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The specialized 

differences of cities matter
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The enormous variety of global 

circuits connecting cities
¸ Some of these global circuits are specialised and some 

are not.

¸ Some are worldwide, others are regional.

¸ Different circuits contain different groups of countries 
and cities. 

¸ For instance, Mumbai is today on a global circuit for 
commercial real-estate development and investment  
that includes firms from cities as diverse as London and 
Bogotá. 

¸ Global commodity trading in coffee includes New York 
and São Paulo as major hubs. Global commodity trading 
in sunflower seeds includes Buenos Aires, Chicago and 
Mumbai. Gold includes Sao Paulo, Johannesburg, 
Sydney, Dubai, Mumbai, New York London, Zurich.
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This variability adds to the 

flexibility of urban economies

¸ It is critical for a large city to use its scale for 

diversifying its economyðotherwise it is a 

plantation economy, such as Detroit, even 

though it produces a high-tech ñcoffee-bean.ò

¸ Thus the current collapse of major financial 

institutions involves particular sets of global 

circuits and hence does not affect all global 

cities in the same way. But the tightening of the 

credit system affects far more global cities given 

the financializing of more and more sectors
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Culture, Politics, Migration, etc. also 

feed the proliferation of circuits

¸ For example, NGOs fighting for rainforests 

function in circuits that include Brazil and 

Indonesia, the global media centres of New York 

and London, and the major forestry companies 

and the headquarters of sellers (Oslo, London 

and Tokyo).

¸ The other side of all these trends is an 

increasing urbanising of global networks.
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A given city may be located on 

dozens of global circuits

¸ Looking at it from the perspective of a given city 
makes clear the diversity and specificity of its 
location on some, or many, of these circuits. 

¸ These emergent inter-city geographies begin to 
function as an infrastructure for multiple forms of 
globalisation. The first step is to identify the 
specific global circuits on which a city is located. 
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Each circuit has specific cities

¸ The groupings of cities vary on each circuit. 

¸ All of this also shows us that the specialised 

differences of cities matter, and that there is less 

competition among cities and more of a global or 

regional division of functions than is commonly 

recognised
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Specialized differences of cities

¸ The knowledge economies of São Paulo, Chicago and 
Shanghai all share a long history of servicing major 
heavy manufacturing sectors. Their economic histories 
are different form New York, London, or Rio de Janeiro. 

¸ Out of these specialised differences comes a global 
division of functions. Thus a steel factory, a mining firm, 
or a machine manufacturer that wants to go global will 
go to São Paulo, Shanghai or Chicago for its legal, 
accounting, financial, insurance, economic forecasting, 
and other such specialised services. It will not go to New 
York, London or Rio for this highly particular servicing. 
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Where does a cityôs knowledge 

economy come from?
¸ Recognising the value of the specialised differences of 
cities and urban regions in todayôs global economy 
shows how the economic history of a place matters for 
the type of knowledge economy that a city or a city-
region ends up developing. 

¸ This goes against the common view that globalisation 
homogenises economies. How much this economic 
history matters varies, and partly depends on the 
particulars of a cityôs or a regionôs economy. It matters 
more than is commonly assumed, and it matters in ways 
that are not generally recognised.
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Globalization: What exactly 

does it homogenize?

¸ Globalisation homogenises standards ïfor managing, 
for accounting, for manufacturing. 

¸ It also homogenises standards for building state-of-the-
art office districts and luxury hotels, state-of-the-art 
airports, and so on. The spread of these standards 
creates a sense of homogeneity, even though such 
standards do not exclude very original architecture.

¸ Such built environments are a kind of novel 
infrastructure: necessary but indeterminate
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But the global economy needs 

diverse specialized capacities
¸ The global economy needs those standardized built 

environments and it needs diverse specialised economic 
capabilities.

¸ Thus the indeterminacy of these built environments 
allows for sharp differences in the specialized economies 
that use them. State of the art office districts are very 
similar even when the types of business they handle can 
be radically different (if we take into account highly 
specialized differences)  
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These specialized differences feed  

the growing number of global cities

¸ Each of the 70 plus major and minor global cities in the 
world contributes to the production of these capabilities 
in its home country, and thereby functions as a bridge 
between its national economy and the global economy. 

¸ In this networked multi-city geography, most of the 
250,000 plus multinational corporations in the world have 
kept their headquarters in their home countries, no 
matter the vast numbers of affiliates, subsidiaries or 
offshore sourcing sites they may have around the globe. 
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One visual example

¸Density remains critical to the state-of-the-art 

knowledge economy ïthe global city economic 

function is the most advanced and sharpest 

instance of this.

¸ But density is constructed differently across 

major global cities.
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Density

- Mumbai
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Density

- NYC
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Density

- Shanghai
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Density 

- London
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Density

- Mexico City
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Density

- Johannesburg
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London (Population)
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London (Workplace)
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Sao Paulo (Population)
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