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Impacts of Information Technologies on
Urban Economies and Politics*

SASKIA SASSEN

Economic globalization and telecommunications have contributed to produce a spatiality
for the urban which pivots on de-territorialized cross-border networks and territorial
locations with massive concentrations of resources. This is not a completely new feature.
Over the centuries cities have been at the intersection of processes with supra-urban and
even intercontinental scalings. What is different today is the intensity, complexity and
global span of these networks, and the extent to which significant portions of economies
are now dematerialized and digitalized and hence can travel at great speeds through these
networks. Also new is the growing use of digital networks by often poor neighborhood
organizations to pursue a variety of both intra-urban and interurban political initiatives.
All of this has raised the number of cities that are part of cross-border networks operating
at often vast geographic scales. Under these conditions, much of what we experience and
represent as the local turns out to be a micro-environment with global span.

The new urban spatiality thus produced is partial in a double sense: it accounts for
only part of what happens in cities and what cities are about, and it inhabits only part of
what we might think of as the space of the city, whether this be understood in terms as
diverse as those of a city’s administrative boundaries or in the sense of the multiple public
imaginaries that may be present in different sectors of a city’s péople.

Below | unpack some of the elements that condition this complex pivoting on cross-
border networks and territorial localizations, focusing particularly on the urban economy
and on the new types of place-centered politics of the global that we see emerging.

New interactions between capital fixity and hypermobility

Information technologies have not eliminated the importance of massive concentrations
of material resources but have, rather, reconfigured the interaction of capital fixity and
hypermobility. The complex management of this interaction has given some cities a new
competitive advantage. The vast new economic topography that is being implemented
through electronic space is one moment, one fragment, of an even vaster economic chain
that is in good part embedded in non-electronic spaces. There is today no fully virtualized
firm or economic sector. Even finance, the most digitalized, dematerialized and

* This article is based on the author’'s updated editiorTbé global city(2001b).

1 There is by now an enormous literature on the various aspects and implications of these and other new
developments which it is impossible to cite in such a short piece. See, e.g., Cordrmggl 994), Castells
(1996), Allenet al. (1999), Low (1999), Marcuse and van Kempen (2000), Yeung (2000).
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globalizedof all activities hasa topographythat weavesback and forth betweenactual
anddigital spacé® To differentextentsin differenttypesof sectorsanddifferenttypesof
firms, a firm’s tasksnow are distributedacrossthesetwo kinds of spacesfurther, the
actualconfigurationsaresubjectto considerabléransformatiorastasksarecomputerized
or standardizedmarketsare further globalizedand so on.

Let me selectthe following threeissuesfor discussion.

Theimportanceof social connectivityand central functions

First, while the new telecommunicationgechnologiesdo indeedfacilitate geographic
dispersabf economicactivitieswithout losing systemintegration,they havealsohadthe
effect of strengtheninghe importanceof centralcoordinationand control functionsfor
firms and for markets.Major centershave massiveconcentrationsof state-of-the-art
resourceshatallow themto maximizethe benefitsof telecommunicationandto govern
the new conditionsfor operatingglobally. Even electronicmarketsrely on tradersand
bankswhich arelocatedsomewherefor instance Frankfurt'selectronicfuturesmarketis
actuallyembeddedn a global network of financial centers,eachof which concentrates
resourceghat are necessaryor Frankfurt’'s marketto thrive.

Onepropositionl derivefrom this mix of variablesis that organizationatomplexity
is a key conditionnecessaryor a firm or marketto maximizethe benefitsit canderive
from the newinformationtechnologieslt is not enoughto havethe infrastructurelt also
takesa mix of other resourcesstate-of-the-artmaterial and humanresourcesand the
social networks that maximize connectivity. Much of the value added by these
technologiedor advancedservicefirms andadvancednarketsrepresents new type of
urbanizationeconomyinsofar as it dependson conditions externalto the firms and
marketsthemselvesandto the technologiesas such.

A secondfact that is emerging with greater clarity concernsthe mearing of
‘information’. Therearetwo typesof informationthat matterto advancedservicesfirms.
One is the datum, which may be complex but comesin the form of standadized
informafon easilyavailableto thesefirms: e.g.the detailsof a privatization in a particuar
country. The secondtype of informaiton is far more diffi cult to obtain becauset is not
standadized. It requresinterpraation/evaluabn/judgment.lt entailsnegotiatinga series
of dataanda seriesof interpretatonsof a mix of datain the hopeof producinga higher
order type of information. Accessto the first kind of information is now global and
immedate thanksto the digital revolution. But it is the secoml type of information that
requiresa complicatedmixture of elemerts, not only technicalbut alsosocial — whatwe
could think of asthe socialinfragructurefor global connectivty. It is this type of social
infrastiucturewhich gives majorfinancialcentersastrategiaole. In principle, thetechnical
infrastiucturefor connectivty canbereproducedanywhereputnotthesocialconnectivity.

Whenthe morecomplexforms of informationneededo executemajorinternational
dealscannotbe obtainedfrom existingdatabasesno matterwhatonecanpay,thenone
needsthe social information loop and the associatedde facto interpretationsand
inferencesthat comewith bouncingoff information amongtalented,informed people®
The processof makinginferences/interpret®ns into ‘information’ takesquite a mix of
talentsandresources.

2 Anotherangleinto theseissuescameout of the annualAspenRoundtableon ElectronicCommercg1998),
thatbringstogetherthe CEOsof the main softwareandhardwarefirms aswell asthe key venturecapitalists
in the sector;the overallsenseof theseinsiderswasoneof considerabldimits to the mediumandthatit will
not simply replaceothertypesof marketsbut ratherproducenew kinds of complementarities.

3 It is theimportancefor firms andmarketsof this complextype of ‘information’ thathasgivenawhole new
importanceo credit-ratingagenciesfor instance Partof theratinghasto do with interpretingandinferring.
Whenthis interpretingbecomesauthoritative’, it becomesinformation’ availableto all.

4 Riskmanagemenfpr example which hasbecomecrucialwith globalizationdueto the growingcomgexity
anduncertaintythatcomeswith operatng in multiple countriesandmarkets requiresenormousdine tuning

© Joint Editors and Blackwell Publisherd_td 2001



Debates 413

In brief, urbancentergrovidethe mix of resourcegndthe socialconnectivitywhich
allow a firm or marketto maximizethe benefitsof its technicalconnectivity.

The spatialitiesof the center

The combinationof the new capabilitiesfor mobility alongwith patternsof concentration
andoperationalfeaturesof the cutting-edgesectorsof advancedeconomiesuggestshat

spatial concentrationremainsa key feature of thesesectors.But it is not simply a

continuationof older patternsof spatialconcentrationTodaythereis no longera simple

straightforwad relationbetweercentralityandsuchgeographi@entitiesasthe downtown,
or the central businessdistrict (CBD). In the past,and up to quite recently in fact,

centrality was synonymouswith the downtownor the CBD. The new technologiesand

organizationaforms havealteredthe spatialcorrelatesof centrality®

Information technologieshave had a sharp effect on the spatial organizationof
economicactivity. But this effect is not uniform: the locational options of firms vary
considerably It is not simply a matter of reducingthe weight of place. The scattered
evidencefor the last decadewhich sawthe widespreadiseof informationtechnologies
by firms in a broadrangeof sectorsallows usto identify threetypesof firms in termsof
their locational patterns.First, firms with highly standardizecgroducts/serviceseean
increasein their locational optionsinsofar as they can maintain systemintegrationno
matterwherethey arelocated.This might alsohold for firms with specializedoroducts/
servicesthat do not require elaborate contracting and subcontractingor suppliers
networks,all conditionswhich tendto makean urbanlocationmoreefficient. Dataentry
andsimplemanufacturingvork canbe movedto whereveraborandothercostsmight be
lowest. Headquarters£an move out of large cities and to suburbanlocationsor small
towns.

A secondocationalpatternis thatrepresentetby firms which aredeeplyinvolvedin
the global economy and hence have increasingly complex headquartersfunctions.
Perhapsironically, the complexity of headquartersfunctions is such that they get
outsourcedo highly specializedservicefirms. This freesup the headquarterso locate
anywhereso long as they can accessa highly specializednetworked service sector
somewheremostlikely in a city. The third locational patternis that evidentin highly
specializechetworkedservicesectorslt is thesesectorsratherthanthe headquarterghat
benefitfrom spatialagglomeratiorat the point of production.Thesefirms areembedded
in intensetransactionsvith othersuchfirms in kindredspecialization@ndare subjectto
time pressuresand the constraintsof imperfectinformation discussedn the preceding
section.Along with someof the featurescontributingto agglomerationadvantagesn
financial servicedirms, this hasthe effectof renderingthe networkof specializedservice
firms more place-bound than the hypermobility of their products and of their
professionalsvould indicate.

Giventhe differentialimpactsof the capabilitiesof the newinformationtechnologies
on specific types of firms and of sectorsof the economy,the spatial correlatesof the
‘center’ canassumeseveralgeographidorms,likely to be operatingsimultaneoushat the
macro-level.Thus,the centercanbethe CBD, asit still largelyis for someof theleading

of centraloperationsWe now knowthatmany,if notmost,majortradinglossesunrelatedo financialcrises
over the last decadehave involved humanerror or fraud. The quality of risk managementvill depend
heavily on the top peoplein a firm rather than simply on technical conditions, such as electronic
surveillance.Consolidatingrisk managemenbperationsin one site, usually a centralone for the firm, is

now seengenerallyas more effective. We have seenthis in the caseof severalmajor banks:Chaseand
Morgan StanleyDeanWitterin the US, DeutscheBank and Credit Suissein Europe.

5 Severalof the organizinghypothesesn the global-city model concernthe conditionsfor the continuity of
centrality in advancedeconomicsystemsn the face of major new organizationaforms and technologies
thatmaximizethe possibilityfor geographidispersalseetheintroductionin Sassen2001b;for avariety of
perspectivesee,e.g., Salomon,1996; Moulaertand Scott, 1997; Landrieuet al., 1998).
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sectorsnotablyfinance,or analternativeform of CBD, suchasSilicon Valley. Yet even
asthe CBD in majorinternationalbusinesentergemainsa strategicsite for the leading
industries, it is one profoundly reconfiguredby technologicaland economicchange
(Ciccolellaand Mignaqui, 2001; Fainstein,2001; Schiffer Ramos,2001). Further,there
are often sharpdifferencesin the patternsassumedy this reconfiguringof the central
city in different parts of the world, notably as betweenthe United Statesand western
Europe(e.g.Kunzmann,1994; Hitz et al., 1995; Veltz, 1996).

Secondthe centercan extendinto a metropolitanareain the form of a grid of
nodesof intensebusines activity. One might ask whether a spatial organizaion
characterizedoy densestrategicnodesspreadover a broaderregion does,in fact,
constitutea new form of organizingthe territory of the ‘center’, ratherthan,asin the
more conventimal view, an instanceof suburbardation or geographicdispersal
Insofarasthesevariousnodesarearticulatedthroughdigital networks theyrepresena
new geographt correlae of the most advancedtype of ‘center’. This is a partly
deterritorialzed spaceof centrality®

Third, we areseeingtheformationof atransterritoriafcenter’ constitutedvia intense
economidransactiongn the networkof globalcities. Thesetransactionsakeplacepartly
in digital spaceand partly through conventionaltransportand travel. The resultis a
multiplication of often highly specializedcircuits connecting sets of cities. These
networksof majorinternationabusinessentersconstitutenewgeographiesf centrality.
The most powerful of thesenew geographie®f centrality at the global level binds the
major internationalfinancial and businesscenters:New York, London, Tokyo, Paris,
Frankfurt,Zurich, AmsterdamLos Angeles,Sydney,Hong Kong, amongothers But this
geographynow alsoincludescities suchas Bangkok,Seoul, Taipei, SaoPaulo,Mexico
City. In the caseof a complex landscapesuch as Europe’s,we see,in fact, several
geographie®f centrality, one global, otherscontinentaland regional’

Fourth, new forms of centrality are being constitutedin electronically generated
spaces.For instance,strategic componentsof the financial industry operatein such
spaces.The relation betweendigital and actual spaceis complex and varies among
different typesof economicsectors(seeSassen2001a;Graham,2001).

Whatdoescontextualitymeanin this setting?
Thesenetworkedsub-economie®peratingpartly in actual spaceand partly in globe-
spanningdigital spacecannoteasilybe contextualizedn termsof their surroundingsNor
can the individual firms and markets.The orientationof this type of sub-economyis
simultaneously towards itself and towards the globad. The intensty of interna
transactionsn sucha sub-economywhetherglobal finance or cutting edge high-tech
sectors)is suchthatit overridesall consideration®f the broaderlocality or urbanarea
within which it exists.

On another largerscale,in my researcton global cities | found ratherclearly that

6 Thisregionalgrid of nodesrepresentsin my analysis,a reconstitutionof the conceptof region.Further,
it shouldnot be confusedwith the suburbanizatiorof economicactivity. | conceiveof it asa spaceof
centrality partly locatedin older socioeconomigeographiessuchas that of the suburbor the larger
metropolitanregion, yet distinct precisely becauseit is a spaceof centrality. Far from neutralizing
geography,the regional grid is likely to be embeddedin conventionalforms of communication
infrastructure notably rapid rail and highwaysconnectingto airports.Ironically perhapsconventional
infrastructureis likely to maximize the economicbenefitsderived from telematics.| think this is an
importantissuethathasbeenlost somewhatin discussionsboutthe neutralizatiorof geographythrough
telematics.For an exception,see Peraldi and Perrin (1996), Landrieu et al. (1998) and Scott et al.
(2001).

7 Methodologically,| find it useful to unpacktheseintercity transactionsnto the specific, often highly
specializeccircuits that connectparticularsetsof cities. For instance whenexaminingfuturesmarkes, the
setof citiesincludesSaoPauloandKuala Lumpur. Thesetwo citiesfall out of the picturewhenexamining
the gold market;this market,on the other hand,includesJohannesburgnd Sydney.
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thesesub-economieslevelopa strongerorientationtowardsthe global marketsthan to

their hinterlands Therebythey overridea key propositionin the urbansystemditerature,
to wit, that cities and urbansystemsntegrateand articulatenationalterritory. This may
havebeenthe caseduring the period when massmanufacturingand massconsumption
were the dominantgrowth machinesin developedeconomiesand thrived on national
scalings of economic processes.Today, the ascendanceof digitalized, globalized,
dematerializedectorsuchasfinancehasdilutedthatarticulationwith thelargernational
eoonomy and the immediate hinterland and creaed world-market oriented sub-

economies.

The articulation of these sub-economieswith other zones and sectorsin their
immediatesociospatialsurroundingsare of a specialsort. There are the various highly
pricedserviceghat caterto the workforce,from up-scalerestaurantandhotelsto luxury
shopsand cultural institutions, typically part of the sociospatiabrder of thesenew sub-
economiesBut therearealsovariouslow-pricedserviceghatcaterto thefirms andto the
householdf the workersand which rarely ‘look’ like they are part of the advanced
corporateeconomy.Thedemandy firms andhousehold$or theseservicesactuallylinks
two worlds that we think of asradically distinct. It is particularly a third instancethat
concerngne here,the large portionsof the urbansurroundinghat havelittle connection
to theseworld-marketorientedsub-economiesgventhoughphysically proximate.lt is
thesethatengender questionaboutcontextandits meaningwhenit comesto thesesub-
economies.

What then is the ‘context’, the local, here? The new networked sub-economy
occupiesa strategic geography,partly deterritorialized,that cuts acrossbordersand
connectsa variety of pointson the globe.It occupiesonly a fraction of its ‘local’ setting;
its boundariesare not those of the city whereit is partly located, nor those of the
‘neighborhood’. This sub-economyfunctions as an intermediary institutional order
betweerthevastconcentratiorof very materialresourcedt needswvhenit hits the ground
and the fact of its global spanor cross-bordemgeography.lts interlocutor is not the
surroundingthe context,but the fact of the global.

| am not surewhat this tearingaway of the contextandits replacementvith the fact
of the global could meanfor urbanpracticeandtheory. The strategicoperationis not the
searchfor a connectionwith the ‘surroundings’ the context.lt is, rather,installationin a
strategiccross-bordegeographyconstitutedthroughmultiple ‘locals’. In the caseof the
economy| seeare-scaling:old hierarchies— local, regional,national,global — do not
hold. Goingto the nextscalein termsof sizeis nolongerhowintegrationis achievedThe
local now transactslirectly with the global — the globalinstallsitself in localsandthe
globalis itself constitutedthrougha multiplicity of locals.

A politics of placeson global circuits

Digital networks are also contributing to the production of counter-geograpbs of
globalization.As is the casewith global corporatefirms, thesecounter-geographiesan
be constitutedat multiple scales Digital networkscan be usedby political activistsfor
global or non-local transactions and they can be used for strengthening local
communicationsand transactionsinside a city. Recowring how the new digital
technology can serve to support local initiatives and alliances across a city’'s
neighborhoodg¢see e.g.,Eade,1996;Lovink andRiemens2001)is extremelyimportant
in anagewherethe notion of thelocal is often seenaslosing groundto global dynamics
andactors.

| conceptualizeéhese'alternative’ networksas counter-geographiesf globalization
becausethey are deeply imbricatedwith some of the major dynamicsconstitutive of
globalizationyetarenot partof theformal apparatusr of the objectivesof thisapparatus:
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theformationof globalmarkets theintensifyingof transnationabndtranslocaihetworks,
the developmentof communicationtechnologieswhich easily escapeconventional
surveillancepractices.The strengtheningand, in someof thesecasesthe formation of
newglobalcircuits areembeddedr madepossibleby the existenceof a globaleconomic
systemandits associatedlevelopmenbf variousinstitutional supportsfor cross-border
moneyflows andmarkets® Thesecounter-geograpes aredynamicandchangingn their
locational features.And they include a very broad range of activities, including a
proliferation of criminal activities.

Throughthe Internet,local initiatives becomepart of a global network of activism
without losing the focuson specificlocal struggleslt enablesa newtype of cross-border
political activism, one centeredin multiple localities yet intenselyconnecteddigitally.
Activists candevelopnetworksfor circulatingnotonly information(aboutenvironmental,
housing, political issuesetc.) but also political work and strategies.There are many
exampleof sucha newtype of cross-bordepolitical work. Forinstance SPARC started
by andcenterecbn women,beganmasaneffort to organizeslumdwellersin Bombayto get
housing.Now it hasa network of suchgroupsthroughoutAsia, andsomecitiesin Latin
AmericaandAfrica. This is oneof the key forms of critical politics thatthe Internetcan
makepossible:a politics of the local with a big difference — thesearelocalitiesthatare
connectedvith eachotheracrossa region,a countryor theworld. Becausdéhe networkis
global doesnot meanthatit all hasto happenat the global level.

Currentusesof digital mediain this new type of cross-borderpolitical activism
suggest,very broadly, two types of digital activism: one that consistsof actual city-
centered— or rural-communitycenteredfor thatmatter — activistgroupswho connect
with other suchgroupsaroundthe world. The secondtype of digital network centered
politics is onethat doesmostof its work in the digital networkandthenmay or may not
convergeon an actualterrain for activism, as was the caseof Seattlewith the WTO
meeting.Much of the work andthe political effort is centeredon the transactionsn the
digital network.Organizingagainsthe Multilateral Agreemenbn Investmentvaslargely
adigital event.But whenthesedigital political actionshit the ground,they cando sovery
effectively, especiallyin the concentrateglacesthat cities are.

The large city of today, especiallythe global city, emergesasa strategicsite for these
newtypesof operationslt is a strategicsite for global corporatecapital.But it is alsooneof
the siteswherethe formationof new claimsby informal (or asyet not formalized)political
actorsmaterializesand assumesoncreteforms. The loss of power at the national level
producesthe possibility of new forms of power and politics at the subnationalevel. The
national as containerof social processand power is cracked (e.g. Taylor, 2000). This
crackedcasingopensup possibilitiesfor a political geographythatlinks subnationakpaces
andallows non-formalpolitical actorsto engagestrategiccomponentf global capital

The cross-bordemetwork of global cities is a spacewhere we are seeingthe
formationof newtypesof ‘global’ politics of placewhich contestcorporateglobalization.
The demonstrationsy the anti-globalizationnetwork have signaledthe potential for
developinga politics centeredn placesunderstoodaslocationsin global networks.This
is a place-specifigolitics with globalspanlt is atypeof political work deeplyembedded
in people’sactionsand activities but made possiblepartly by the existenceof global
digital linkages.Further,it is a form of political andinstitution-buildingwork centeredn
cities andnetworksof citiesandin non-formalpolitical actors.We seeherethe potential
transformatiorof awholerangeof ‘local’ conditionsor institutionaldomains(suchasthe
householdthe community, the neighborhoodthe local schooland health-careentities)
wherewomen ‘confined’ to domesticroles, for instance,remainthe key actors.From
beinglived or experiencedisnon-political,or domestic theseplacesaretranformedinto
‘micro-environmentswith global span’.

8 | havearguedthis for the caseof internaional labor migrations(e.g. Sassen1998: chapters2, 3 and 4).
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What| meanby this termis thattechnicalconnectivitywill createa variety of links
with othersimilar local entitiesin otherneighborhood# the samecity, in othercities, in
neighborhoodsand cities in other countries.A community of practicecan emergethat
creategnultiple lateral, horizontalcommunicationsgollaborationssolidarities,supports.
This canenablelocal political or non-political actorsto enterinto cross-bordepolitics.

The spaceof the city is a far more concretespacefor politics thanthat of the nation
(Isin, 2000; Sassen2000).1t becomesa placewherenon-formalpolitical actorscanbe
part of the political scenein a way that is much more difficult at the national level.
Nationally, politics needsto run throughexisting formal systemswhetherthe electoral
political systemor the judiciary (taking state agenciesto court). Non-formal political
actors are renderedinvisible in the spaceof national politics. The spaceof the city
accommodatea broadrangeof political activities — squatting,demonstrationagainst
police brutality, fighting for the rights of immigrantsand the homelessthe politics of
cultureandidentity, gay andlesbianand queerpolitics. Much of this becomesisible on
the street.Much of urbanpolitics is concrete gnactedoy peopleratherthandependenon
massivemediatechnologies Street-levelpolitics makespossiblethe formation of new
typesof political subjectsthat do not haveto go throughthe formal political system.

It is in this sensehatthosewho lack power,thosewho are disadvantagedyutsiders,
discriminatedminorities,cangain presencen global cities, presencevis-avis powerand
presencevis-avis each other (Sassen,1998: Chapter 1). This signals, for me, the
possibility of a new type of politics centeredin new typesof political actors.lIt is not
simply a matterof havingor not havingpower.Thesearenewhybrid basegrom which to
act.

In this broaderand richer context, the political usesof digital technologiescan
becomeembeddedn the local. As a politics this is clearly partial, but could be an
important building block of the mobilization for global justice and for demanding
accountability from global corporate power. We are seeing the emergenceof a
denationalize@olitics centeredn cities andoperatingin global networksof cities. This
is akind of politics of the globalthatdoesnot needto go throughsomesortof world state
or the supranationalevel. On the contrary,it runsthroughplacesyet engageshe global.
It would constructa counter-geographgf globalization.We may bejust at the beginning
of this process.

SaskiaSassern(ssassen@midway.uchiaagdu),Social ScienceResearctBuilding, The
University of Chicago,1126 east59th Street,Chicago,IL 60637,USA.
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