of complexity and expanded scope, 
and timed to follow or precede particular 
configurations of the world economy. On the 
other hand, for a variety of less system-cen-
tered view of cities see, e.g., Amin and Thrift 
(2002), Herzog (2006), Neuwirth 2005, and 
Short (2005).

2
Originally attributed to Goethe, the term was 
relaunched in the work of Peter Hall (1966) 
and more recently re-specified by John Fried-
mann (Friedmann & Goetz, 1982). See also 
Stren (1996).
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public relations, programming, telecommuni-
cations, and other such services. Thus while 
even ten years ago the key site for the pro-
duction of these central headquarter functions 
was the headquarters of a firm, today there is 
a second key site: the specialized service firms 
contracted by headquarters to produce some of 
these central functions or components of them. 
This is especially the case with firms involved 
in global markets and non-routine operations. 
But increasingly the headquarters of all large 
firms are buying more of such inputs rather than 
producing them in-house.

Thirdly, those specialized service firms en-
gaged in the most complex and globalized mar-
kets are subject to agglomeration economies. 
The complexity of the services they need to 
produce, the uncertainty of the markets they 
are involved with either directly or through the  
headquarters for which they are producing  
the services, and the growing importance of 
speed in all these transactions, is a mix of con-
ditions that constitutes a new agglomeration dy-
namic. The mix of firms, talents, and expertise 
from a broad range of specialized fields makes 
a certain type of urban environment function as 
an information center. Being in a city becomes 
synonymous with being in an extremely intense 
and dense information loop. 

A fourth hypothesis, derived from the preced-
ing one, is that the more headquarters outsource 
their most complex, unstandardized functions, 
particularly those subject to uncertain and 
changing markets, the freer they are to opt for 
any location, because less work actually done 
in the headquarters is subject to agglomeration 
economies. This further underlines that the key 
sector specifying the distinctive production ad-
vantages of global cities is the highly specialized 
and networked services sector. In developing this 
hypothesis I was responding to a very common 
notion that the number of headquarters is what 
specifies a global city. Empirically it may still 
be the case in many countries that the leading 
business center is also the leading concentration 
of headquarters, but this may well be because 
there is an absence of alternative locational op-
tions. But in countries with a well-developed in-
frastructure outside the leading business center, 
there are likely to be multiple locational options 
for such headquarters. 

Fifthly, these specialized service firms need 
to provide a global service which has meant a 
global network of affiliates or some other form 
of partnership, and as a result we have seen a 

strengthening of cross border city-to-city trans-
actions and networks. At the limit this may well 
be the beginning of the formation of transna-
tional urban systems. The growth of global mar-
kets for finance and specialized services, the 
need for transnational servicing networks due to 
sharp increases in international investment, the 
reduced role of the government in the regula-
tion of international economic activity and the 
corresponding ascendance of other institutional 
arenas, notably global markets and corporate 
headquarters—all these point to the existence 
of a series of transnational networks of cities. 

A related hypothesis for research is that the 
economic fortunes of these cities become in-
creasingly disconnected from their broader hin-
terlands or even their national economies. We 
can see here the formation, at least incipient, of 
transnational urban systems. To a large extent 
major business centers in the world today draw 
their importance from these transnational net-
works. There is no such thing as a single global 
city—and in this sense there is a sharp contrast 
with the erstwhile capitals of empires.

A sixth hypothesis, is that the growing num-
bers of high level professionals and high-profit 
making specialized service firms has the effect 
of raising the degree of spatial and socio-eco-
nomic inequality evident in these cities. The 
strategic role of these specialized services as 
inputs raises the value of top-level professionals 
and their numbers. Furthermore, the fact that 
talent can matter enormously for the quality of 
these strategic outputs and, given the impor-
tance of speed, proven talent is an added value, 
the structure of rewards is likely to experience 
rapid increases. Types of activities and workers 
lacking these attributes, whether manufacturing 
or industrial services, are likely to get caught in 
the opposite cycle. 

A seventh hypothesis is that one result of 
the dynamics described in hypothesis six is the 
growing informalization of a range of economic 
activities that find their effective demand in 
these cities yet have profit rates that do not al-
low them to compete for various resources with 
the high-profit making firms at the top of the 
system. Informalizing part or all production and 
distribution activities, including of services, is 
one way of surviving under these conditions.

RECOvERING PLACE AND wORK PROCESS

In the first four hypotheses, my effort was to 
qualify what was emerging in the 1980s as a 
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dominant discourse on globalization, technol-
ogy, and cities that posited the end of cities 
as important economic units or scales. I saw a 
tendency in that account to take the existence 
of a global economic system as a given, a func-
tion of the power of transnational corporations 
and global communications. 

My counter argument is that the capabilities 
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 pro-
duction of these capabilities we add a neglected 
dimension to the familiar issue of the power of 
large corporations and the capacity of the new 
technologies to neutralize distance and place. 
A focus on the production of these capabilities 
shifts the emphasis to the practices that con-
stitute what we call economic globalization and 
global control.

Further, a focus on practices draws the cat-
egories of place and work process into the anal-
ysis of economic globalization. These are two 
categories easily overlooked in accounts cen-
tered on the hypermobility of capital and the 
power of transnationals. Developing categories 
such as place and work process does not ne-
gate 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, indeed, 
deeply embedded in place, notably places such 
as global cities, global-city regions, and export 
processing zones. 

This entails a whole infrastructure of acti-
vities, firms, and jobs that are necessary to 
run the advanced corporate economy. These 
industries are typically conceptualized in terms 
of the hypermobility of their outputs and the 
high levels of expertise of their professionals 
rather than in terms of the production or work 
process involved and the requisite infrastruc-
ture of facilities and non-expert jobs that are 
also part of these industries. Focusing on the 
work process brings with it an emphasis on eco-
nomic and spatial polarization because of the 
disproportionate concentration of very high- and 
very low-income jobs in these major global city 
sectors. Emphasizing place, infrastructure, and 
non-expert jobs matters precisely because so 
much of the focus has been on the neutraliza-
tion of geography and place made possible by 
the new technologies.

The growth of networked cross-border dynam-
ics among global cities includes a broad range of 

domains: political, cultural, social, and criminal. 
There are cross-border transactions among im-
migrant communities and communities of ori-
gin, and a greater intensity in the use of these 
networks once they become established, includ-
ing for economic activities. We also see greater 
cross-border networks for cultural purposes, as 
in the growth of international markets for art 
and a transnational class of curators; and for 
non-formal political purposes, as in the growth 
of transnational networks of activists around 
environmental causes, human rights, and so 
on. These are largely city-to-city cross-border 
networks, or, at least, it appears at this time  
to be simpler to capture the existence and mo-
dalities of these networks at the city level. The 
same can be said for the new cross-border crim-
inal networks.

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 glo-
balization. It also brings with it an enormous re-
search agenda, one that goes beyond the by now 
familiar focus on cross-border flows of goods, 
capital, and information. It opens up the global 
city as a space for a new type of politics, one 
that claims rights to the city. 

Finally, by emphasizing the fact that global 
processes are at least partly embedded in na-
tional territories, such a focus introduces new 
variables in current conceptions about econom-
ic globalization and the shrinking regulatory role 
of the state. That is to say, the space economy 
for major new transnational economic process-
es diverges in significant ways from the duality 
global/national presupposed in many analyses 
of the global economy. The duality, national 
versus global, suggests two mutually exclusive 
spaces—where one begins the other ends. One 
of the outcomes of a global city analysis is that 
it makes evident that the global materializes by 
necessity in specific places, and institutional 
arrangements, a good number of which, if not 
most, are located in national territories.

wORLDwIDE NETwORKS AND CENTRAL
COmmAND FUNCTIONS

The geography of globalization contains both a 
dynamic of dispersal and of centralization. The 
massive trends towards the spatial dispersal 
of economic activities at the metropolitan, na-
tional, and global level that we associate with 
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globalization have contributed to a demand for 
new forms of territorial centralization of top-
level management and control functions. Insofar 
as these functions benefit from agglomeration 
economies even in the face of telematic integra-
tion of a firm’s globally dispersed manufacturing 
and service operations, they tend to locate in  
cities. This raises a question as to why they 
should benefit from agglomeration economies, 
especially since globalized economic sectors 
tend to be intensive users of the new telecom-
munications and computer technologies, and 
increasingly produce a partly dematerialized out-
put, such as financial instruments and special-
ized services. There is growing evidence that 
business networks are a crucial variable that is  
to be distinguished from technical networks. 
Such business networks have been crucial long 
before the current technologies were developed. 
Business networks benefit from agglomeration 
economies and hence thrive in cities even to-
day when simultaneous global communication 
is possible. Elsewhere, I examine this issue and 
find that the key variable contributing to the spa-
tial concentration of central functions and asso-
ciated agglomeration economies is the extent to 
which this dispersal occurs under conditions of 
concentration in control, ownership, and profit 
appropriation (Sassen 2001, ch. 2 & 5). 

This dynamic of simultaneous geographic 
dispersal and concentration is one of the key 
elements in the organizational architecture of 
the global economic system. While there is no 
space to discuss it here, this systemic feature 
also enables particular types of struggles and 
implementations linked to environmental sus-
tainability (Sassen 2006b; Marcotullio and Lo 
2001). Let me first give some empirical refer-
ents and then examine some of the implications 
for theorizing the impact of globalization and 
the new technologies on cities. 

The rapid growth of affiliates illustrates the 
dynamic of simultaneous geographic dispersal 
and concentration of a firm’s operations. By 
1999 firms had well over half a million affiliates 
outside their home countries, and by 2005 they 
had well over a million such affiliates (for details 
see Sassen, 2006a: chapter 2). Firms with large 
numbers of geographically dispersed factories 
and service outlets face massive new needs for 
central coordination and servicing, especially 
when their affiliates involve foreign countries 
with different legal and accounting systems.

Another instance today of this negotiation 
between a global cross-border dynamic and ter-

ritorially specific site is that of the global finan-
cial markets. The orders of magnitude in these 
transactions have risen sharply, as illustrated by  
the US$300 plus trillion for 2007 in traded 
derivatives, a major component of the global 
economy and one that dwarfs the value of glob-
al trade which stood at US$14 trillion. These 
transactions are partly embedded in electronic 
systems that make possible the instantaneous 
transmission of money and information around 
the globe. Much attention has gone to this ca-
pacity for instantaneous transmission of the new 
technologies. But the other half of the story is 
the extent to which the global financial markets 
are located in an expanding network of cities, 
with a disproportionate concentration in cities of 
the global north. Indeed, the degrees of concen-
tration internationally and within countries are 
unexpectedly high for an increasingly globalized 
and digitized economic sector. Inside countries, 
the leading financial centers today concentrate 
a greater share of national financial activity than 
even ten years ago, and internationally, cities 
in the global north concentrate well over half of 
the global capital market.  

One of the components of the global capital 
market is stock markets. The late 1980s and 
early 1990s saw the addition of markets such 
as Buenos Aires, Sao Paulo, Mexico City, Bang-
kok, Taipei, Moscow, and growing numbers of 
non-national firms listed in most of these mar-
kets. The growing number of stock markets has 
contributed to raise the capital that can be mo-
bilized through these markets, reflected in the 
sharp worldwide growth of stock market capi-
talization, which reached well over US$30 tril-
lion in 2007. This globally integrated financial 
market, which makes possible the circulation 
of publicly listed shares around the globe in 
seconds, is embedded in a grid of very material, 
physical, strategic places.

The specific forms assumed by globalization 
over the last decade have created particular or-
ganizational requirements. The emergence of 
global markets for finance and specialized ser-
vices, the growth of investment as a major type 
of international transaction, all have contributed 
to the expansion in command functions and in 
the demand for specialized services for firms.3

By central functions I do not only mean top lev-
el headquarters; I am referring to all the top level  
financial, legal, accounting, managerial, execu-
tive, planning functions necessary to run a cor-
porate organization operating in more than one 
country, and increasingly in several countries. 

3
A central proposition here, developed at length 
in my work, is that we cannot take the exis-
tence of a global economic system as a given, 
but rather need to examine the particular ways 
in which the conditions for economic global-
ization are produced. This requires examin-
ing not only communication capacities and 
the power of multinationals, but also the in-
frastructure of facilities and work processes 
necessary for the implementation of global 
economic systems, including the production 
of those inputs that constitute the capabil-
ity for global control and the infrastructure 
of jobs involved in this production. The em-
phasis shifts to the practice of global control: 
the work of producing and reproducing the or-
ganization and management of a global pro-
duction system and a global marketplace for 
finance, both under conditions of economic 
concentration. The recovery of place and pro-
duction also implies that global processes can 
be studied in great empirical detail.
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These central functions are partly embedded in 
headquarters, but also in good part in what has 
been called the corporate services complex, that 
is, the network of financial, legal, accounting, 
advertising firms that handle the complexities of 
operating in more than one national legal system, 
national accounting system, advertising culture, 
etc., and do so under conditions of rapid inno-
vations in all these fields (see generally Bryson 
and Daniels 2005). Such services have become 
so specialized and complex, that headquarters 
increasingly buy them from specialized firms 
rather than producing them in-house. These ag-
glomerations of firms producing central func-
tions for the management and coordination of 
global economic systems, are disproportionately 
concentrated in the highly developed countries—
particularly, though not exclusively, in global cit-
ies. Such concentrations of functions represent a 
strategic factor in the organization of the global 
economy, and they are situated in an expanding 
network of global cities.4

It is important analytically to unbundle stra-
tegic functions for the global economy or for 
global operation, and the overall corporate econ-
omy of a country. These global control and com-
mand functions are partly embedded in national 
corporate structures, but also constitute a dis-
tinct corporate subsector. This subsector can be 
conceived as part of a network that connects 
global cities across the world through firms’ af-
filiates or other representative offices.5 For the 
purposes of certain kinds of inquiry this distinc-
tion may not matter; for the purposes of under-
standing the global economy, it does.

This distinction also matters for questions 
of regulation, notably regulation of cross-border 
activities. If the strategic central functions—
both those produced in corporate headquarters 
and those produced in the specialized corpo-
rate services sector—are located in a network 
of major financial and business centers, the 
question of regulating what amounts to a key 
part of the global economy will entail a differ-
ent type of effort from what would be the case 
if the strategic management and coordination 
functions were as distributed geographically 
as the factories, service outlets, and affiliates 
generally. We can also read this as a strategic 
geography for political activisms that seek ac-
countability from major corporate actors, among 
others concerning environmental standards and 
workplace standards. 

National and global markets as well as 
globally integrated organizations require cen-

tral places where the work of globalization gets 
done. Finance and advanced corporate servic-
es are industries producing the organizational 
commodities necessary for the implementation 
and management of global economic systems. 
Cities are preferred sites for the production of 
these services, particularly the most innovative, 
speculative, internationalized service sectors. 
Further, leading firms in information industries 
require a vast physical infrastructure contain-
ing strategic nodes with hyper-concentration of 
facilities; we need to distinguish between the 
capacity for global transmission/communication 
and the material conditions that make this pos-
sible. Finally, even the most advanced informa-
tion industries have a production process that 
is at least partly place-bound because of the 
combination of resources it requires even when 
the outputs are hypermobile.

Theoretically this addresses two key issues in 
current debates and scholarship. One of these 
is the complex articulation between capital fix-
ity and capital mobility and the other, the posi-
tion of cities in a global economy. Elsewhere, I 
have developed the thesis that capital mobility 
cannot be reduced simply to that which moves 
nor can it be reduced to the technologies that 
facilitate movement (Sassen 2008, ch. 5 & 7). 
Rather, multiple components of what we keep 
thinking of as capital fixity are actually compo-
nents of capital mobility. This conceptualization 
allows us to reposition the role of cities in an in-
creasingly globalizing world, in that they contain 
the resources that enable firms and markets to 
have global operations.6 The mobility of capi-
tal, whether in the form of investments, trade, 
or overseas affiliates, needs to be managed, 
serviced, coordinated. These are often rather 
place-bound, yet are key components of capital 
mobility. Finally, states, place-bound institution-
al orders, have played an often crucial role in 
producing regulatory environments that facilitate 
the implementation of cross-border operations 
for their national and for foreign firms, investors, 
and markets (Sassen 2008, ch. 4 & 5). 

In brief, a focus on cities makes it possible 
to recognize the anchoring of multiple cross-bor-
der dynamics in a network of places, prominent 
among which are cities, particularly global cities 
or those with global city functions. This in turn 
anchors various features of globalization in the 
specific conditions and histories of these cities, 
in their variable articulations with their national 
economies, and with various world economies 
across time and place (e.g., Abu-Lughod 1999; 

4
We are seeing the formation of an economic 
complex with a valorization dynamic that has 
properties clearly distinguishing it from other 
economic complexes whose valorization dy-
namic is far more articulated with the public 
economic functions of the state, the quint-
essential example being Fordist manufactur-
ing. Global markets in finance and advanced 
services partly operate through a “regulatory” 
umbrella that is not state-centered but mar-
ket-centered. This in turn brings up a question 
of control linked to the currently inadequate 
capacities to govern transactions in elec-
tronic space.

5
In this sense, global cities are different from 
the old capitals of erstwhile empires, in that 
they are a function of cross-border networks 
rather than simply the most powerful city of 
an empire. There is, in my conceptualiza-
tion, no such entity as a single global city  
as there could be a single capital of an em-
pire; the category global city only makes sense 
as a component of a global network of stra-
tegic sites. The corporate subsector which 
contains the global control and command 
functions is partly embedded in this network.

6
There are multiple specifications to this ar-
gument. For instance, and going in the op-
posite direction, the development of financial 
instruments that represent fixed real estate 
repositions the latter in various systems of cir-
culation, including global ones. In so doing 
the meaning of capital fixity is partly trans-
formed and the fixed capital also becomes a 
site for circulation. For a fuller elaboration 
see Sassen 2001, ch. 2.
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Allen et al. 1999; Gugler, 2004; Amen et al. 
2006; Taylor 2004; Lo and Yeung 1996; Har-
vey 2007; Orum and Chen 2004). This optic on 
globalization contributes to identifying a com-
plex organizational architecture that cuts across 
borders, and is both partly de-territorialized and 
partly spatially concentrated in cities. Further, 
it creates an enormous research agenda in that 
every particular national or urban economy has 
its specific and inherited modes of articulating 
with current global circuits. Once we have more 
information about this variance we may also be 
able to establish whether position in the global 
hierarchy makes a difference and the various 
ways in which it might do so.

ImPACTS OF NEw COmmUNICATION
TECHNOLOGIES ON CENTRALITY

Cities have historically provided national econ-
omies, polities, and societies with something 
we can think of as centrality. In terms of their 
economic function, cities provide agglomeration 
economies, massive concentrations of informa-
tion on the latest developments, a marketplace. 
How do the new technologies of communication 
alter the role of centrality and hence of cities 
as economic entities? 

As earlier sections have indicated, centrality 
remains a key feature of today’s global economy. 
But today there is no longer a simple straight-
forward relation between centrality and such 
geographic entities as the downtown, or the 
central business district (CBD). In the past, and 
up to quite recently in fact, the center was syn-
onymous with the downtown or the CBD. Today, 
partly as a result of the new communication 
technologies, the spatial correlates of the center 
can assume several geographic forms, ranging 
from the CBD to a new global grid of cities (see, 
for instance, Herzog 2006; Burdett 2006; Short 
2005; Marcuse 2003).

Simplifying one could identify three forms 
assumed by centrality today.7 Firstly, while there 
is no longer a simple straightforward relation 
between centrality and such geographic entities 
as the downtown, as was the case in the past,  
the CBD remains a key form of centrality. But the  
CBD in major international business centers is 
one profoundly reconfigured by technological 
and economic change. 

Secondly, the center can extend into a met-
ropolitan area in the form of a grid of nodes of 
intense business activity, a case well illustrated 
by recent developments in cities as diverse as 

Buenos Aires (Ciccolella and Mignaqui 2002), 
Chicago (Lloyd 2005), Shanghai (Chen and Ji-
anming 2007), and Paris (Veltz 1996; Landrieu 
et al. 1998). One might ask whether a spatial 
organization characterized by dense strategic 
nodes spread over a broader region does or does 
not constitute a new form of organizing the terri-
tory of the “center,” rather than, as in the more 
conventional view, an instance of suburbaniza-
tion or geographic dispersal. Insofar as these 
various nodes are articulated through cyber-
routes or digital highways, they represent a new 
geographic correlate of the most advanced type 
of “center.” The places that fall outside this 
new grid of digital highways, however, are pe-
ripheralized, with the most dramatic instance 
that of shrinking cities (Giesecke 2005). This 
regional grid of nodes represents, in my analy-
sis, a reconstitution of the concept of region. Far 
from neutralizing geography the regional grid is 
likely to be embedded in conventional forms of 
communications infrastructure, notably rapid 
rail and highways connecting to airports. Ironi-
cally, perhaps, conventional infrastructure is 
likely to maximize the economic benefits derived 
from telematics. I think this is an important 
issue that has been lost somewhat in discus-
sions about the neutralization of geography  
through telematics.

Thirdly, we are seeing the formation of a tr-
ansterritorial “center” constituted via telematics 
and intense economic transactions. The most 
powerful of these new geographies of centrality 
at the inter-urban level binds the major interna-
tional financial and business centers: New York, 
London, Tokyo, Paris, Frankfurt, Zurich, Amster-
dam, Los Angeles, Sydney, Hong Kong, among 
others.8 But this geography now also includes 
cities such as Sao Paulo and Mexico City. The 
intensity of transactions among these cities, par-
ticularly through the financial markets, trade in 
services, and investment has increased sharply, 
and so have the orders of magnitude involved. 
Finally, we see emergent regional hierarchies, as 
is illustrated by the growth corridors in south-
east Asia (Lo and Yeung 1996), the case of São 
Paulo in the Mercosur free-trade area (Schiffer 
2002), and by the relation between the partici-
pating entities in the Iran-Dubai corridor (Parsa 
and Keivafin 2002). (For a general overview see 
the MasterCard International Global Hearts of 
Commerce Report on 70 Cities, 2008) 

Besides their impact on the spatial correlates 
of centrality, the new communication technolo-
gies can also be expected to have an impact on 

7
There is a fourth case which I have addressed 
elsewhere (Sassen 2001, ch. 4 & 5), which is 
represented by new forms of centrality consti-
tuted in electronically generated spaces.

8
In the case of a complex landscape such as 
Europe’s, we see in fact several geographies 
of centrality, one global, others continental 
and regional. A central urban hierarchy con-
nects major cities, many of which in turn play 
central roles in the wider global system of 
cities: Paris, London, Frankfurt, Amsterdam, 
Zurich. These cities are also part of a wider 
network of European financial/cultural/service 
capitals, some with only one, others with sev-
eral of these functions, articulate the Euro-
pean region and are somewhat less oriented 
to the global economy than Paris, Frankfurt, 
or London. And then there are several geogra-
phies of marginality: the east-west divide and 
the north-south divide across Europe as well 
as newer divisions. In Eastern Europe, cer-
tain cities and regions, notably Budapest, are 
rather attractive for purposes of investment, 
both European and non-European, while oth-
ers will increasingly fall behind, notably in 
Rumania, Yugoslavia, and Albania. We see a 
similar differentiation in the south of Europe: 
Madrid, Barcelona and Milan are gaining in 
the new European hierarchy; Naples, Rome, 
and Marseille are not. For a general overview 
of European cities see Kazepov 2005.
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inequality between cities and inside cities. There 
is an expectation in much of the literature on 
these technologies that they will override older 
hierarchies and spatial inequalities through the 
universalizing of connectivity that they represent. 
The available evidence suggests that this is not 
quite the case. Whether it is the network of fi-
nancial centers and foreign direct investment 
patterns discussed in this chapter, or the more 
specific examinations of the spatial organization 
of various cities, the new communication tech-
nologies have not reduced hierarchy nor spatial 
inequalities (Graham 2004; Graham and Marvin 
2001; Castells 1996; Rutherford 2004; Journal 
of Urban Technology, various issues). And this is 
so even in the face of massive upgradings and 
state-of-the-art infrastructure in a growing num-
ber of cities worldwide. There is little doubt that 
connecting to global circuits has brought with it 
a significant level of development of expanded 
central urban areas and metropolitan grids of 
business nodes, and considerable economic 
dynamism. But the question of inequality has 
not been engaged. 

Further, the pronounced orientation to the 
world markets evident in many of these cities 
raises questions about the articulation with their 
nation-states, their regions, and the larger eco-
nomic and social structure in such cities. Cit-
ies have typically been deeply embedded in 
the economies of their region, indeed often re-
flecting the characteristics of the latter; and 
they still do. But cities that are strategic sites 
in the global economy tend, in part, to discon-
nect from their region. This conflicts with a key 
proposition in traditional scholarship about ur-
ban systems, namely, that these systems pro-
mote the territorial integration of regional and 
national economies. There has been a sharpen-
ing inequality in the concentration of strategic 
resources and activities between each of these 
cities and others in the same country, though 
this tends to be evident only at fairly disaggre-
gated levels of evidence. For example, Mexico 
City today concentrates a higher share of some 
types of economic activity and value produc-
tion than it did in the past,9 but to see this 
requires a very particularized set of analyses 
(Parnreiter 2002). 

THE GLOBAL CITY AS A NExUS FOR NEw 
POLITICO-CULTURAL ALIGNmENTS

The incorporation of cities into a new cross-border  
geography of centrality also signals the emer-

gence of a parallel political geography. Major 
cities have emerged as a strategic site not only 
for global capital, but also for the transnation-
alization of labor and the formation of translo-
cal communities and identities (Smith 2006; 
Kloosterman and Rath 2003;  Bartlett 2007; 
Hagedorn 2007; Sandercock 2003). In this re-
gard cities are a site for new types of political 
operations and for a whole range of new “cul-
tural” and subjective operations (Krause and 
Petro 2003; Sennett 1992; Peterson 2007; 
King 1996). The centrality of place in a context 
of global processes makes possible a transna-
tional economic and political opening for the 
formation of new claims and hence for the con-
stitution of entitlements, notably rights to place. 
At the limit, this could be an opening for new 
forms of “citizenship” (e.g., Holston 1996; Tor-
res et al. 1999; Sassen 2008: ch. 6). 

The emphasis on the transnational and hy-
permobile character of capital has contributed 
to a sense of powerlessness among local ac-
tors, a sense of the futility of resistance. But 
an analysis that emphasizes place suggests that 
the new global grid of strategic sites is a terrain 
for politics and engagement. (Allen et al. 1999; 
Brenner and Theodore 2002; Copjek and Sorkin 
1999; Berner and Korff 1995; INURA 2003). 
The loss of power at the national level produces 
the possibility for new forms of power and poli-
tics at the sub-national level. Further, insofar 
as the national as container of social process 
and power is cracked (Taylor 1995; Beck 2006; 
Marcuse 2003) it opens up possibilities for a 
geography of politics that links sub-national 
spaces across borders (Sassen 2008: ch. 7 & 
8). Cities are foremost in this new geography. 
This engenders how and whether we are seeing 
the formation of a new type of transnational 
politics that localizes in these cities.

Immigration, for instance, is one major pro-
cess through which a new transnational political 
economy and trans-local household strategies 
are being constituted. It is one largely embed-
ded in major cities insofar as these concentrate 
most immigrants, certainly in the developed 
world, whether in the US, Japan, or Western Eu-
rope. It is, in my reading, one of the constitutive 
processes of globalization today, even though 
not recognized or represented as such in main-
stream accounts of the global economy. (Sassen 
2008: Part 2; Ribas-Mateos 2005; Farrer 2007; 
Ehrenreich and Hochschild 2003). 

Global capital and the new immigrant work-
force are two major instances of transnationalized 

9
This also holds in the highly developed world. 
For instance, the Paris region accounts for 
over 40% of all producer services in France, 
and over 80% of the most advanced ones. 
New York City is estimated to account for 
between a fourth and a fifth of all US pro-
ducer services exports though it has only 
3% of the US population. London accounts  
for 40% of all exports of producer services in 
the UK. Similar trends are also evident in Zur-
ich, Frankfurt, and Tokyo, all located in much  
smaller countries.

the leading  
financial centers 
today concentrate 
a greater share of 
national financial 
activity than even 
ten years ago, and 
internationally, 
cities in the  
global north  
concentrate well 
over half of the 
global capital 
market.
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actors that each have unifying properties across 
borders internally, and find themselves in contes-
tation with each other inside global cities (Bonil-
la et al. 1998; Sassen 2006a: ch. 8; 2008: ch. 
6; Brenner and Theodore 2002; Gugler 2004). 
Researching and theorizing these issues will 
require approaches that diverge from the more 
traditional studies of political elites, local party 
politics, neighborhood associations, immigrant 
communities, and so on through which the po-
litical landscape of cities and metropolitan re-
gions has been conceptualized in urban studies. 

One way of thinking about the political im-
plications of this strategic transnational space 
anchored in global cities is in terms of the for-
mation of new claims on that space. The glob-
al city particularly has emerged as a site for  
new claims: by global capital that uses the 
global city as an “organizational commodity,” 
but also by disadvantaged sectors of the urban 
population, frequently as internationalized a 
presence in global cities as capital. The “dena-
tionalizing” of urban space and the formation 
of new claims by transnational actors, raise the 
question: Whose city is it? 

The global city and the network of these cities 
is a space that is both place-centered in that it is 
embedded in particular and strategic locations; 
and it is transterritorial because it connects sites 
that are not geographically proximate yet are in-
tensely connected to each other. If we consider 
that global cities concentrate both the leading 
sectors of global capital and a growing share of 
disadvantaged populations—immigrants, many 
of the disadvantaged women, people of color 
generally, and, in the megacities of develop-
ing countries, masses of shanty dwellers—then 
we can see that cities have become a strategic 
terrain for a whole series of conflicts and con-
tradictions. We can then think of cities also as 
one of the sites for the contradictions of the 
globalization of capital, even though, heeding 
Katznelson’s (1992) observation, the city can-
not be reduced to this dynamic.

ConClusion

An examination of globalization through the 
concept of the global city introduces a strong 

emphasis on strategic components of the glob-
al economy rather than the broader and more 
diffuse homogenizing dynamics we associate 
with the globalization of consumer markets. 
Consequently, this also brings an emphasis on 
questions of power and inequality. It brings an 
emphasis on the actual work of managing, ser-
vicing, and financing a global economy. Second-
ly, a focus on the city in studying globalization 
will tend to bring to the fore the growing in-
equalities between highly provisioned and pro-
foundly disadvantaged sectors and spaces of 
the city, and hence such a focus introduces 
yet another formulation of questions of power 
and inequality. 

Thirdly, the concept of the global city brings 
a strong emphasis on the networked economy 
because of the nature of the industries that 
tend to be located there: finance and special-
ized services, the new multimedia sectors, and 
telecommunications services. These industries 
are characterized by cross-border networks and 
specialized divisions of functions among cit-
ies rather than inter-national competition per 
se. In the case of global finance and the lead-
ing specialized services catering to global firms 
and markets—law, accounting, credit rating, 
telecommunications—it is clear that we are 
dealing with a cross-border system, one that 
is embedded in a series of cities, each possi-
bly part of a different country. It is a de facto 
global system.

Fourthly, a focus on networked cross-border 
dynamics among global cities also allows us to 
capture more readily the growing intensity of 
such transactions in other domains—political, 
cultural, social, and criminal. 

Global cities around the world are the terrain 
where a multiplicity of globalization processes as-
sume concrete, localized forms. These localized 
forms are, in good part, what globalization is about. 
Recovering place means recovering the multi-
plicity of presences in this landscape. The large  
city of today has emerged as a strategic site for 
a whole range of new types of operations—polit-
ical, economic, “cultural,” subjective. It is one 
of the nexi where the formation of new claims, 
by both the powerful and the disadvantaged, 
materializes and assumes concrete forms.
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