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AS recently as the 1970s, many of our great cities were in physical decay and losing people, businesses and their share of the national wealth. As we move into the 21st century, a rapidly growing number of cities have re-emerged as strategic places for a wide range of activities. Critical, and partly underlying all the other dimensions, is the new economic role of cities in national and global circuits.

Much is known about the wealth and power of today’s global firms and global financial exchanges: their ascendance in a globalising world is no longer surprising, given the power of the new information and communication technologies.

Less clear is why cities should matter more today in an increasingly globalised world and in an economy dominated by information sectors that can move through electronic networks. This lack of clarity has to do with the ways in which cities are connected to the global economy. Actually there is no such entity as ‘the’ global economy. What we have is a vast multiplication of global circuits that crisscross the world, some specialised, some not. Different circuits contain different groups of countries and cities. The task then becomes to establish on what global/regional circuits a city is located and what other cities are part of those circuits.

Thus if I were to track the global circuits of gold as a financial instrument, it is London, New York, Chicago and Zurich that dominate. But if I track the direct trading in the metal, Johannesburg, Mumbai, Dubai and Sydney appear on the map. It also brings out the important fact that it is not just a question of competition among cities, but in good part a division of specialised functions with global scope.Not only do global economic forces feed these circuits. Global migration, cultural work and civil society have to work around global issues such as human rights, the environment and social justice. These and others feed the formation and development of global circuits.

These emergent inter-city geographies begin to function as an infrastructure for globalisation. And they increasingly urbanise global networks. Detailed research from the perspective of a given city makes legible the diversity and specificity of each city’s location on some or many of these circuits. If I were doing research on Karachi and Lahore, I would want to know what are the specific global and regional circuits on which these cities are located — there could be 20, 50 or more — many highly specialised others quite minor. These circuits are not always visible.

It is often the case across the world that many residents of a city do not even become aware of the fact that their city might be located on a few or on many global circuits. For instance, the top 100 global service firms have affiliates in 315 cities. Karachi and Lahore are cities that serve as homes to several of these firms.

This also means that a city is connected to specific other cities through each of these circuits. Competition is not the only mode that connects cities. It is also the ongoing need for face-to-face communication that has made cities so strategic in a global corporate economy.

In my reading there is a third element too that affects both global cities and regional or local cities. It is a deeper structural transformation that has to do with the fact that firms in all sectors nowadays buy more specialised services — accounting, legal, insurance, financial, forecasting, communications, and many others. This has led to a rapidly growing intermediate economy of firm-to-firm transactions which has in turn created a growing demand for professionals in all these fields.

Cities are one of the preferred places for doing this professional type of work. Yes, we can access our firm and the needed data from anywhere. But at one point or another, the higher complexity and risks of functioning in an open national economy and in globalised economic sectors makes interactions with other experts necessary or at least beneficial.

At one end of the spectrum this work gets done in global cities, of which there are now about 40 in the world. At the other end are the smaller, more national or regional cities.

The outcomes of this economic transformation get wired into urban space. In this process, urban space itself becomes important in an active way. Thus in both kinds of cities there has been a rapid expansion in the demand for professional workers and a growing presence of both national and foreign specialised service firms.

One outcome is an expansion of high-quality urban office districts, residential and consumption areas, hotels and restaurants, all mostly catering to this new world of work. This has in turn fed real estate development, that includes foreign firms, and the inevitable displacement of weaker sectors, both firms and households, that may have once occupied central urban areas.

This partly explains why architecture, urban design and urban planning have each played such critical roles. Once cities begin to undergo this partial rebuilding they become platforms for a rapidly growing range of regional and globalised activities and flows, from economic to cultural and political. Global tourism is one manifestation of this.

At this point an ironic turn emerges: what starts as a purely economic process, that might homogenise urban space, can become the opposite. A valuing of the deep cultural histories of a city increasingly becomes important for the economy. And we see a growing interest in fine architecture and urban design, whether old or new, and beyond the functional needs of the new economy. In this context, Pakistan’s two metropolises have assumed a whole new significance.
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