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“An armed conflict between nations horrifies us.  But the economic war is no better than an armed 
conflict… The movement against war is sound… but I cannot help the gnawing fear that the 

movement will fail if it does not touch the root of all evil – human greed.” 
– M. K. Gandhi, “Non-Violence – The Greatest Force,” 1926

 In the past 15 years we have entered the process of establishing a new paradigm of world 

order, one dictated by large global cities functioning in a virtual capacity  to compete against  each 

other and make profits primarily  for the sake of nurturing the spirit  of capitalism. Contemporary 

global cities like New York and Tokyo use disassociated workers and specialist  labor to perform 

information and communication transactions in virtual space that require little investment or 

overhead and result in great  profit. Large global cities dominate, working over the heads of the 

non-technological world and dictate the future direction of everything from politics to industry  to 

environmentalism.      
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There are many trends in the organization of cities, information, political economy, and 

capitalism that  are currently reshaping the reality  of the way global cities function. Global cities 

are no longer dictated by  time or space (Castells 2002) – they are driven by  their ability  to 

seamlessly communicate and partner with each other in order to make capital fast. With the 

increasing disassociation of labor to capital, cities use the grunt power of specialist labor forces 

and industry  partnerships to drive forward, forming ephemeral alliances ad-hoc (Castells 2002) 

only until the peak of profit has been generated, and then folding and reorganizing before any 

significant profits are lost.  This leads to great leaps forward in technology  and development, but 

leaves behind a huge population of those not in global cities, as well as those who simply don’t 

fit into this social construct of “contracted party.”  Civil society  is increasingly weakened and 

cheapened and our actual absorption of information at large may, in fact, be lessening.  This is all 

a means for the dominant culture/global cities to control the fate of the rest of the world 

economically and beyond.

Cities that do not promote specialization and diversification of labor will be completely 

marginalized in the new world order, shrinking until they  disappear.  In Tom Friedman’s article 

this week in the New York Times, he quotes Indian journalist Nayan Chanda, 

“It is the Silicon Valley revolution which enabled the massive rise in tradable services and the 

U.S.-built telecommunication networks that allowed creation of the virtual office, but the U.S. 

seems sadly unprepared to take advantage of the revolution it has spawned. The country’s worn-

out infrastructure,  failing education system and lack of political consensus have prevented it from 

riding a new wave to prosperity.” (Friedman 2010) 

Akron, Ohio is a glaring example of this as an imploded one-trick city, where due to its un-

evolving role as rubber manufacturer (now an outsourced industry), it has shrunk into obscurity, 

never to recover to its former self. 
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The reorganization of spatial scales and affiliate/agglomeration alliances has become an 

important part  of social control, where large cities dictate the purpose and function of the small.  

This proportion provides a hugely uneven balance of power where ecologies and socially natural 

processes will be undermined by the new urban political economy (Swyngedouw and Heynen 

2003). These cities exist only  for their profitable reason and elements and aspects of the integral 

human and societal parts of that city are chopped and screwed until they  reach the sweet spot of 

having that competitive edge, become desirably commodified, or fail to exist.

In looking at the effects of the rise of the global-city-as-primary-world-actor, the major 

resultant that can be distilled thus far is the “Culture of Real Virtuality” discussed extensively in 

Manuel Castells’ essay, An Introduction to the Information Age.  Castells dissects the influences 

contributing to and forming our current state of being, which he describes as Real Virtuality, 

where we live and communicate in a bifurcated world of real space and virtual space.  This 

completely revolutionizes economies, as their transactions are no longer tethered to the 

boundaries of land or the time limitations of traveling through space. Our communication, 

politics, and labor techniques are now driven by  the dominant culture of the informationally elite, 

those that control communication and identity in the mass culture. Meanwhile, common man 

exists in a state of cognitive dissonance where he sees the effects of the profits procured from 

this system (perhaps he has some trinket technology, like a laptop or a smart phone), but remains 

cheated out of his formerly comfortable middle class non-specialist life of snail mail and 

vacation time.  Today, our everyday lives and functions are far removed and almost irrelevant to 

the high functioning brains (read: information networks) of global cities. 
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Global market capitalism has re-oriented the labor market away from the social unit of 

labor unions to the “individualization of work,” where workers are “increasingly left to 

themselves in their differential relationship  to management, and to the marketplace” (Castells 

2002).  This has a few implications for global cities: one, that the focus of the cities’ economy 

must keep with the times and compete at  this out-sourcing, specialist level (Sassen 2005), 

second, that the city must be nimble and continue to generate innovative and competitive trade 

strategies in order to remain economically viable.  This structure of doing business produces a 

generative process that is engrained in the mechanisms of the new information age, where the 

architecture of the system “is particularly  dynamic, open-ended, flexible, [and] potentially able 

to expand endlessly, without rupture” (Castells 2002). Which is to say, global cities will only 

gain economic and political power, and the existing examples have the inertia to dominate world 

order well into the imaginable future.

We can see examples of this generative system in Wu and Zhang’s essay, Planning the 

Competitive City-Region.  In looking at the Chinese model, we can see that the application of 

capitalist entrepreneurialism to governance and policy  has lead to a machine-like drive towards 

competition that disregards civil society in favor of development, industry, and big business.  For 

instance, governmental entities are only rewarded for their profitability, and thus care little about 

social input/feedback on the actual quality of their governance.

Interestingly  enough, with all this new virtual space, in this system physical determinism 

exists in a very real and limiting form for humans, but gives great freedom to capitalism, where 

money  flows virtually, in an almost self-governed fashion, without borders. In a way, we can see 

Naomi Klein’s theory of Shock Doctrine being applied via global market capitalism, where cities 
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are subjected to a series of economic shocks (perhaps industry failure, job loss) and then remain 

at the mercy and ideologies of those that have the entrepreneurial spirit to invest in their 

recovery. This is a dog-eat-dog world where a city’s only  option is to participate and compete, or 

die.  Control via shock though may  be secondary to the awe of the virtual transactions of the 

informational networks in these global cities, which control by their sheer speed and 

incomprehensible complexity. Like we can see with the recent collapse of the stock market, the 

structures of this financial system are so inexplicable that  we cannot even identify where to lay 

fault.  With the continuance of these dramatically complicated and disassociated means of 

driving capital, global cities, though powerful and potentially robust, become dictators to both 

those that live within and outside their urban boundaries.

Gallardo - 5



Bibliography

Castells, M. (2003). An Introduction to the Information Age. In Bridge, G. and Watson, S. (Eds.), 
The Blackwell City Reader (pp.40-48). West Sussex, UK: Wiley-Blackwell.

Friedman, T. (2010). It’s Morning in India. In The New York Times. New York, NY: NY Times. 
Permalink: http://www.nytimes.com/2010/10/31/opinion/31friedman.html

Klein, N. (2007). Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster Capitalism. New York, NY: Picador.

Sassen, S. (2005). The Global City: Introducing a Concept. In In Bridge, G. and Watson, S. 
(Eds.), The Blackwell City Reader (pp. 126-132). West Sussex, UK: Wiley-Blackwell.

Swyngedouw, E. and Heynen, N. (2003). Urban Political Ecology, Justice and the Politics of 
Scale. In In Bridge, G. and Watson, S. (Eds.), The Blackwell City Reader (pp. 79-85). West 
Sussex, UK: Wiley-Blackwell.

Wu, F. and Zhang, J. (2007). Planning the Competitive City-Region: The Emergence of Strategic 
Development Plan in China. In In Bridge, G. and Watson, S. (Eds.), The Blackwell City Reader 
(pp. 428-432). West Sussex, UK: Wiley-Blackwell.

Gallardo - 6

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/10/31/opinion/31friedman.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/10/31/opinion/31friedman.html

