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preFaCe

There is little question today that processes of globalization affect national and 
local economies, governance processes and conditions for economic compet-
itiveness in the major urban regions of the world. The question one must ask 
is to what degree are these processes generating new configurations of power 
and politics, and at what spatial scale? This volume is derived from the ef-
forts of fourteen scholars, who together represent the International Metropol-
itan Research Consortium (iMRC), a four-year collaborative research project 
structured around the exploration of governance and scale through case study 
research on metropolitan development in Berlin, Delhi, Istanbul, New York, 
Paris, Rio de Janeiro, Rome and Shenzhen. Our starting ambition in address-
ing these cases was not based on expectations of convergence in outcomes, nor 
did we expect to find a single theoretical frame to neatly encompass all of our 
studies. Instead, we sought to use the case studies to shed light on the ways 
metropolitan development was occurring amidst differences (institutionally, 
politically, economically and discursively). Following a growing body of com-
parative urban scholarship, we were “committed to revisability, to thinking 
through a diversity of urban outcomes and to being open to starting to theo-
rize from anywhere” (Robinson 2016: 191). Each team began by identifying 
development policies which were metropolitan in scope. We recognized that 
there would be contextual variation in the framing of metropolitan regions; 
thus, all agreed to explore policies which extended beyond the urban core 
without pre-given ontological assumptions about the nature of metropolitan 
regions, exploring the processes of their construction in line with a tradition 
of analysis of the ‘political economy of scale’. Working across four disciplines – 
political science, planning, geography and sociology – and traversing three 
continents, the group members each set out to explore three major hypotheses 
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on metropolitan governance and scale construction in light of processes of 
‘globalized neo-liberalization’:

 i on the role of the state: testing the hypothesis that the role of the state, despite ‘glo-
balization’ and decentralization trends, remains very important, if not central, 
in the governance of metropolitan areas, with instruments varying  because of 
the political culture of the country rather than because of exogenous factors;

 ii on public-private relations and the role of big firms in the governance of met-
ropolitan development: testing the hypothesis that the involvement of big 
firms is strongly dependent upon the nature of public-private relations in 
the country and in the metropolitan area considered – the behavior of 
firms may vary according to their degree of strategic capacity, their sector 
of activity, their degree of internationalization, etc.;

 iii on rescaling at the metropolitan level: testing the hypothesis that ‘rescaling’ 
(whenever occurring) at the metropolitan level depends upon important 
features of societal configuration (e.g., the nature of the state, degree of 
centralization/decentralization or strength of local governments) which 
are highly diverse, and which may have different effects in terms of re- 
scaling according to context conditions.

Each team approaches these questions through their own disciplinary orien-
tations and unique political geographies. At the same time, the research is de-
signed to enable comparison across a variety of cases through a common set of 
hypotheses and the shared spatial focus on metropolitan region. Thus, taking the 
advice of Kantor and Savitch (2005: 137), we seek to “to address issues that have 
similar meaning in a broad variety of political contexts” while allowing for a 
high diversity of cases, which favors a comparative attitude of variation-finding 
(cf. Robinson 2017). The result is a rich set of cases which empirically explore 
the politics and policy of scale constructions. Together, they shed light on the 
highly contested and often incomplete nature of metropolitan rescaling. They 
reveal the powerful role that state actors play in metropolitan development 
politics. And, finally, they highlight the significant place of path dependency in 
shaping the trajectories of metropolitan development processes.
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1
introDuCtion

Actors, policies and processes in the 
construction of metropolitan space: conceptual 
and analytical issues

Enrico Gualini and Jill Simone Gross

Foreword

This volume moves from the observation that the issue of  metropolitan 
 development is being redefined worldwide, along with its institutional 
 frameworks, modes of governance, policy instruments and spatial strategies.

While certainly not new, this phenomenon does appear to be taking on new 
features. The renewal of attention comes from a discursive framing of metro-
politan regions as key ‘spaces of competitiveness’ within globalized ‘spaces of 
competition’ and as hubs for the management and control of flows of capital, 
goods and information in globalized economies. This goes hand in hand with 
the emergence of new patterns of interests, influence and collaboration be-
tween states and firms, and between public and economic actors in metropol-
itan regions.

We do not, however, take these processes to be linear, unidirectional or 
monolithic; rather, they are “simultaneously constraining structures and en-
abling constructs of meaning” which may or may not lead to formal institu-
tionalization (Schmidt 2010: 4). In some instances, discursive frames become 
the basis for institution building, while in others, they fail to overcome the 
constraints of existing interests, structures or paths. The ‘fuzzy’ nature of met-
ropolitan space as a policy object instead means that its political expression as 
scale is contested. Indeed, each of the cases presented in this volume highlights 
these dynamics – albeit from their own unique contextual perspectives.

Accordingly, we argue that metropolitan space, far from being a consoli-
dated policy object, is currently being redefined. It is increasingly viewed as 
a political stake, and, as such, it is being constructed and contested as a spa-
tial scale through policy practices and discourses related to spatial-economic 
development objectives. In this sense, we stand for the heuristic significance 



4 Enrico Gualini and Jill Simone Gross

of a distinctively social-constructivist and strategic-relational understanding of 
metropolitan space as object of inquiry. In what follows, we present what can 
best be understood as the meta-theoretical scaffolding that underlies contem-
porary understandings of the construction of metropolitan scale. This chapter 
serves as a reference for the empirical cases studies presented in Chapters 2–9 
and the comparative lessons discussed in Chapter 10.

Constructing metropolitan space: introducing the topic

The renewed attention to political economy approaches in critical urban stud-
ies has been an important undercurrent in contemporary research on met-
ropolitan space. The idea that (social) space is a (social) product can thus be 
viewed as an expression of changes in our understanding of social and state- 
society relations. Each society is perceived to be ‘appropriating’ space through 
relations of (material and symbolic) production and reproduction (Lefèbvre 
1974; see Brenner 2001b). Metropolitan space itself is thus seen as a paradig-
matic instance of both the ‘historicity of geography’ (Harvey 1995) and its 
social production as ‘reality’. What is striking about this turn however is the 
fact that, despite these understandings, analyses of the ‘production of space’ re-
main an underdeveloped dimension of metropolitan governance research. All 
the authors in this collection investigate the reconfiguration of metropolitan 
space, directly or indirectly, in an effort to begin to fill this gap. In doing so, 
the collection contributes to building better understandings of territoriality 
and related political-institutional practices. For all cases, the reconfiguration 
of metropolitan space is viewed as a constitutive dimension of policy and gov-
ernance practices.

Contemporary theories on metropolitan space are being significantly re-
framed by attention to changes in the territoriality of capitalism associated with 
political-economic restructuring and its spatial dimensions. This has led to a 
significant conceptual shift in a field long dominated by the theoretical and 
normative assumptions of ‘public choice’ and reform-oriented ‘metropolitan 
consolidation’ models. The former emphasized metropolitan spaces as the out-
come of the unfettered market with “little or no role for government”  (Savitch 
and Vogel 2000: 164). The latter, by contrast, problematized the region as 
overly fragmented and focused on governmental consolidation as a normatively 
desirable response. Thus, metropolitan space was seen as a top-down govern-
mental solution. These dichotomized and normatively driven views of met-
ropolitan regions failed to account for the very real complexities endemic to 
the governance of metropolitan space, where neither market nor government 
proved to be adequate explicators. The ‘new-regionalist’ paradigm emerged as 
a rich but not unproblematic combination of theoretical contributions capable 
of accounting for new governance and regulation practices as background to 
the economic geography of late ‘globalized’ capitalism.
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In the wake of these developments, research on the politics of metropolitan 
regions has taken new avenues. On the one hand, the struggle for adequate 
institutions and ‘scales’ for metropolitan government and governance is in-
creasingly seen as marked by resistance to governmental changes in territorial 
jurisdictions and failures in constituting their reform (Lefèvre 1998; Jouve and 
Lefèvre 2002). Agency thus becomes an important focus in building new un-
derstandings of metropolitan space, and urban research has converged toward 
analyzing the political capacity of actors and coalitions to govern urban society 
by adapting to outside pressures and transforming local policies. This occurs 
at the interface between state policies and market competition, leading to new 
modes of governance ( John 2001; Jouve 2005; Gross 2010) and experimental 
combinations of modes of regulation (Le Galès 1998; Bagnasco and Le Galès 
2000; Lefèvre 2001; Kazepov 2005).

On the other hand, the political economy of globalization redefines geo-
graphic specificity as a function of global restructuring processes. Spatial 
relations are reframed in terms of differential connectivity and strategic net-
working, thus redefining the territorial basis of the global economy as a  mosaic 
of transnationally connected city-regions (Keating 2001; Scott 2001; Scott 
et al. 2001). In connection with global economic integration and the reordering 
of urban hierarchies, discourse on metropolitan regions is reframed. In turn, 
metropolitan spaces are looked upon in terms of their role as nodes of transna-
tional economic transactions and the competitive polarization of metropolitan 
geographies.

Taken together, these perspectives highlight the multi-level and multi-scalar 
dynamics of metropolitanization processes. At the intersection of these per-
spectives, a significant shift has emerged from considering metropolitan areas 
as outcomes of ‘metropolitanization’ processes based on linear growth and de-
velopment patterns – to be administratively ‘managed’ – to conceiving metro-
politan regions as policy spaces for ‘performative’ issues to be actively addressed 
at different policy levels and spatial scales – local, national and transnational.

Accordingly, dominant narratives of metropolitan governance are connoted 
by a constructivist ‘relativization of space’ as they increasingly question terri-
torial reifications of metropolitan space. ‘New-regionalist’ interpretations, in 
particular, as they emphasize the decline of approaches to territorial reform and 
jurisdictional consolidation, redefine metropolitan regions as ‘action spaces’ 
rather than ‘action units’, focusing attention on governance practices aimed at 
the modernization of competition- and growth-oriented policies, and on the 
development of multi-actor forms of cooperation and co-production. Metro-
politan spaces are seen as defined by governance practices that reframe actors, 
institutions and their interests around these performative issues.

The ‘new-regionalist’ wave of metropolitan governance in Western 
late-capitalist countries – particularly in Europe – is thus seen as an expres-
sion of state-promoted practices of ‘experimental regionalism’ (Gualini 2004; 
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Deas and Lord 2006). It is characterized by context-dependent combinations 
of features, including functionalist or delegated forms of vertical integration; 
 voluntary-associative forms of horizontal integration; loosely coupled and 
weakly institutionalized policy arenas; consensus-oriented, conflict-avoiding  
practices of coordination and neo-corporatist deliberation; institutionally 
 provided incentive structures (‘shadow of hierarchy’); and new emergent forms 
of territorially-based political leadership across sectors (see Lefèvre 1998, 2001; 
Savitch and Vogel 2000; Lowery 2001; Gualini 2004; Hoffmann-Martinot and 
Sellers 2005; Jouve 2005; Borraz and Le Galès 2010).

Normatively, this emphasizes the need to provide effective functional, 
 organizational and economic spaces, generating experimental policy responses at 
various scales (Herrschel and Newman 2002; Wilks-Heeg et al. 2003;  Brenner 
2004). Metropolitan governance comes to be seen as an issue of ‘organizing 
capacity’ (Van den Berg et al. 1997) and ‘organizing connectivity’. It is seen as 
facing not only the fragmentation of involved actors and institutions but also 
the “disconnectedness of learning practices and policies” (Salet et al. 2003: 377). 
Hence the call for new (supra-)regional coalitions, strategies of local-regional 
cooperation and new linkages to global economic and cultural networks.

From a critical perspective, new-regionalist practices have prompted 
 significant lines of research, including comparative inquiries into new  rationales 
and  symbolic practices of metropolitan policy (Blatter 2006),  institutional 
 incentives and conditions for cooperation (Kantor 2008), challenges to 
 territorial sovereignty and ‘ jurisdictional integrity’ (Skelcher 2005), and related 
 democratic dilemmas (Phares 2004; Booth and Jouve 2005; Denters and Rose 
2005; Heinelt and Kübler 2005; Purcell 2007). More fundamentally, however, 
the broadly diffused ‘new-regionalist’ koinè of metropolitan research has lent 
itself to controversy, particularly from a geographical perspective born out of a 
critique of the discourses and practices of the political economy of globalization 
(see Lovering 1999; Gordon 2001; MacLeod 2001b; Ward and Jonas 2004).

Critiques of globalist assumptions have merged with critiques of the theoretical  
flaws of new regionalist analyses. Reference is made to the often unreflective 
 normative bias of new-regionalist-inspired discourses and practices (MacLeod 
2001a, 2001b; McCann 2002; Robinson 2002; Brenner 2003; Jones and MacLeod 
2004; Ward and Jonas 2004). Issues of contention are the dominant economic bias of 
‘new regionalism’ in understanding processes of restructuring of geographical space. 
The result is an overestimation of the importance of issues of interspatial competi-
tion and globalization to the neglect of their political economic implications and the 
political dimension of their construction. The resulting functionalist assumptions 
about their changing role are seen as implying an identification of metropolitan 
regions – or ‘city-regions’ – with functional economic spaces. The functionalist bias 
of related performance-oriented policy responses implies the reification of metro-
politan regions as autonomous political agents. This becomes a part of the “tendency 
to impute to the city-region a certain degree of agency, such that the city-region 
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behaves as an autonomous force of global economic and political change” (Jonas and 
Ward 2007: 172). This occurs at the expense of an understanding of how metro-
politan spaces are politically constructed and of the role of politics, collective social 
agency and state regulation in this process.

In contrast to the economic functionalism and the often implied determin-
ism of ‘new regionalist’ readings, critical geographers have emphasized the fact 
that the processes by which metropolitan regions are politically constructed 
are the mediated outcome of trans-regional economic flows, political claims 
to territory and their ideological construction. In this way, “new territorial 
structures and imaginaries are being produced” ( Jonas and Ward 2007: 169).

Put in these terms, this polemic becomes schematic and certainly over-
stated. The opposition between interpretations of metropolitan governance 
as either state-led responses to new demands of globalized capitalisms or 
collective expressions of autonomous local polities in a framework of ‘state 
relativization’ is certainly overemphasized (Borraz and Le Galès 2010). In 
fact, these positions do not need to be seen as rival if placed in an adequate 
meso-theoretical framework. It is nevertheless fair to say that such criti-
cism rightly highlights some of the theoretical and heuristic flaws of ‘new 
 regionalism’-inspired research. For example, analyses of metropolitan gov-
ernance have often been framed either by functionalist assumptions about 
collective action (e.g., Savitch and Vogel 2000) or normative assumptions 
about the purpose and context of interaction and cooperation (e.g., Kantor 
2006, 2008). Most local and comparative studies neglect inquiry into the 
co-evolution of metropolitan governance practices and discourses and the 
construction of their object – ‘metropolitan space’.

In contrast, a growing body of research has started addressing the way met-
ropolitan spaces are politically constructed and the processes by which they 
are perceived, enacted and discursively connoted as policy spaces. Rather than 
assuming autonomy of agency as the normative purpose of metropolitan gov-
ernance, this line of research emphasizes the political drivers of change related 
to the emergence of new forms of territorialization at the metropolitan scale. 
While this implies developing analyses “at lower levels of scalar abstraction” 
than alleged ‘global’ processes (McGuirk 2007: 180), it directs attention to the 
political struggles implied in the redefinition of strategies for the distribution 
of policy resources across scales and sites of regulation. The formation of met-
ropolitan space is addressed here as an ongoing multi-scalar process of political 
construction. Importantly, these processes of state restructuring require analysis 
along political, economic and spatial dimensions. This has originated scholarly 
contributions (e.g., Brenner 2004; Ward and Jonas 2004; Allen and Cochrane 
2007; McGuirk 2007; Harrison 2010; Buser 2012) which highlight the need for 
historically sensitive and contextually situated accounts connecting state, space 
and scalar geographies in order to understand the social and political construc-
tion of metropolitan space.
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Metropolitan ‘rescaling’ as the reconfiguration  
of policy spaces

The most consistent contribution to thematizing the constitutive spatial dimen-
sion of metropolitan governance comes from research that explicitly contex-
tualizes these practices in light of changing modes of capitalist accumulation, 
and regulation. Metropolitan governance is ‘back on the agenda’, according 
to this perspective, as an expression of a shift in urban policy away from ad-
ministrative modernization, territorial equalization and welfare-oriented ser-
vice delivery toward the economic prioritization of territorial competitiveness, 
capital investments and locational politics. This is occurring, however, in a 
‘post-Fordist’ context of changing modes of capitalist accumulation and reg-
ulation which involves changing patterns of spatiality. The resulting practices 
of ‘rescaling’ are part of a struggle to define new spaces of regulation for new 
capital accumulation processes (often in tertiary sectors). ‘New regionalist’ 
practices express the attempt to devise policies that may result in building 
connections between ‘spaces of competition’ (global) and ‘spaces of competi-
tiveness’ (local-regional) (Brenner 2000: 321, 2003, 2004).

Research on ‘rescaling’, in this respect, interprets the notion of the ‘historicity of 
space’ in relation to the contingent failure and crisis of territorial space – conceived 
as a closed, ‘bounded’ and ‘sutured’ social-political space – to cope with changes 
in modes of capital accumulation and in relation to attempts at state response to 
this crisis in order to redefine and regain an effective role in its regulation. The 
crisis of traditional forms of state regulation to cope with the economic dynamics 
of post-Fordist globalized capitalism – and its ‘inconstant geography’ (Storper and 
Walker 1989) – has been readily recognized by critical geographers as a constitutive 
spatial challenge to the effectiveness and integrity of national states (e.g.,  Harvey 
1985; Cox 1993, 1998; Jessop 2002; Brenner 2004). Critical debates on post- 
 Fordism and globalization have been crucial in promoting a critical revision of 
geographical concepts addressing the nature and logic of state agency.

Of particular concern is the territorial nature of the state and its scalar ‘fixity’. 
Researchers began to highlight the growing inadequacy of the spatial structure of 
the state. Its consolidated ‘scale division of labor’ (Cox 1998) is seen as the expres-
sion of a ‘logic of territorial sovereignty’ articulated through nested, hierarchically 
ordered and self-enclosed areal entities. A ‘relativization of scale’, however, is seen 
as emerging as a result of the disconnection between the territorial articulation of 
the state and the competitive features of the global economy. The competitiveness 
paradigm of the ‘new urban politics’ scholars of the 1980s and 1990s promoted a 
policy frame and a repertory of local actions designed to enable advanced capitalist 
economies to cope with the alleged contradictions between the hypermobility 
of (aspatialized) capital and the territorial fixity of (spatialized) public resources. 
Authors like Harvey (1985) and Cox (1993) developed an early critique of the 
determinism of geographic assumptions underlying the ‘new urban politics’, 



Introduction 9

pointing to an emergent ‘politics of space’ involving rescaling as a major stake 
of state restructuring. A politics of scale emerges accordingly as state action 
attempts to cope with issues of ‘territorial noncorrespondence’, intended as a 
relationship “in which the geographic scale of the (potential) mobility of agents 
which the state needs to control in order to achieve its objectives exceeds that 
of its own territorial scale” (Cox 1993: 442). Since the nonsubstitutability of 
spatialized social relations for capital accumulation indicates that “alternative, 
and contingent, accumulation strategies have implications which are localizing 
rather than spatially emancipatory”, redefining the scale of state action attempts 
to establish – in often tentative and experimental ways – strategies and means 
for state policies to deal with the question “of local dependence and of the scale 
at which agents are locally dependent” (Cox 1993: 434). Accordingly, the scale 
of effective politics is seen as capable of realizing a nexus between the ‘spaces 
of dependence’ and the ‘spaces of engagement’ (Cox 1998) of economic policy 
actors. The issue of scale is redefined as that of establishing a spatial framework 
for social relations involving state and economy actors in the pursuit of their 
interests. The ‘politics of space’ thus involves a variety of experimental and con-
tingent state-led attempts at regaining capacity of action through new forms of 
governance at the appropriate scale.

Accordingly, the notion of ‘rescaling’ emphasizes dynamics of change in 
the definition of the spatiality of policy and governance practices (Delaney and 
Leitner 1997; Swyngedouw 1997; Brenner 2000, 2003, 2004; Brenner et al. 
2003; Jessop 2000, 2002), and, in particular:

•	 the relativization of space, that is, the emergence of factors, mechanisms 
and practices ‘subverting’ given assumptions on policy spaces;

•	 de-territorialization or the questioning of the fixity of formal-institutional 
spatial arrangements as well as their normative, functionalist or teleological 
assumption as ‘policy spaces’;

•	 re-territorialization through the emergence of contingent and experimen-
tal ‘action units’ or ‘policy spaces’.

Conceiving of geographical scales “as materially real frames of social action” 
and, as such, “historically mutable […] products of social activity” (Smith 
1995/2003: 228) underlines the idea that practices of rescaling are the expres-
sion of a significant phase of change in the role and structure of the state as a site 
of regulation. Geographic scales are the expression of struggles to redefine the 
‘spatial fixes’ (Harvey 1985) for effective state modes of regulation.

These struggles reveal the contradictions of extant territorial struc-
tures and the logic of action that they express and reproduce. A tension be-
tween persistent and emergent spatial logics of regulation may emerge due 
to the institutional path dependency of established territorial structures (e.g., 
 Brenner 2001a: 607). This tension may result in an increasing relativization of 


