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Abstract: 
In this paper, the nexus power/production/social reproduction is explored through the lens of what 
Lefebvre has called the “urban revolution.” Redefining Marxist revolutionary objective, Lefebvre argues 
that social transformation will necessarily be urban and that this march towards a better world has started 
with the crisis of industrial capitalism three decades ago. The urban revolution leads to not simply a new 
mode of production, but also and mostly to a new ontology of everyday practices and social references 
that are urban , not simply because half of the human population lives in cities, but because with 
globalization, the language of cities, its identities, its forms of capital, its organization of social 
reproduction and human security are dominant even in the most rural areas. The urban becomes the 
mediation between the person and the world, it becomes the new habitus . This urban lens brings a focus 
on everyday life and spaces, on the interaction of production and social reproduction. 
 
The urban is always at once liberating (creative, resistant) and oppressive (state controls for the security 
of capital). Because the city concentrates (political, economic, cultural) power, because it attracts the new 
and different, because it produces numerous tensions, it becomes a target of choice for both those who 
resist the emerging world order and those who seek to reinforce it. Through an exploration of the impacts 
of the events of September 11, 2001 on cities, the paper explores this tension between power production 
and social reproduction in a disciplinary neoliberal order. Cities are particularly sensitive to the 
intensification of commodification, reprivatization of social reproduction, police controls and the “War of 
terrorism.” 9-11, as it has been called in the U.S., gives elites a new form of legitimation for control 
measures on the urban society. New security measures, from airport screening to racial profiling, from 
“gang-free” and “prostitution-free” zones to the criminalization of poverty, are not directly related to 
increasing national security so much as they represent the manipulation of middle- and upper-class 
feelings of insecurity in the face of difference. The city, just like the hospitals, prisons, and psychiatric 
asylum studied by Foucault, is an international space of control and normalization as much as spaces of 
resistance. 
 
In brief, this paper discusses the urbanity of the production and social reproduction of a new world order 
by focusing on three elements: 1) new state legitimation strategies in a context of disciplinary 
neoliberalism; 2) the manipulation and creation of fear in post 9-11 cities (particularly in the U.S.); and 3) 
the urban “production” of global resistance to commodification in the spaces of everyday life and the 
ensuing redefinition of citizenship. 
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The “Urban Revolution”: Terrorism, Security, Resistance1 
 

“…the slum has become the weakest link in the American empire.”  (Davis, 2004a)  
 

“Will mosquitoes defeat the U.S. militar y?” (Attaran, 2003)  
 

“Preach free trade, but don’t deliver on it, so Pakistani farmers become more impoverished. 
Then ask Congress to give a tax break for any American who wants to buy a gas -guzzling 

Humvee for business use … this means mo re U.S. oil imports from Saudi Arabia …  The 
Pakistani farmer we’ve put out of business with our farm subsidies then sends his sons to the 

Wahhabi school [financed by the Saudis] because it is tuition -free and offers a hot lunch … One 
of the farmer’s sons j oins Al Qaeda and is killed in Afghanistan by U.S. Special Forces, and we 

think we’re winning the war on terrorism.”  (Friedman, 2003)  
 
 

The present world urban population is 3.2 billion, larger than the total world population of 1960. 

By 2020, cities will account for all world population growth (Davis, 2004b: 5). Conservative 

estimates calculate that “there were at least 921 million slum-dwellers in 2001: nearly equal to 

the population of the world when young Engels first ventured onto the mean streets of 

Manchester” (Davis, 2004b: 13). While hypercities of more than 20 million people are impressive, 

most of this rapid urbanization occurs in smaller rural towns of the Global South, suddenly 

transformed in huge cities by global restructuring processes such as Structural Adjustment 

Programs and WTO agricultural policies. We are witnessing, in other words, a process of urban-

rural hybridization, where common sense distinctions between peasants and city dwellers are 

increasingly irrelevant. This interdependence between city and countryside is intensified not only 

in local cases of rural-urban migration (such as for instance in southern China), but by global 

dynamics of neoliberal restructuring and changing consumption patterns. 

 

It is the lack of control on this global urban-rural interdependence characterizing current 

urbanization processes that scares U.S. political and economic elites. Fear of quagmire in the 

urban maze of Baghdad in preparing for the war on Iraq, fear of malaria decimating U.S. soldiers 

fighting terrorists in tropical cities, fear of the explosion of urban mobs in the slums of the world, 

fear of the organized pressure of farmers in defeating the free trade talks in Cancún in the fall of 

2003… These are all examples of how cities become central to U.S. elites’ strategic thinking. 

                                                 
1
 A modified version of this paper is forthcoming in French as “La ville, l’État et le monde : Quelques réflexions sur 

le terrorisme, le capitalisme, le politique et l’urbain” in F.G.Dufour, S. Knafo, and I. Masson (eds.) Théories 
contemporaines de la politique globale. Montréal : Liber. 
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The problem with these cities and their inhabitants, from the point of view of U.S. strategists, is 

that they are, to use Mike Davis’s words, “radically homeless in the contemporary international 

economy” (Davis, 2004b: 26). They are not under the reach of the U.S.-led global disciplinary 

apparatus (supported by legal, economic, and military mechanisms). As Thomas Barnett, adviser 

to Donald Rumsfield, explains, “disconnectedness defines danger” (quoted in Gill, 2003a: 220). In 

this case, ‘danger’ is understood as threats to the accumulation of capital, threats to what Gill 

calls the “social reproduction of affluence” (Gill, 2003b), as well as terrorist threats. Trying to 

‘connect’ these urban-rural entities to global capitalism is one strategic option elaborated by 

various U.S. intellectuals. For instance, consider this statement: 

 

If the sons of American janitors can go die in Iraq to keep us safe,” says Robert 

Wright, author of “Non-Zero,” a book on global interdependence, “then American 

cotton farmers, whose average net worth is nearly $1 million, can give up their 

subsidies to keep us safe. Opening our markets to farm products and textiles would 

be critical to drawing many nations—including Muslim ones—more deeply into 

the interdependent web of global capitalism and ultimately democracy (Friedman, 

2003). 

 

The strategy privileged by the Bush administration, however, demonstrates a profound lack of 

understanding of this urban world. It consists of denying urbanity by attempting to erase its built 

form in order to permit more of the same in the use of brutal military force. In preparing for the 

war on Iraq, for instance, the U.S. military quietly invited ‘experts’ in erasing cities, the Israeli 

military (Graham, 2003; Davis, 2004a). Indeed, under the leadership of Ariel Sharon, the bulldozer 

razing Palestinian cities becomes the arm of choice in making space for the use of military 

artillery and for controlling populations: 

 

Asked how he would respond to Palestinian sniping at the new Jewish settlements 

of Gilo, implanted into the Palestinian neighbourhood of Beit Jela, south of 

Jerusalem, [Ariel Sharon] answered: ‘I would eliminate the first row of houses in 

Beit Jela’. The reporter enquired: what if the shooting persisted? Sharon replied: ‘I 

would eliminate the second row of houses, and so on. I know the Arabs. They are 
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not impressed by helicopters and missiles. For them there is nothing more 

important than their house. So, under me you will not see a child shot next to his 

father [a reference to Mohammed Al-Dorra]. It is better to level the entire village 

with bulldozers, row after row (Graham, 2003: 66). 

 

The same ‘cleaning’ strategies have long been used by non-military forces in trying to exert 

control on cities (slum clearance programs, moralizing social services, and so on). Cities are 

particularly sensitive to the intensification of commodification, reprivatization of social 

reproduction, police controls and the “war of terrorism.” 9-11 gives elites a new form of 

legitimation for control measures on the urban society. New security measures, from airport 

screening to racial profiling, from “gang-free” and “prostitution-free” zones to the 

criminalization of poverty, are not directly related to increasing national security so much as they 

represent the manipulation of middle- and upper-class feelings of insecurity in the face of 

difference. The city, just like the hospitals, prisons, and psychiatric asylum studied by Foucault, 

is an international space of control and normalization as much as a space of resistance. 

 

The urban-rural entities2 of the North as much as the South, in short, are at the core of processes 

of global change in power production and their dialectical relationship with social reproduction. 

In what follows, the urbanity of the production and social reproduction of a new world order is 

explored by focusing on three elements: 1) new state legitimation strategies in a context of 

disciplinary neoliberalism; 2) the manipulation and creation of fear in post 9-11 cities; and 3) the 

urban “production” of global resistance to commodification in the spaces of everyday life and the 

ensuing redefinition of citizenship. The first section explores what Lefebvre called the “urban 

revolution” in order to elaborate on the urban-rural entity as an important element of the 

power/production/social reproduction nexus (Lefebvre, 1970a). Then follow examples of the 

strategic use of cities by state actors and of the manipulation of fear in post 9-11 cities. The paper 

concludes with reflections on resistance to the neoliberal disciplinary world order. 

 

                                                 
2
 The term ‘urban-rural entity’ is suggested in order to designate the hybridization of what is conventionally 

understood as the countryside and the city, which, as elaborated below, is one of the main characteristic of the 
current process of urbanization. In what follows, it will be used interchangeably with the term ‘city’ (as a short 
hand), always keeping in mind that the city is not disconnected from rural areas. 
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Power, production, and social reproduction: The role of the ‘urban revolution’ 

 

In Wounded Cities: Destruction and Reconstruction in a Globalized World , Schneider and 

Susser argue, based on ethnographic case studies about the rising costs of everyday life in 

Mexico City, the weakening of survival infrastructure (such as heating systems) in Siberian 

cities, exploitation from narcotic traffickers as much as from the ‘War on Drugs’ in Kingston, 

Medellín, Philadelphia and Harlem, the spread of slums in Bangkok and Ho Chi Minh City, and 

the reconstruction of war-torn cities such as Belfast and Beirut, that “…a crisis of social 

reproduction appears to be in the making evidenced, on the one hand, by the degeneration of 

life—incarceration, benign neglect, displacement, infrastructural fragility—and, on the other 

hand, by the lack of a clear path, as yet, to effective political protest” (Schneider et Susser, 2003: 

15). Urban-rural entities are major sites where the crisis of social reproduction is produced 

through global processes of neoliberal discipline (reinforcing private property, reinsuring 

investors) and the locking in of a “new constitutionalism” that regulates and legitimates the 

starvation of cities (Structural Adjustment Programs, agricultural trade policies) (Bakker et Gill, 

2003). Consequently, social reproduction is, on the one hand, increasingly “linked to remote, 

unresponsive and increasingly illegitimate and unaccountable, often distant, alien structures, over 

which the mass of the world’s population seems to have little or no control,” (Bakker et Gill, 2003: 

13) and on the other hand, subject to the tyranny of slumlords, landlords, and the clientelism of 

neopopulist and religious leaders. At the same time, this situation of human insecurity has 

challenged the political legitimacy of elites, “a fact that explains why many of the world’s 

leaders have united under the banner of the “war against terrorism,” identifying terror with those 

that challenge the existing political order whether such resistance is legitimate or not” (Bakker et 

Gill, 2003: 13-4). 

 

The ‘war on terrorism’ is actualized through public policies, tensions, and economic relations 

that are fundamentally urban . The urban-rural entity that we commonly call the city is mediating 

a qualitatively new relation between social reproduction, power, and production. These 

qualitative changes, as elaborated below, are linked to transformations in social relations of 

production from an essentially national-suburban-industrial power/production nexus to a global-

urban-financial nexus. 
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Despite the strategic and empirical importance of cities in the production of a new world order, 

the city has rarely been considered in International Relations, except in the world-system theories 

of Braudel, Wallerstein, and Arrighi, where the city is considered the central container of 

hegemonic power (Wallerstein, 1974; Braudel, 1979; Arrighi, 1993). Only Braudel pushes the 

analysis further by exploring what is happening within  the everyday life of the city. He does not 

discuss, however, what is specifically urban in capital accumulation processes (such as the role 

of space, density, centrality, difference, connectivity, which are all urban characteristics). Tilly’s 

historical sociology also discusses the city, but sees it strictly as the privileged site of capital 

accumulation (Tilly, 1992). In urban and geographical literature, on the other hand, there have 

been very few efforts to reach out to IR specialists. It is only with the debates on globalization 

that some bridges have been established between the two audiences (for a good overview, see 

Harvey, 1985; Soja, 1989; Harvey, 1996). 

 

It has often been noted that globalization blurs our political understanding because social 

processes cross national borders (for example, O'Brien, 1992; Badie, 1995). It is thus important 

to take into account the spatial dimension of international relations, that is, to explore how new 

social processes are creating new political spaces (beyond the national territory). We are 

witnessing new forms of social experiences that profoundly redefine the nature of international 

relations, and one important characteristic of these new sociopolitical spaces is their urbanity. 

Henceforth, revisiting the work of Henri Lefebvre might be useful. Published in 1970, La 

révolution urbaine  synthesizes Lefebvre’s work on rural sociology, the everyday life, the right to 

the city, Marxism and dialectics, while anticipating his reflections on space published in 1974 in 

La production de l’espace  (for translations in English, Lefebvre, 1991; Lefebvre, 2003).  

 

Many have interpreted Lefebvre’s work on cities as the simple reflection of the urban revolts of 

the end of the 1960s. Lefebvre was indeed a great inspiration for May 1968 in Paris, particularly 

for his students in Nanterre, where it all started. He also wrote two books specifically on May 68: 

Le droit à la ville  et L’irruption, de Nan terre au sommet  (Lefebvre, 1968b; Lefebvre, 1968a). 

But in La révolution urbaine  (1970), his reflection goes beyond May 68. The events of Paris, 

Prague, Berkeley, La Havana, Mexico City, Athens, and many other cities represent for him 
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much more than a crisis of the industrial society, as the Frankfurt School elegantly argued 

(Marcuse, 1964; Benjamin, 2000), or again as elaborated in the work of Guy Debord in Société 

du spectacle (Debord, 1967). For Lefebvre, 1968 was the beginnings of the “urban society.” He 

writes:3 

 

Entire continents are switching from anterior revolutionary actions to urban 

guerillas with political goals that are directly concerning urban life and organization 

(without omitting or resolving problems of industrial and agricultural organization). 

The period of urban revolutions is starting. (Lefebvre, 1970: 61-62) 

 

In order to understand the subtleties of this argument, it is essential to differentiate between the 

city, that is the reifed ‘thing’ associated with a geographical location that present specific 

characteristics (a densely constructed space, often opposed to the ‘countryside’, where social 

interactions are intensified by rapid and frequent daily contacts), the municipal (the 

governmental level dealing with daily life issues), the local  (a geographical concept opposed to 

the global) and the urban  society , which designates the goal of social struggles starting at the end 

of the 1960s and towards which, with the intensification of globalization processes, we are 

rapidly approaching (for a similar distinction between the city and urbanization processes, see Harvey, 

1996). The “urban society” is thus a concept much broader than that of the city. It defines a mode 

of social, political, and economic relations, that is, a new world order. In other words, Lefebvre 

is recasting Marxist revolutionary objectives by asserting that the ideal society will necessarily 

be urban. The march towards this complete urbanization of the world, according to him, began 

with the crisis of industrial capitalism in the 1970s. At this historical juncture, he writes, “people 

do not see themselves as part of nature, that dark world submitted to mysterious forces. Between 

them and nature, between their home and the world, stands the essential mediation of the urban 

reality (Lefebvre, 1970a: 21).4 

 

                                                 
3
 In this draft, all translations are by myself, as I don’t have access to Neil Smith’s translation at the moment 

(Lefebvre, 2003). 
4
 As discussed in the conclusion of this paper, Lefebvre’s optimism towards the possibilities of a better life for 

humanity in a completely urbanized world has to be tempered by the dark picture of human poverty and unplanned 
urbanization drawn in the UN-Habitat report (UN-Habitat, 2003). Stripped from its Western-biased optimism, 
Lefebvre’s theorization of the centrality of urbanization in the construction of a new world order (and a new 
ontology) is nevertheless very useful for understanding the current processes of urban-rural hybridization. 
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The “urban revolution,” according to Lefebvre, results from a long historical process through 

which world society has evolved from an agricultural, to an industrial, and now to an urban mode 

of organization. To this historical process, a geographical process is superimposed, whereby 

around the 14th century, the city, as a geographical space, changed (in Europe) from bearing an 

essentially political function (the capital, the agora, the polis) to a mercantile function 

(symbolized by the central marketplace). During the 19th century, the city undergoes another 

transformation towards an essentially industrial function as the center of mass production and 

consumption. The current period constitutes, for Lefebvre, a “critical phase” of globalization. 

The urban mode of production, its imaginary, and its language is reaching out to the entire world. 

The ensuing “urban society” constitutes a new ontology of the world, not only because most 

people live in cities and because the city fabric is taking up more and more land, but mostly 

because we see the world differently. We live in an urban world because our language, our 

concepts, and our benchmarks are urban more than industrial or agricultural. 

 

A simplified example may help: in an agricultural world order, the farmer produces cereals for 

his/her sustenance (either through direct consumption, or, in a feudal system, for the lord) and to 

be sold on the village marketplace. His/her world is rural first and foremost. In an industrial 

world order, the farmer produces greater quantities of cereals that are primarily destined to the 

national mass market. His/her benchmark is the (largely state-regulated) national distribution 

system. Similarly, in an industrial world order, the manufacturing worker conceives his/her 

world at the national scale, in a system where mass production and consumption takes place in 

the suburbs. Indeed, postwar suburbanization (largely subsidized by state policies of freeway 

construction and homeownership) was essential to the Fordist mode of production as much as to 

the growing power of national states as actors on the international scene. Suburbanization created 

an enormous mass market while homogenizing the national territory and its social dynamics, 

which in turn nurtured national loyalties and political legitimacy.   

 

Since the end of the prosperous postwar years, the privileged sector of the economy has switched 

from manufacturing to services. The intensification of financial flows depends on control centers 

such as Manhattan or the City of London. Henceforth, the city gains back some economic and 

political weight. In an urban world order, manufacturing workers are more and more displaced at 
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the profit of knowledge economy workers, creating massive exclusion. The main cognitive 

benchmark is that of the city, of differentiation and market specialization, rather than that of a 

uniform, suburban, national territory. Even the farmer, whose profits on cereal production are 

now regulated through world market prices and the strength of the national currency, conceives 

the world as urban. When world demand for cereals increases, the price of his/her production 

also increases. However, these profits may rapidly disappear because increase in exports will 

lead to a stronger national currency. For example, world transactions of cereals taking place in 

U.S. dollars, a Canadian farmer will lose his/her profit when the Canadian dollar gains in 

strength because the conversion of the profit of higher cereal prices from U.S. to Canadian 

dollars will eliminate most of the farmer’s gain. 

 

In other words, agricultural production depends heavily on the financial logic, a logic that is both 

global and urban. While during the postwar years, free trade regimes excluded agriculture –thus 

strengthening national agricultural policies--, the GATT Uruguay Round (1986-1994) and the 

1994 WTO Agreement on Agriculture forced farmers to enter the logic of world market pricing. 

This had the direct result of putting small farmers in the North and the South out of business, 

while favoring agribusiness (which receives the vast majority of North American and European 

farm subsidies). Land dispossession and concentration, conversion to contract farming, and the 

imposition of genetically-modified seeds through an international property rights regime, have 

denied peasants sustenance and propelled a new wave of urbanization. Food consumption 

patterns have also changed through the availability at cheaper cost of non-local staples on local 

markets and through an increase in the offer of processed food (which are value-added 

commodities to compensate for low crop prices).5 

 

                                                 
5
 The current campaign against fast-food giants in the U.S. is a direct result of these changes in agricultural policies. 

In 1972, Nixon abandoned the U.S.D.A. policy of offering farmers a ‘nonrecourse loan’ to encourage the storage of 
overproduction crops rather than dumping them on the market and lowering the price. Now, with the subsidy 
system, the government directly pays farmers to compensate for low prices, without preventing them from selling 
their crops on the market. This overproduction (of corn for instance) is then exported worldwide, but also processed 
into corn sweeteners, corn-fed beef and chicken, and fast-food. Overproduction of corn happened before in 19

th
 

century U.S., when it was distilled into whisky and eventually led to the Prohibition. As Pollan explains, “The 
Alcoholic Republic has given way to the Republic of the Fat, but in both cases, before the clever marketing, before 
the change in lifestyle, stands a veritable mountain of cheap grain. Until we somehow deal with this surfeit of 
calories coming off the farm, it is unlikely that even the most well-intentioned food companies or public-health 
campaigns will have much success changing the way we eat” (Pollan, 2003: 44). 
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Hence, even though cities do not have the same attractive ‘pull’ as in the heydays of 

industrialization given the global restructuring of the labor market that decouples capital 

accumulation from job creation, urbanization continues on a massive scale. While most 

economic models predicted that urban recession would slow migration from the countryside, the 

exodus of surplus rural labor, created by Structural Adjustment Programs and WTO trade rules, 

pursues its course, forming sprawling urban slums. 

 

The decoupling of urbanization from industrialization has been foreseen by Lefebvre, although 

with his Western bias, he did not predict the misery it would entail. Indeed, urbanization and 

industrialization are usually considered two faces of the same capitalist mode of production. 

However, Lefebvre attributes to the urban an ontological status, which incorporates both a new 

mode of production (less based on mass industrialization than differentiation and specialization) 

and a new mode of social reproduction intimately linked to city life. It is not that agriculture and 

industry have ceased to exist, or that peasants do not identify as such anymore. It is mostly 

recognition of the ever increasing interdependence between the urban and the rural (with the 

dominance of the former). The urban becomes the terrain of power struggles, the mode of social 

relations, or in sociological language, the new habitus. 

 

This ‘postfordist’ analysis did not come without its critics.6 Probably the most controversial 

critique was published by Manuel Castells (a student of Lefebvre) in La question urbaine (1972), 

where he rejects the thesis that industrialization (and proletarian struggles) would not be the 

motor of historical change anymore. For Castells, the urban question is not a coherent scientific 

object of study and does not lead to a change of paradigm. What happens in cities, for him, is 

intimately linked to industrial processes (Castells, 1972). According to him, tensions between 

capital and labor take a specific form in cities given that claims do not only concern working 

conditions but also a better quality of life outside the workplace (what he calls claims for 

collective consumption). A similar objection was also put forward by David Harvey in Social 

Justice and the City  (1973), where he suggests that the urban is still heavily dependent on 

                                                 
6
 Lefebvre speaks of the urban society, rather than the postindustrial or postmaterial society (Touraine, 1984; 

Melucci, 1989). The concept of urban society enables to go beyond, without rejecting it, the single aspect of a 
change in the mode of production and to incorporate changes in social reproduction and their sociospatial 
ramifications. 
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industrialization and thus cannot be analyzed as an new mode of capitalist production (Harvey, 

1973). Harvey proposes as evidence that industrial capital is still much stronger than land 

capital.7 Nevertheless, in their more recent work, both Harvey and Castells insist on the 

importance of financial capital, while directly linking finance and city and thus agreeing with 

Lefebvre (Harvey, 1985; Castells, 1989; Castells, 1996; Harvey, 1999; Harvey, 2001).  

 

What are then the main characteristics of the urban society? First and foremost, it is about 

difference  rather than homogeneity (which characterizes mass industrialization). For Lefebvre, 

the urban society is “differentialist.” He writes: 

 

The urban is defined as the site where differences know, feel, and recognize one 

another, and thus where they confirm or infirm their presence. Attacks against the 

urban coldly or buoyantly plan the disappearance of differences, which are often 

mistaken with quaint particularities. The industrial, technocratic or individualist 

ideology is homogenizing. (Lefebvre, 1970: 130) 

 

On the one side, thus, the urban society is related to the social transformation of production, as 

exemplified with the discussion of farming above. On the other hand, the urban society is also a 

referent that transcends the alienation of capitalism with the victory of differences. Globalization 

and its urban dimension are at once the expression of mature capitalism, and also the opening of 

possibilities for a better world, what Lefebvre calls the ‘urban revolution’. 

 

Fear and insecurity: How the state sustains and creates in/security 

 
“No place epitomizes the American Experience and the American Spirit more than New Yor k 

City. Ironically, it is exactly because we are a city that embraces freedom - that welcomes 
everyone and encourages their dreams - that New York remains on the frontlines in the war on 

                                                 
7
 A complex debate on the relation between industrialization and urbanization emerged from these two books, but 

space does not permit to go into details here. Another thesis was also developed by Jane Jacobs, and reworked by 
Edward Soja (Jacobs, 1969; Jacobs, 1984; Soja, 2000). Here, the question of the historical periodicity of 
urbanization and industrialization is reversed. Soja argues that the city is at the origin of all modes of economic 
organization. In this perspective, all economic stages enumerated by Marx (slavery, feudalism, capitalism, 
socialism) are first and foremost propelled by the agglomeration of people, ideas, power, and resources in cities, 
starting with the first known city, Çatal Hüyük (in what is today Turkey). 
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terror. ”—Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg , Speech to the Republican Convent ion in New York City,  
August 30 , 2004  ( www.nytimes.com ) 

 
“And you know something, Mayor Bloomberg, Governor Pataki, all of you that worked so hard 
in bringing this convention to New York, our president and the party that decided they’d have it 
here, above and beyond everything else, it’s a statement, it’s a strong statement that New York 
City and America are open for business and we are stronger than ever. … You know, we’re just 
not going to let the terrorists determi ne where we have political conventions, where we go, how 

we travel. We’re Americans. The land of the free and the home of the brave. ”—Rudolph 
Giulian i, Speech to the Republican Convention in New York City , Augus t 30, 2004 

( www.nytimes.com ) 
 

“My fellow Americans, for as long as our country stands people will look to the resurrection of 
New York City and they will say: Here buildings fell, here a nation rose.” —George W. Bush, 

Acceptance speech to the Republican Conventi on in New York City, September 2, 2004 
( www.nytimes.com ) 

 

The urban-rural entity has become a strategic site in the creation of a new world order. The 

overwhelming process of urbanization described so far (implicating important restructurings in 

the power/production/social reproduction nexus) creates enormous amounts of human insecurity. 

In this section, we explore how global elites are responding to these uncertainties by 

manipulating fear and attempting to relegitimize state intervention in the economic and social 

spheres (after three decades of a minimal state ideology) through the offer of ‘security’ to certain 

people at the expense of others. The argument is that more than simply military, police, or 

geopolitical ‘security’, the forms taken by this offer of state protection respond directly to urban 

pressures. In the current post-9/11 geopolitical context, superimposed on a crumbled Keynesian 

social security system, offers of state protection are not shaped by ideals of social solidarity, but 

by promises of maintaining the quality of life (understood as consumerism, gentrification, and 

erasure of the Other) and controlling those that threaten it. 

 

Cities are thus strategically utilized to maintain disciplinary neoliberalism and to “secure capital” 

(Bakker et Gill, 2003). The fact that the Bush-Cheney campaign opted for long-time Democratic 

New York City as the site for the Republican Convention illustrates the importance of cities, and 

particularly New York, not only for U.S. business, but also for shaping an image of a protective, 

caring, and securing presidential candidate. The fact that the GOP showcased the ‘hero’ of 9-11, 

Rudolph Giuliani, and his program for ‘cleaning’ and ‘securing’ NYC during his term as Mayor 

is also illustrative (for a good critique of Giuliani’s measures, see Smith, 1996). What follows 

http://www.nytimes.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/
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elaborates on two examples of how the state sustains the disciplinary neoliberal order by 

strategically utilizing cities: through normalization and through the illusion of global 

competitiveness. 

 

The city as a target for social normalization  

Facing the fall of the Twin Towers under the impact of suicidal planes controlled by terrorists, 

Beaudrillard wrote: 

 

We must, then, assume that the collapse of the towers – itself a unique event in 

the history of modern cities – prefigures a kind of dramatic ending and, all in all, 

disappearance both of this form of architecture and of the world system it 

embodies. Shaped in the pure computer image of banking and finance, 

(ac)countable and digital, they were in a sense its brain, and in striking there the 

terrorists have struck at the brain, at the nerve-center of the system (Beaudrillard, 

2002: 44-5). 

 

According to Beaudrillard, September 11, 2001 constitutes a world symbolic event representing 

a slowing down of globalization processes (Beaudrillard, 2002: 3). The attacks had an important 

impact on New York City, and on global cities generally. Already-existing polarization trends 

between the haves and the haves-not have been legitimized in the name of ‘security’. State 

subsidies to big corporations were multiplied (in the name of support for implementing new 

security measures and for reconstruciton), while social redistribution programs continued to 

diminish (in the name of global competitiveness). The importance of Lower Manhattan as the 

nervous center of the global economy was shaken, not in its financial and technological power, 

but it was a good excuse for firms to move out of overpriced Manhattan towards other cities 

(American Airlines left Manhattan for Dallas) and towards other less visible centers in New 

York city-region (Midtown Manhattan, Brooklyn, Jersey City, Hoboken, and Queens).8 The 

estimated economic loss to NYC was $83 billion, roughly 125,000 jobs, with a climb in office 

                                                 
8
 As Peter Marcuse writes, “Before September 11, having the highest status location, the most symbolic site, the 

most important address was a desiderata for many global business firms. Today, precisely those characteristics have 
a negative meaning also; they represent characteristics seen, rightly or wrongly, as creating a prime target for 
attack.” (Marcuse, 2003 : 276).  
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vacancy rates to 10% and a decrease in hotel occupancy rates by 10% (Savitch, 2003: 113-4). But 

relatively speaking, the physical damage were small, confined to a few square blocks. Economic 

difficulties were already looming on NYC before the attacks, and following a decade of 

speculation, sweatshop proliferation, and Giuliani’s racialized policing and crime reduction 

programs, median income increased by 11% in Manhattan, while decreasing by 3% in the other 

boroughs of the city (Scott 2002, cited in Harvey, 2003: 38).  

 

Beaudrillard was right, 9-11 changed architectural and urbanistic practices in global economic 

centers (for a good critical overview of the impact of 9-11 on NYC, please see Sorkin et Zukin, 2002).9 

However, the real and symbolic impact of 9-11 goes beyond urbanistic changes. The symbolic 

attack against U.S.-led globalization orchestrated by terrorists was also an attack on the “urban 

society” described by Lefebvre. Beaudrillard insists that resentment towards the concentration of 

power characteristic of neoliberalism does not only emerge out of those who are ‘losers’ in this 

world order, but also out of those who are ‘winners’ (Beaudrillard, 2002: 6). This resistance to 

the rise of the urban society does not only come from the outside, but also and mostly from the 

inside. National states, particularly the United States, deploy enormous resources and energy 

order to ‘reorder’ and control the urban phenomenon. While in 1992, when Los Angeles was 

burning under the flames of the multiracial Justice Riot, the Federal administration responded 

with indifference. No financial aid was channeled to L.A. for reconstruction, while the national 

suburban majority was watching the events on TV thinking this was not their problem. L.A. is 

now healing its wound on its own, subjected to a police and social control as powerful as the one 

we are now witnessing in NYC. In 2001, when Manhattan was burning as a result of the terrorist 

attacks, the Federal administration reacted strongly, subsidies pouring into the city. The city, for 

the U.S. government, became an international strategic issue. 

  

These recent events have highlighted the city as both a target and an issue. However, the 

strategic role of cities has existed for much longer. Already in 1925, for instance, the Soviets saw 

the big city as the incarnation of capitalism and of the manipulation by the bourgeoisie 

(Lefebvre, 1970a). It is at approximately the same period that the suburban bourgeois utopia, an 

                                                 
9
 It is interesting to note that the fall of the Twin Towers has left a more important symbolic mark than the attacks on 

the Pentagon in the 9-11 imagery; financial and urban impacts seem to have been more prominent in people’s minds 
than military and national symbols. 
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anti-urban utopia subsidized by various state programs, took roots in the United States (Fishman, 

1987). In both cases, the city was perceived as problematic, but not as a national or international 

issue. In both cases, from the city emanated too much difference and tensions. In the same vein, 

the looting and siege of Sarajevo, a cross-road city, in the 1990s is a declaration to this fear of 

difference. Although it is rarely acknowledged, the city is at the heart of the political (Isin, 2002). 

For this reason, it is the target of state policies. In response to the chaos of the big city created by 

the cramming of an entire society within it, the state chooses control and over-organization. The 

city, to use Lefebvre’s words again, is subject to “permanent violence and repression” (Lefebvre, 

1970: 124). 

 

Even in the supposedly deregulated world of neoliberal globalization, the city is the theater of 

globalization by a police state and by new constitutionalism. The events of 9-11 have given 

global elites a symbol legitimizing the intensification of control measures on the urban society. 

They take various forms, from the designation of “gang-free” and “prostitution-free” zones 

where police intervention is facilitated by more flexible civil rights measures, to surveillance 

cameras or the use of sprinklers shooting water randomly and thus preventing homeless people to 

sleep on park benches, or again increased security measures in train stations and public buildings 

with specific targets for people of color (Davis, 1990; Davis, 1998;  for an interesting discussion 

of the case of London, see Coaffee, 2004). As Peter Marcuse suggests, these security measures 

are by no means related to real danger, but rather the result of a manipulation of fear to exert a 

control long desired by elites (Marcuse, 2003: 274).  

 

But in the midst of this increasingly visible control, more pervasive forms of normalization are 

taking place. In post-9/11 U.S., 

 

Consumer confidence was therefore seized upon as the key to revival. Everyone 

was urged to reinstate all the old values, to shop until they dropped, to travel the 

world as if nothing had changed (even though the national guard was patrolling 

everywhere, traffic was being stopped and arbitrarily searched and the lines at 

airport security were often chaotic). But it proved difficult to “normalize” lives in 
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abnormal times without losing new-found solidarities. Social inequality in the city 

became more rather than less emphatic (Harvey, 2003: 41). 

 

The city is also a strategic site for the world management of flows of all kinds, including people. 

Here again, the relation between the locking in of a disciplinary world order and the city 

becomes salient. One example is particularly illustrative. The United States (among other 

immigrant countries) collaborates with the UN refugee commission in their selection of eligible 

refugees. In 1995, they decided to process refugee claims before their arrival on U.S. territory, 

that is, in UN refugee camps or in ‘transit cities’ such as Cairo, Rio de Janeiro, or New Delhi. 

Indeed, the UN noticed that refugees were increasingly avoiding camps because they were 

perceived as dead-ends. Instead, UN metropolitan refugee centers saw an explosion of demands. 

These ‘transit city centers’ are controversial because refugees tend to incorporate the local 

informal economy while waiting for their claim to be processed. Given that many refugee claims 

to the U.S. are refused, many of them end up staying in these transit cities, where the rise of 

xenophobia is more and more tangible (Blessing, 2003).  

 

Cities, which are perceived as dangerous because of the presence of certain people, activities, or 

lifestyles that do not correspond to the bourgeois or rural ideal, constitute terrains of struggles, 

where the real and material impact of state decisions abstractly crafted in the comfort of air-

conditioned government buildings protected from the urban chaos (and from potential terrorists) 

is the most concrete. The city, like the hospital, prisons, and asylum studied by Foucault 

(Foucault, 1961; Foucault, 1972; Foucault, 1975), is an international issue of normalization. It is 

also, as municipal and national elites constantly repeat, an issue of economic development and 

poverty management, which, according to the neoliberal ideology, can only occur through global 

competition. 

 

Global competitiveness  

Just as cities are becoming important actors within nation-states (which influences the process of 

‘national interest’ definition), they also increasingly act directly on the international scene. City-

regional elites have very well understood that economic growth necessitates the agglomeration of 

economic actors in ‘winning places’. This, as Harvey perceptively notes, creates uneven 
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geographical development with winning cities on the one side, and cities breeding human misery 

on the other (Harvey, 1985; Harvey, 1996; Harvey, 1999; Harvey, 2001). While Harvey explains 

the success of the Manhattans of the world through Marxist crisis theory (insisting on the notion 

of “spatial fix”), others insist more on the innovative force emanating from the agglomeration of 

knowledge, infrastructure, and capital (Storper, 1997; Scott, 1998; Soja, 2000). Here, economic 

success is understood as a path-dependent process creating specific synergies, which are 

attracting more and more highly-skilled workers, capital, and infrastructures. Much of the 

economic development policies of the 1990s have attempted to foster such synergies. These 

entrepreneurial policies of tax breaks, urban renewal, and city marketing have had dramatic 

effects on marginalized populations. As Sharon Zukin puts it, it is a process of “pacification by 

cappuccino” (Zukin, 1995: 28).  

 

As economic growth motors, prosperous city-regional elites exert pressure on national states as 

much as international organizations for ‘solving’ urban tensions that are creating too much 

uncertainty for investors, highly-skilled workers, and middle-class consumers. City-regional 

politicians and policy-makers are becoming important actors in international politics. This is 

particularly visible in the European Union, where regions are often consulted at the same rate as 

nation-states (see for instance, Balme, 1996; Balme, Chabanet et al., 2002). But paradiplomatic 

actions are also undertaken by other municipalities in sectors such as research and development, 

industrial policy, technology transfers, tourism, labor market regulation, etc. (Duchacek, 1984; 

Keating, 1996). 

 

Responding to this growing economic strength for ‘winning cities’, nation-states tend to abandon 

national inter-regional equalization programs, developing instead policies favoring already-

winning regions in order to increase global competitiveness. Within cities, the strength of this 

global competitive logic illustrates clearly the success of the global neoliberal disciplining 

apparatus. Indeed, as Brenner and Theodore (2002) argue, cities are witness to the evolution of 

neoliberalism from the “proto-neoliberalism” of intellectuals such as Hayek and Friedman, to the 

anti-statist neoliberalism a la Reagan and Thatcher, where cuts in the welfare state system and 

the erection of new constitutionalist mechanisms were encouraged by the macroeconomic 

turbulence of the period, to the current period of normalization and diffusion  of neoliberalism, 
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where the state appropriates community-based critiques of anti-statism as a means to manage the 

crisis of legitimacy. 

 

“… [N]eoliberalism at the national and international scales,” writes Gough, “provides a 

disciplinary framework that keeps in check the potential politicization of new local socialization, 

whether they be industrial clusters or community participation” (Gough, 2002: 74). In seeking to 

uncover the forms of socialization developed under neoliberalism (such as business 

organizations, clusters, top-down mobilizations of community, and so on), Gough argues that 

these forms of coordination and cooperation outside of market relations help fostering social 

appropriation of a state-led neoliberal agenda. It helps, in other words, going beyond state tactics 

to “convince” citizens of the legitimacy of their decisions, in order to create an environment in 

which citizens themselves push for neoliberalism. The neoliberalization of urban policy agendas 

is a complex web of technologies of power and political economic shifts that re-regulate 

everyday life and social reproduction. Focusing on cities help understand the “regularization or 

normalization of a complex, contradictory and crisis-prone system of human interaction through 

diverse and difficult-to-coordinate practices, agents and institutions” (Paul, 2002: 470).  

 

It is through the observation of how neoliberalism affect people’s reference schemes in their 

everyday life that one can measure how cities are strategically used for locking in a new world 

order. In our interviews with global elites and community activists and their role in urban politics 

in Toronto, Roger Keil and I heard numerous times that global competitiveness is as ‘natural’ as 

motherhood (Boudreau et Keil, 2004). This is a good indicator of how ‘normal’ neoliberalism 

has become for city dwellers, for they cannot imagine social reproduction without global 

competitiveness between cities. 

 

‘Urban revolution’ or ‘urban involution’? Resistance in the new world order 

 

More than 30 years after the publication of La révolution urbaine , Lefebvre’s optimism towards 

the complete urbanization of the world, which he saw as a “differentialist manifesto” (a book 

published the same year as La révolution urbaine , Lefebvre, 1970b), was interpreted by some as 

an avant-garde sign of postmodernism (Soja, 1996). I would rather insist on understanding this 
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optimism as a reaction of the Stalinism and statism of the French Communist Party. The hope 

was that the ‘urban revolution’ would lead to a better world because urbanization, for Lefebvre, 

meant valorizing social reproduction and everyday life over technocratic and normalizing 

measures. Yet, while the current urbanized world does insist on specialization and differentiation 

(through a global competitive logic), it certainly does not correspond to Lefebvre’s 

understanding on the potentials of difference. To the contrary, this global competitive logic is 

tightly related to massive normalization, homogenization, and exclusion practices. Suffice it to 

picture the décor of a corporate hotel room and its surrounding neighborhood in any city of the 

world to capture the homogenizing tendencies inherent to a neoliberal world order.  

 

Moreover, while Lefebvre’s work foresaw the complete urbanization of the world that is now, I 

would argue, a sociocultural, political, economic, and statistical reality, the expected fulfillment 

of human creativity that Lefebvre associated with the urban society is far from being realized. 

Has Lefebvre’s ‘urban revolution’ become an ‘urban involution’? Mike Davis is certainly not as 

hopeful as Lefebvre. In Planet of Slums , he suggests that many cities are on the verge of 

involution, that is, they are caught in a spiraling of self-exploitation by the excluded on the 

excluded: 

 

As rural areas lose their ‘storage capacity’, slums take their place, and urban 

‘involution’ replaces rural involution as a sink for surplus labour which can only 

keep pace with subsistence by ever more heroic feats of self-exploitation and the 

further competitive subdivision of already densely filled survival niches (Davis, 

2004b: 27). 

 

Urban slums have been on the verge of involution before; any account of the industrial 

revolution would recognize this. The difference today is that the solution of migrating away from 

the misery of the slums is now foreclosed by high-tech security measures at the borders of 

prosperous countries and cities. Does this mean the only means of protest in immiserated urban-

rural entities is the path of pre-industrial urban mob rising during crises of starvation? 
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Resistance in the new urban and neoliberal world order does exist beyond explosions of urban 

mobs. In a sense, Lefebvre’s optimism towards the urban revolution is not completely irrelevant. 

For him, the urban revolution culminates when city dwellers appropriate changes in order to 

reaffirm the creativity of everyday life. The most obvious example of this mounting resistance is 

the Global Justice Movement (GJM), which is arguably the best example of a movement born 

out of the current urbanization process (for an excellent example linking urban and global 

mobilization, see Conway, 2004). Typically urban struggles such as resistance to water 

privatization and protection of slum dwellers from bulldozers and other forms of violence are at 

the core of the GJM, in the global North as much as the global South. Struggles against water 

privatization in Detroit are connected to those in South Africa and Bolivia and around the world 

(see for instance, waterissweat.org). Similarly, slum dwellers movements in Mumbai are linked 

with their peers in Bangkok or Sao Paulo (Appadurai, 2002). This illustrates the importance of 

traditional municipal issues (such as water or public housing) for constructing alternative forms 

of globalization. Left social movements (whether they represent themselves as urban or not) are 

constantly reaffirming the centrality of urban struggles in their articulation of the local and the 

global.  

 
But urban struggles are not confined to municipal jurisdictional responsibilities (housing, water, 

transit, etc.), nor to the administrative limits of the municipality. The MST in Brazil recruits 

many of its activists in the favellas of Rio, just like urban-based university students protesting the 

WTO talks in Cancún last winter were working in solidarity with peasants in order to change the 

agricultural subsidizing policies of North America and Europe. Similarly, when Toronto-based 

activists hike up to Temagami (northern Ontario) to protect trees, or when urban aboriginals get 

together to face the federal government on the urgency to consider off-reservation issues, it 

becomes clear that urban struggles are in fact at the core of the construction of a just world. 

 

Henceforth, the urban society produces networks of activists at the global scale, whether they 

live in global cities or not. The intensity of transnational mobilization within cities is particularly 

important given that these urban-rural entities are ferociously targeted by the disciplinary 

mechanisms set up by global elites. The city constitutes a global political space where many 

activists are not citizen of the country in which they live. And as a global political space, the 

urban-rural entity profoundly questions the national institution of citizenship. The presence in 
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cities of many people with no legal existence disturbs the national legal and philosophical 

categories that have been transposed at the global scale through the implementation of new 

constitutionalist measures. Interactions between activists in different cities have opened 

possibilities for problematizing these categories. For instance, in comparing homeless activism in 

U.S. cities with slum activists in India, Roy highlights how U.S. citizenship is understood as 

“propertied citizenship” (Roy, 2003). It is this model of citizenship which is transposed at the 

global scale through international organizations. When U.S. strategists express their fear of 

urban-rural entities in the global South, they expose their ignorance of different models of 

political membership. Roy writes: “Put bluntly, American cities are free of the populist volatility 

of squatting and other forms of informality, but they are fraught with the humiliation of 

homelessness” (Roy, 2003: 474). She continues, and I leave her the last words: 

 

As I write, in a post-September 11 era, at a moment of great neo-Orientalism, it 

becomes clear that critical transnational analysis is more important than ever 

before. For another type of transnationalism is taking hold. This is the imperial 

frontier, the transnational replication of the American ideal of propertied 

citizenship. Thus, a recent tongue-in-cheek editorial satirizes the idea of reforming 

Afghanistan through “full-contact suburbanization” (Pesci 2001). The author 

argues that paving over Afghanistan with six-lane highways will replace Soviet-era 

tanks with ready markets for SUVs and will lead to the “safe spaces” of housing 

development, shopping malls, and Disneyesque theme parks: “Deploy and install 

all this stuff and the only government that the Afghans will need is a zoning 

board.” There is a chilling truth to this satire, in the way in which urban form 

comes to be associated with property ownership and how this, in turn, comes to be 

linked to liberal democracy. (Roy, 2003: 483-4) 
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