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RECONFIGURING THE SPACES 
OF URBAN POLITICS 

Circuits, territories, and territorialization 

Jennifer Robinson 

Introduction 

The need to rethink urban politics arises in response to empirical developments 
in urbanization—such as the vast expansion and fragmentation of urban settle-
ments, the dispersal of urban forms over extended urban regions or corridors, and 
the expanded role of globalized circuits shaping urbanization (such as policy cir-
cuits, networks of urban actors, and investment fows). The provocations for urban 
studies that have come from the insights of “planetary urbanization” represent an 
important articulation of this challenge (Brenner and Schmid 2015). But so do the 
insights developed from international urban development policy, which remind us 
that most people moving to cities arrive to live in self-constructed housing, often 
on the peripheries of cities and often facing a life-threatening lack of infrastructure 
(Mitlin and Satterthwaite 2013). In addition, if those contexts that have not histori-
cally informed urban studies serve as starting points for theorization (for shorthand, 
we might label these as “the Global South”—Parnell and Oldfeld 2014), diferent 
political issues and formations emerge: the politics of access to and titling of land 
(Gough and Yankson 2000); the diverse interests of state actors, or state efects, as 
opposed to “the state” (Eriksen 2017); varied forms of political authority (Beall, 
Parnell, and Albertyn 2015); violent and ongoing coloniality (Porter and Yiftachel 
2018); emergent associational forms of regulation, coordination of everyday life, 
and mobilization (Diouf and Fredericks 2014). 

This sits against a backdrop of theories of urban politics based on an earlier 
era and on a limited range of contexts (Lauermann 2018). The classic Cox– 
Harvey approach to understanding the urban politics of local economic devel-
opment focused on municipalities competing for footloose capital (Cox and 
Mair 1988; Harvey 1989). This fowed from the US context, where locally 
dependent municipalities and frms confgured a certain range of localized 
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political formations. Regime theory extended these insights to a nuanced assess-
ment of how actors with diferent local interests might assemble a growth coali-
tion, often informal, establishing a stable and consistent growth path (Logan and 
Molotch 1987; Stone 1989). These accounts traveled poorly to Europe (Harding 
1994; Ward 1996), and thus wider analyses, such as that of Kantor, Savitch, and 
Vicari (1997), expanded the range of concerns to consider municipalities in rela-
tion to their national political context and the place of cities in relation to a range 
of international economic relationships. However, even approaches such as these 
have little purchase in situations where local governance systems are more strongly 
centralized, local regimes might be more collective and redistributive (Le Galès 
2002), or the institutional basis and scope for the operation of local government 
is weak, highly informalized, or interwoven with traditional/communal forms of 
land ownership and governance (Parnell and Pieterse 2014; Beall, Parnell, and 
Albertyn 2015). In addition, a proliferation of transnational actors, such as resource 
extraction companies (oil, minerals), sovereign investors and development agen-
cies, international NGOs, and actors such as the World Bank, bring a very difer-
ent confguration to urban politics in many poorer country contexts. Some new 
starting points are needed for the theorization of urban politics in the 21st century. 

The second era and approach that frames the horizon of thinking in urban 
politics is that of neoliberalization and, more recently in a similar idiom, fnan-
cialization (Aalbers 2017). This approach takes us away from the territorially based 
competitive zero-sum game to attract investment, as articulated in the US-style 
formulation of urban entrepreneurialism. It also highlights the agency of local-
ized political formations in potentially shaping globalizing circuits of policy, gover-
nance, and investment (see Buckley and Hanieh 2014; González et al. 2018). What 
is relevant for our concerns is the spatial imagination underpinning these analyses 
of neoliberalization. Peck, Theodore, and Brenner (2009) bring forward the idea of 
a “syndrome” of neoliberalization in which there is no original or pure neoliberal-
ism, but rather circuits of policy innovation and emergent contradictions shaped 
by numerous local contexts that constantly generate variegated outcomes, in turn 
reshaping neoliberalized policy circuits. 

To some extent, these analyses have self-consciously addressed a US–EU bias 
and have attended to the dispersed origins and circuits of neoliberal policies and 
practices (Peck, Theodore, and Brenner 2009). However, the experiences of poorer 
contexts are less commonly considered in urban studies, where neoliberalization 
takes place within often coercive policy circuits (Dobbin, Simmons, and Garrett 
2007) in the name of structural adjustment policy or good governance. Further-
more, there are situations where a neoliberal state roll-back has not been possible as 
state-led institutions have never been present, are diferentially present (as a result 
of colonial inheritance), or are long absent (McDonald 2007). At times, neoliberal 
innovations have enabled developmental interventions (Ferguson 2010; Parnell and 
Robinson 2012). In addition, in many contexts, local hybridizations of circulating 
processes, policy imaginaries, and governance experimentations do not necessar-
ily contribute to the syndrome of “neoliberalism,” as the outcomes may be very 
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diferent. In the face of policy dead ends, personal appropriation, and counter-
hegemonic or even developmental outcomes, scholars need to be able to assess 
“when is it no longer neoliberalization” (Leitner et al. 2007, 10). 

These debates have demonstrated that urban politics is to be located at least 
partly in the prolifc circuits and transnational networks that frame global urbaniza-
tion. But a wider range of circuits and networks of urban development processes 
and urban policy could be brought into view. The entwining of global circuits 
and local economic development politics has formed a key terrain within urban 
studies—from place competition to world city analysis (Friedmann and Wolf 
1982) and global city formation (e.g., Firman 1998). Here I wish to consider the 
more routine ways in which urban politics is always “more than local,” encompass-
ing a range of diferent transnational circuits (Allen and Cochrane 2014), agen-
das, actors, and types of relationships. It is with this landscape of urban politics 
in mind that John Lauermann (2018), in his critical assessment of the US growth 
coalition model of competitive inter-urban politics, observes that “entrepreneurial 
cities navigate geographies of inter-urban competition and cooperation. . . . The 
expansion of entrepreneurial practices to multiple governance agendas (in paral-
lel to growth) refects the formation of extra-territorial political coalitions” (Lauermann 
2018, 3, italics added). He suggests that, as a result, “there remains a pressing need 
to trace how alternative urban politics operate alongside the growth politics of the 
contemporary entrepreneurial city” (Lauermann 2018, 15). The most important 
examples of such alternative urban politics have been seen in relation to networks 
of cities exploring urban bases for climate change action and transnational coali-
tions of urban actors promoting the UN’s urban sustainable development goals 
(Acuto 2013; Bulkeley 2010; Parnell 2016). 

Urban politics therefore needs to be theorized from diferent starting points 
than the territorialized politics of competitive local governments, the circuits 
of capitalist economic globalization, and their intersection. In his foundational 
analysis, Harvey (1989) already noted the signifcance of state-led circuits of 
investment in shaping competitive urban behavior, in which cities compete for 
military contracts or to secure state projects such as health or education. Kantor, 
Savitch, and Vicari (1997) expand this to a wider range of national and interna-
tional circuits that are relevant for city development politics. Moreover, the more 
recent focus on the prolifc policy circulations shaping urban politics (McCann 
and Ward 2011) invites us to see these circuits themselves as sites of urban poli-
tics. This draws attention to the national and supranational formations that shape 
global urban “reason” (Gonzales et al. 2018): the circuits of policy makers and 
city governments (Acuto 2013), collective developmental and political initiatives, 
and municipal networks and associations (Parnell 2016). But it also highlights 
informal associational connections, including those of trade and migration (Sim-
one 2010), and the complex spatial formations associated with those who direct 
or switch fows of fnance into the built environment, including states, sovereign 
fund managers, asset managers, or investment advisors (Bassens and van Meeteren 
2015; Kanai and Schindler 2019). 
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Focusing on the circuits and networks of urban politics calls for more attention 
to diferent kinds of actors, as well as the various kinds of associations and relation-
ships that emerge across urban settings and in circuits. Thus, policy mobilizers, 
development agencies, charitable organizations, think tanks, networking managers, 
and national, bilateral, and multinational institutions are clearly part of the land-
scape of the urban political. Earlier theorizations of local economic development 
politics were closely attentive to the constitution of political interests on an urban 
scale, exploring the territorial basis for the distinctive interests and motivations 
of diferent actors: “local dependence” of businesses, electoral success of govern-
ments, the emergent territorially defned interests of growth coalitions in attracting 
global economic investment or expanding employment, fscal income streams, or 
other goals, including acting to secure their interests on regional or national scales 
(Cox and Mair 1988). An expanded understanding of urban politics, in the wake 
of analyses of neoliberalization and policy mobilities, points to the need for much 
more attention to the complex intersections between “locally dependent” actors, 
“urban” actors whose institutional bases might well be regional or national, and the 
circulating processes or wider networks framing “urban politics.” Here, research on 
the spatialities of policy mobilities that entrain both circuits and localities (McCann 
and Ward 2011) as well as the analysis of the politics of international development 
policy focused on the power relations operative at the interface of international 
agendas and actors and national/local actors (Dobbin, Simmons, and Garrett 2007) 
both open up this crucial agenda. 

Thus, theoretical insights need to be developed across a much wider array of 
urban contexts, circuits, and actors than those indexed by the US model or its criti-
cal comparative engagement with the European experience. Here, a reformatted 
urban comparativism can support initiatives to draw a much wider range of urban 
contexts into consideration (Robinson 2011a; 2015). On the one hand, compara-
tive analyses can be enabled through a focus on circuits that entrain and involve 
many diferent urban contexts, often quite promiscuously as policy circulation, or 
as part of expanding transnational coalitions or municipal networks. Many diferent 
urban situations are brought into analytical proximity through their being involved 
in the same circuits (Porto d’Oliviera 2017; Robinson 2018b; Kanai and Schindler 
2019). Attending to a greater diversity of circuits (as processes of urbanization) and 
the diferent ways in which relationships among actors are navigated across circuits 
and localized urban concerns opens up urban political analysis to a wider range 
of experiences. On the other hand, urban territories can be compared directly. 
While territorially based comparisons of local governments are notoriously chal-
lenging (Kantor and Savitch 2005), the complex, extended, and fragmented nature 
of contemporary urbanization invites urban political analysis to begin with other 
types of territories and territorializations. For example, the proliferation of large-
scale urban developments across many urban contexts makes it possible to directly 
compare political formations emergent around similar kinds of long-term, multi-
jurisdictional, and transcalar developments (Shatkin 2017; Robinson et al. 2020). 
Such developments are also frequently interconnected through circuits of policy, 
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fnancial, and material fows which expand opportunities for comparative analysis. 
On this basis, a diversity of local governments and other urban actors come into 
view as part of the variation to be explained across many diferent developments. 

Through both these methodological maneuvers, an analytical conversation 
across quite divergent forms of urban politics becomes possible and can form the 
basis for developing wider conceptualizations of urban development. We can now 
consider some examples of how reconfguring the spaces of urban politics in these 
ways—in terms of circuits and territories—can substantially expand the repertoire 
of analyses. 

Circuits 

Connections themselves are sites of the urban political, as observed in relation to 
neoliberalization, which is constituted not only through the variegated formations 
in (urban) territories but also through international arenas, agencies, and actors. 
Urban politics happens in the circuits as much as in the territories (Roy and Ong 
2011; Acuto 2013). More concretely, the politics of circuits constitutes new “ter-
ritories” of urban politics, including, for example: networks and associations of 
municipalities inserting their interests into global policy agendas, such as the SDGs; 
processes of disseminating the urban agendas of global agencies (such as “rolling 
out the SDGs”—Kanuri et al. 2016); forming associations on many diferent topics 
from climate change to resilience (Bulkley 2010); or more collaborative advocacy-
based initiatives such as the Cities Alliance, which is discussed later in this chapter. 
Thus, the power relations and dynamics of globalized circuits and networks are 
“urban” politics and necessarily involve actors from a wide range of urban contexts. 

From the perspective of particular urban contexts, distinctive formations of 
politics, agents, and interests are often already part of globalized connections and 
networks—localized formations are intrinsically framed through circulating ideas, 
practices, and relationships. Thus, “local” actors arrive at policies in the midst of 
already present “circulating” ideas (Robinson 2016a). Urban agents are territo-
rialized as already networked and connected; networks and global platforms are 
created as competitive and collaborative formations of (localized) urban actors. 
Hence, networks become platforms for both constituting and staging urban poli-
tics. Networked interactions might be cross-cut with the dynamics of whatever the 
globally “competitive city” might be concerned with—competing for the personal 
success of city leaders, visibility in donor circuits, potential economic expansion, or 
ambitions to seek developmental global change. They might be sites for inter-ref-
erencing diferent urban experiences or carefully learning from fellow practitioners 
(Roy and Ong 2011; Robinson 2018a). But these networks can equally be sites of 
invisibility as exclusions and uneven power relations mean that network-generated 
policy innovations and investments can evade the infuence of municipal actors 
from poorly resourced contexts (Bulkeley 2010). 

Important questions for further investigation include: what are the varied poli-
tics of global platforms of urban agency? How do transnational dynamics shape 
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and in turn get shaped by the interests and activities of urban actors? How is urban 
politics simultaneously networked and territorialized? Questions also arise about 
the nature of the “relationalities” that make up networked global urban politics, 
that is, the interactions and infuences achieved in these globalized or networked 
territories of urban politics. It would be helpful to consider more carefully circuits 
associated with the largely developmental interventions shaping poorer country 
contexts, which have received far less attention in urban studies (Porto D’Oliviera 
2017). Here, analyses of urban agency need to focus more strongly on the exterior-
ized nature of the interests and capacities of ostensibly local actors and the diverse 
types of strategic agency that such actors bring into shaping networks. 

We already know well that a certain kind of spectrality, or specular politics, 
inhabits the zone of local economic development—primarily in the marketing 
relationships that promote cities through visualizations at odds with their realities; 
or the silences, deceptions, evasions, or occlusions that have been a central feature 
of the “models” or stylized best practices that support policy circulations (Wood 
2014). In relation to some developmental circuits, such spectralities are efective 
and impactful. There is scope for both ideas and resources to be mobilized for rea-
sons other than those that are apparent, to be siphoned of or captured for achieving 
entirely diferent projects and divergent outcomes than initially envisaged, or for 
signifcant decisions to be based on what are known to be inaccurate assumptions. 

In Lilongwe, Malawi, an ad hoc city strategy was formulated in 2009 through 
close cooperation with the City of Johannesburg, which had gained a strong 
reputation for preparing city strategies (Robinson 2011b; 2018a). The collabo-
ration was initiated and partly supported by the United Cities and Local Gov-
ernments (UCLG: an international network of municipalities) and partly by the 
Cities Alliance, an advocacy organization with partners including governments, 
inter-governmental organizations, and residents’ movements. However, the ensu-
ing collaboration was also substantially self-fnanced by Johannesburg and to some 
extent by Lilongwe. This exchange attracted my attention, as I was intrigued by 
the developmental focus of the policy circulation and the slow, engaged person-to-
person process of policy learning—quite at odds with the “fast policy” analyses that 
are currently dominant (Peck and Theodore 2015). The Johannesburg–Lilongwe 
cooperation to produce a city strategy illuminates the transnational nature of urban 
politics. In this case, the capacity of Lilongwe municipal employees to act both 
locally and in the global arena was founded on strong and direct engagement from 
a series of international actors—Johannesburg municipality, the Cities Alliance, 
UCLG, the Gates Foundation, JICA, and many other international organizations, 
donors, and NGOs active in the city (Robinson 2018a). 

The production of the city strategy leveraged some much-needed investment 
in upgrading services in settlements from the Gates Foundation as well as some 
earlier low-key implementations supported by Johannesburg at the end of the 
strategic planning process. Once the substantial funding was secured, however, 
Johannesburg actors were excluded, with informants cynically assuming that this 
might have been to avoid scrutiny and open up opportunities for personal beneft 
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on the part of local actors. While this lengthy, committed developmental process 
of strategic policy formulation, which stretched over more than three years, had 
come forward with a number of feasible suggestions for efective development in a 
well-researched document, the partnership was abandoned. This was also a result 
of political change and ongoing governance irregularities, which Johannesburg 
ofcials felt undermined the possibility for securing “good governance,” a pre-
requisite for their involvement. The value of this work in an administratively chal-
lenged context is refected in the fact that a newly elected mayor was still able to 
refer to the 2009 City Strategy as a valid future-oriented program of work in 2017 
(Robinson 2018a). 

We gain some insight into aspects of the transnational dynamics of urban politics 
in the way in which the city strategy was specularized for personal and institutional 
beneft. This occurred most obviously in a process of international recognition of 
the institutional collaboration. Led by a new CEO who had not been involved in 
the city strategy process, the Lilongwe partners applied for and won a Chinese-
sponsored local governance award for this work without involving Johannesburg. 
The city strategy was also “banked” as organizational capital for major transnational 
actors, including the Cities Alliance and the UCLG. The collaboration was widely 
cited as a success story (Cities Alliance 2010), part of the ongoing international city-
to-city networking programs promoted by the CA and UCLG (UCLG 2013). And 
the analysis ofered in the Lilongwe City Strategy supported decisions in the Cities 
Alliance to invest together with the Gates Foundation in settlement upgrading in 
Lilongwe, despite unfavorable assessments of urban governance capacity and integ-
rity (interview, city ofcial and consultant, 2013). Thus, substantial investments in 
infrastructure and housing in Lilongwe—the core business of international urban 
development—fowed from spectral/specular and informalized circuits of transna-
tional urban politics. 

Specular and informal dynamics of urban politics can therefore be core features 
of globalized circuits of urban development. It is not enough to see local variega-
tion adding up to yet another case of an already defned global circuit (such as 
neoliberalization) through assumed processes of policy transfer, planning, or invest-
ment calculations. As the Lilongwe City Strategy case illustrates, there are a variety 
of circuits to consider, with diferent dynamics. And there is no inevitability as to 
what a globalizing circuit ends up producing, what the networked politics of urban 
development might lead to, or through what kinds of relationality transnational 
urban political processes and outcomes might be shaped. 

Territories and territorialization 

Reconfguring analyses of urban politics can alternatively begin from the diverse 
territorializations of multiple circuits and urbanization processes. The previous sec-
tion highlighted circuits and networks as intrinsic elements in any reconfguration 
of the spaces of urban politics. In addition, it is important to consider the implica-
tions for urban politics of the territorial formations of the urban under planetary 
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urbanization as extended, fragmented, sprawling, operational (Brenner and Schmid 
2015), and the transnational politics of a “scramble for infrastructure” currently 
shaping territorial reconfgurations of urbanization as global (Kanai and Schindler 
2019). I draw attention here to an approach that can potentially speak to a wide 
range of emergent territorialized urban formations in the midst of globalized and 
interconnected but also often dispersed and fragmented urban outcomes: what 
Ludovic Halbert calls “Transcalar Territorial Networks” (Halbert and Rouanet 
2014). In my view, this analysis ofers a way forward to revisit the territories of 
urban politics beyond municipal-based global competition or the entrepreneurial 
state. 

Multiple globalizing circuits shape the future trajectories of urban settlements 
and, more generally, the extended and fragmented territories that are the out-
comes of urbanization processes (Keil 2017; Schmid et al. 2018). An iconic under-
standing of this sees globalized processes of investment (fnancialization) producing 
repeated, seemingly identical urban forms—the serially reproduced satellite city, 
the repetition of “iconic” architecture, the endlessly borrowed concept or design. 
However, our research in London suggests that each of these apparently identical 
buildings requires two to three years of almost weekly meetings between plan-
ners and developers to negotiate the details of fnancing, planning gain, social 
and hard infrastructure provision, and the detailed design of buildings (Robinson 
et al. 2020). Actors with varying global reach and diferent capacities to localize, 
together with conventions and calculative devices (Christophers 2014) as much as 
a vast array of legislation and policy are at stake in each negotiated outcome. More 
generally, I appreciate the Deleuzian formulation in which repetition is always 
a diferentiation, a distinctive “singularity” emergent from the shared/intercon-
nected genetic processes: one of a kind but perhaps also one of a series of outcomes 
( Jacobs 2012; Robinson 2016b). Thus, while attending to the multiplicity of 
connections that shape urban outcomes, the repeated instance comes into view 
(Robinson 2018b). 

A repeated instance might be the buildings or large-scale developments in which 
certain forms of fnancialized capital are implicated, such as asset management of 
low-income rental housing products. Or the production of new cities or infra-
structure that result from numerous globalizing or translocal circuits—of policy, 
planning visions, globally competitive economic development strategies, fnancial 
investment, or local populations positioning themselves to beneft in some way 
from planned developments, perhaps long in advance of anything ever being built 
(van den Broeck 2017; Kanai and Schindler 2019). 

In these settings, then, a range of transcalar actors and networks are territo-
rialized in the cooperation, contestation, and creative production of new urban 
territories. Halbert and Rouanet’s concept of transcalar territorial networks takes 
seriously this complexity of circulations, extensions, and territorializations: 

The concept of transcalar territorial networks (TTN) is suggested to explain 
how resources from multiple horizons are pulled together in a given business 
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property development, from a fixed plot of land to capital allocated in distant 
investment committee boardrooms. 

(2014, 472) 

Allen and Cochrane’s (2007) conceptualization of “regional assemblages” is also 
helpful here—diferent “scales” are fattened into a patchwork of overlapping ter-
ritorializations of diferent institutional agency. This opens up new lines of investi-
gation for thinking about urban politics. 

Thus, across a range of territories—extended and city-regional confgurations, 
corridors, dispersed fragments of the urban—political formations are assembled out 
of diverse actors operating with varied reach, capacity, and transcalar competen-
cies. It is important to also layer in the specifc regulatory pathways that emerge 
in urban contexts, perhaps around jurisdictions or governance structures, such as 
municipalities, metropolitan areas, countries, regions. We can take a cue here from 
a regulationist idea of a rapport territorial—territorial relations of regulation emer-
gent in diferent metropolitan contexts: 

The territorial relationship generates a contradictory and complex system of 
dependencies, jurisdictions and rules . . . it consists not only of laws, bylaws 
and prescriptions, but also of diverse unwritten, implicit rules; as a result it is 
often barely comprehensible to outsiders—and even so to insiders. 

(Schmid 2015, 297) 

Thus, the territorial grounds for urban politics could be conceived as emergent 
territorializations, embracing transcalar territorial networks that constellate around 
designated urban projects and programs, as well as the complex formations associ-
ated with territorialized regulatory assemblages. Rather than competing municipal-
ities and footloose capital, we can acknowledge the emergence of (new) territories 
on which urban politics emerges, such as large-scale development projects, satellite 
cities, extensive infrastructural developments, or the transcalar regulatory contexts 
that establish pathways of development. In these settings, a diverse cast of actors 
with diferently confgured interests and concerns emerge, varying from context to 
context (even within the same city, region, or country). 

In this light, the interests and practices of actors may be surprising: “global” 
developers and architects whose local reputations and relationship inspire more 
modest goals for developments may be at odds with states whose commitment is to 
intensify extraction to support their own ambitions. Or developmental state inter-
ests in securing an adequate housing supply might be aligned with new processes of 
globalized investment—fnancialization or “build to rent” (Robinson and Attuyer 
2020; Todes and Robinson 2020). Thus, we need to take seriously the territorial 
embeddedness of both (global) developers and states. 

We also can see how, within the scope of these territorialized formations, open-
ings for efective state agency might not depend on building strong institution-
wide agency but could involve having some capacity to shape decision-making 
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and negotiations in relation to specifc developments. This potentially opens up 
a signifcant perspective on questions of African governance, for example, where 
analysts and development organizations have been perplexed by, and highly criti-
cal of, the extensive investments in large-scale urban developments across the 
continent (Watson 2014; Murray 2017; van Noorloos and Kloosterboer 2018). 
Here, a determinedly scalar developmental imagination of government/gover-
nance could be enriched by a view of transcalar governance and the overlap-
ping circuits (private, developmental, sovereign) shaping African cities. Rather 
than a good governance agenda focused on improving hierarchical interjuris-
dictional arrangements (Pieterse, Parnell, and Haysom 2018), close attention to 
the transcalar territories of urban development might indicate targeted oppor-
tunities to improve outcomes (planning gain, application of international law). 
Improved understanding of the actors, interests, and scope for intervention in 
these developments could yield stronger public beneft from investments (Turok 
2016; Goodfellow 2020). 

More generally, the shared features of large-scale developments (multi-jurisdic-
tional, of long duration, with a complexity of interests and shifting governance 
arrangements) allow them to be fruitfully compared across a very wide range of 
contexts, potentially contributing to wider theorizations of urban politics (Rob-
inson et al. 2020). In these settings, the nature of the future city is negotiated, 
and urban politics is revealed. For this, though, it is important not to treat the 
variety of outcomes as so many diferent “contexts” making residual contributions 
to wider circuits (van Loon, Oosterlynck, and Aalbers 2018). Rather, compara-
tive analysis of the (transcalar) territories (Halbert and Rouanet 2014) of large-
scale urban developments could build new theoretical insights across a diversity of 
urban politics rather than framing these as “variegated” cases of wider processes 
or circuits. 

Gavin Shatkin’s (2016; 2017) comparative study of three large-scale urban devel-
opment projects in Asia is especially helpful in this regard. He insists that these cases 
can be treated as starting points for new theoretical analyses, emergent from Asian 
experiences and appropriate to contemporary global urbanization. In his view, the-
orizations of urban politics need to encompass “state capitalism,” as well as the land 
grabs characteristic of peremptory states, and the often exuberant and informalized 
political contestation associated with democratic but poorly capacitated states. He 
summarizes his analytical insights in relation to the dimensions of more or less 
autonomy of state land managers, and more or less state control of land markets. 

Starting from this theorization inspired by the Asian context, a closer focus 
emerges on the interests of the state itself in urban development (Shen, Luo, and Wu 
2020). This has been occluded in favor of a focus on the politics of fnancialization, 
neoliberalization, and the role of global developers (Aalbers 2017; Robinson and 
Attuyer 2020). In a recent comparative research project (London–Johannesburg– 
Shanghai),1 we focused on three large-scale development projects and identifed 
signifcant territorializations of urban politics at the scale of the “project” (Pinson 
2009). Our study expands Shatkin’s insights from the Asian context, bringing into 
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view a wider diversity of ways in which states and other urban actors manage land 
value extraction to enable new urban developments. Across the three cases, we 
identifed a common state interest in extracting rents from diferent aspects of the 
newly constructed urban environment, at least partly in order to pay for the devel-
opment itself (Robinson et al. 2020). However, rather than interpreting these as 
refecting variegated forms of fnancialization or neoliberalization, our comparative 
analysis identifed three business models (distinctive confgurations of governance 
and fnancing arrangements) with diverse practices for generating and capturing 
urban value through urban development (Theurillat 2015). On this basis, we were 
able to explore the implications of diferent business models for the outcomes in 
each case. 

Our cases highlight the diference made by these business models. In London, 
direct value capture on a one-of basis at the point and time of construction 
(through negotiated planning gain) put great pressure on built form to gen-
erate income, leading to dense and high-rise developments with low levels of 
afordable housing. A more metropolitan scale and dynamic property tax system 
in Johannesburg enabled a redistributive emphasis on providing well-located, 
low-income housing. And the even wider accounting of the potential returns 
on urban development through taxation of new enterprises and generalized 
economic growth supported transformational economic policies of industrial 
upgrading in Shanghai. The scope to understand the interests and roles of dif-
ferent actors, and to inform critical analysis of diferent business models, comes 
into view through comparative analysis. Thus, state actors might be motivated 
by electoral concerns to promote redistributive outcomes (Harrison et al. 2019), 
or by securing consent for (or at least compliance with) the processes of removal 
and development (Wang and Wu 2019), maximizing income streams (Robinson 
and Attuyer 2020), or efectively managing developmental growth agendas across 
complex institutional spaces, in part through market mechanisms (Shen, Luo, and 
Wu 2020; Wu 2020). 

As international actors ranging from sovereign wealth funds to transnational 
private frms or developmental agencies turn to the urban built environment to 
realize both proft and potential public beneft, including in some of the poorest 
urban contexts (Turok 2016), it is important to be aware of the range of ways 
in which urbanization can be secured, governed, and fnanced. The business 
models of large-scale urban developments are diverse and the role and interests 
of diferent actors involved in securing urban developments are highly specifc, 
even as transnational processes and actors are key in most large-scale urban devel-
opments. While enhancing land value as well as securing other value streams 
through development is often the foundation for fnancing urban development, 
the diferent ways of mobilizing resources and realizing value to enable the devel-
opment make a signifcant diference to outcomes—in terms of the physical form 
of the development, the types of activities supported, and the relative distribution 
of benefts to diferent agents of development and to the wider society (Robinson 
et al. 2020). 
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Conclusion: reconfguring urban politics 

This chapter has explored the rich potential to reconfgure the spaces of urban 
politics. This involves expanding the territories from which urban politics might 
be theorized and encouraging urban scholars to take into account a much richer 
array of actors and more varied explanations for their actions and interests. I have 
suggested that a diversity of transnational networks and circuits represent new ter-
ritories of urban politics, which convene a range of diferent kinds of political 
interests and dynamic relationships involving urban actors from across the globe. 
In addition, by starting with the fragmented and dispersed territories that char-
acterize contemporary processes of (planetary) urbanization, such as large-scale 
urban developments, direct comparisons can be drawn across highly diverse urban 
settings, expanding and enriching insights into the interests of urban actors and 
the nature and outcomes of urban development politics. On the basis of such a 
reformatted comparative analysis, places like London can become destinations for 
theory from elsewhere, for example, learning from analyses of state interests in 
land development from Asia. More generally, in a world where all cities might be 
thought of as “ordinary” and thus assumed to contribute to wider theorizations 
(Robinson 2006), understandings of the spaces and nature of urban politics can be 
reconfgured through comparative analysis of the diverse territories and circuits of 
global urbanization. 

Note 

1 With Phil Harrison and Fulong Wu, I acknowledge funding from the ESRC for an 
Urban Transformations grant ES/N006070/1, “Governing the Future City: A compara-
tive analysis of governance innovations in large-scale urban developments in Shanghai, 
London, Johannesburg.” 
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