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Five years is a long time – a reasonable amount of time in 
which to make an account of a given activity. In this particu-
lar case, it has to do with an intellectual undertaking that in-
volves numerous individuals spread around the world, both 
authors and readers. Through Glocalism: Journal of Culture, 
Politics and Innovation, it has become possible to generate 
ideas, encouraging scientific research from various discipli-
nary perspectives, giving more or less young authors public 
visibility through the internet.  

In fact, Glocalism is a peer-reviewed, open access and 
cross-disciplinary journal that was established at the end of 
2013 with the goal of stimulating an increased awareness and 
knowledge surrounding the new dynamics characterizing 
“glocal” reality. Nowadays, a journal on “glocalism” seeking 
to be recognized in the cultural-academic context and, at the 
same time, aiming to correspond with the very concept of be-
ing “glocal”, must be available online. This availability refers 
to the ease with which it can be consulted and used by a po-
tentially broad base of users on a global scale, the simplified 
editorial management as well as the possibility it affords to 
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generate debate and discussion far more easily on the ques-
tions that will be dealt with in each issue of the Journal. 

With the passage of time, the editorial board’s work prac-
tice was fine-tuned and the structure of the journal is now – 
more than ever – authoritative and efficient. Even in this 
case, numbers alone offer both a quantitative and concise 
idea of what we are talking about. The Direction Committee 
consists of sixteen members, the process of peer review is 
handled by twenty-seven coordinators, more than 200 refer-
ees have been involved during these past years, more than 
150 articles have been published in English, French, German, 
Spanish, and Italian; eleven international databases have reg-
istered the publication of the journal, and there are active pro-
files on Facebook, Twitter, and Academia.edu, which have 
obtained about 18.000 visits in total. The potential of the in-
ternet has been well-explored and the difficult balance be-
tween scientific production and its circulation at the world-
wide level seems to have been realized with good ability. 

The challenge encountered has only been partially met for 
now, though. The Editorial from the first issue ambitiously 
stated the will “to create a bridge between the theoretical re-
flection on glocalism and the practical aspects that draw in-
spiration from it”, an approach has always characterized the 
activity undertaken by Globus et Locus. This association is 
the think tank that has been publishing Glocalism since 2013 
and that was first established at the end of the nineties “with 
the intention of supporting the managerial class to meet the 
challenges of glocalization with a new political culture and 
value system that was in step with the dynamics of the glob-
alized world”. In part, the capacity to connect theoretical re-
flection with political action has been demonstrated, thanks 
to the relations that were established with several political 
institutions and several diplomatic representatives on both 
the European and world stages. 

If we would like to be tough on ourselves, we could refer, 
as another reason for partial dissatisfaction, to the area of cul-
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tural production. The editorial from the first issue maintained 
that “the major challenge in the post-modern era is to propose 
new paradigms in order to understand the dynamics of a 
world that has become glocalized”. The studies elicited by 
the “call for papers” and produced by both young scholars 
and more expert analysts, find one or more syntheses with 
difficulty, producing a condensed version of innovative cate-
gories that, hopefully, are useful in understanding new ideas 
and realities. There remains an urgent need for adequate cul-
tural tools to interpret the new scenarios proposed by globali-
zation. 

Until now, Glocalism has continually enriched the frame 
of understanding glocalization’s process, both discovering 
and helping in the discovery that social and political net-
works offer unpredictable and truly complex formulations. In 
the future, however, what is necessary is a more ordered and 
direct theoretical work process capable of producing innova-
tive intellectual tools, concepts and social-political catego-
ries. These concepts and categories should be, in turn, able to 
provide new names for new things and be able to explain if it 
is only useful to change the form or if with this there is a real 
change occurring which effects the very essence of these so-
cial-political processes. 

The role of this brief introduction is not to address the 
problem and much less to find a solution by sketching a 
“general theory of glocalization”. This, remains, however a 
goal that must be followed, within other time frames and in 
different ways, trusting in the collaboration of the interna-
tional scientific community that is now vastly interconnected 
and easily reachable.  

After five years of Glocalism, we have decided to select, 
collect and publish on paper some articles that are more rep-
resentative than others, in order to summarize and show the 
richness and the depth which has distinguished the activity of 
this journal until now, and which will hopefully mark its fu-
ture issues. 
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List of issue titles of the first five years 
 
Issue 2013, 1: Hybridity 
Issue 2014, 1-2: Feeding the planet. Energy for life 
Issue 2014, 3: Global cities 
 
Issue 2015, 1: Global polity and policies 
Issue 2015, 2: Glocal social capital 
Issue 2015, 3: On Global Risks 
 
Issue 2016, 1: Networks and New Media   
Issue 2016, 2: Local and Global Democracy  
Issue 2016, 3: Territories, Borders and The New Geography 
 
Issue 2017, 1: The Glocal Political Power 
Issue 2017, 2: Global Identities and Communities 
Issue 2017, 3: Beyond Democracy: Innovation as Politics 
 
Issue 2018, 1: Towards Global Citizenships 
Issue 2018, 2: Globalization and Federations 
Issue 2018, 3: Sustainability 
 
 
Starting from the sixth year, the following issues have been 
published or will be published: 
 
Issue 2019, 1: Civilizations and Globalizations 
Issue 2019, 2: State, Nationalism and Globalization 
Issue 2019, 3: Globalization and Gender Implications 
 
Issue 2020, 1: Geopolitics and Glocalism 
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Members of the Editorial Board (2013-2018): 
 
Direction Committee: Arjun Appadurai (New York Uni-

versity); Daniele Archibugi (Birkbeck University of London); 
Zygmunt Bauman (University of Leeds); Seyla Benhabib 
(Yale University); Sabino Cassese (Scuola Normale Superi-
ore, Pisa); Manuel Castells (Universitat Oberta de Catalunya, 
Barcelona); Fred Dallmayr (University of Notre Dame); Da-
vid Held (Durham University); Robert J. Holton (Trinity 
College Dublin); Sheila Jasanoff (Harvard University); Alber-
to Martinelli (Università degli Studi di Milano); Anthony 
McGrew (La Trobe University, Melbourne); Alberto 
Quadrio Curzio (Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore, Mila-
no); Roland Robertson (University of Pittsburgh and Univer-
sity of Aberdeen); Saskia Sassen (Columbia University); Am-
artya Sen (Harvard University); Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 
(Columbia University); Salvatore Veca (IUSS, Pavia). 

 
Editor-in-chief: Piero Bassetti (Globus et Locus). 
 
Executive editor: Davide Cadeddu (University of Milan). 
 
Peer-review coordinators: Matteo Bolocan Goldstein (ge-

ography and urban planning, Politecnico di Milano), Zsu-
zsanna Fejes (public law, University of Szeged), Lorenzo 
Casini (public law, IMT Insitute for Advanced Studies, 
Lucca), Luca Ciabarri (anthropology, University of Milan), 
Mónika Szente-Varga (history, National University of Public 
Service, Budapest), Marzia Rosti (history and institutions of 
Latin America, University of Milan), Cielo Zaidenwerg (his-
tory and institutions of Latin America, Universidad de Bar-
celona), Fabio Finotti (linguistics and literature, University 
of Pennsylvania), Anna Molnár (political science, National 
University of Public Service, Budapest), Cláudia Toriz Ra-
mos (political science, University Fernado Pessoa, Porto), 
Gabriele Natalizia (geopolitics and international relations, 
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Link Campus University, Roma), Silvia Conca (economic 
history, University of Milan), Martin Reisigl (linguistics, 
University of Bern), Roberta Sala (philosophy, University Vi-
ta-Salute San Raffaele, Milan), Franciscu Sedda (semiotics, 
University of Cagliari), Vincenzo Matera (anthropology, Al-
ma Mater Studiorum Università di Bologna), Victor 
Roudometof (sociology, University of Cyprus), Maria Cristi-
na Marchetti (political sociology, Sapienza University of 
Rome), Giampietro Gobo (methodology of social research, 
University of Milan), Mariella Nocenzi (sociology and gender 
studies, Sapienza University of Rome), Jonathan Hankins 
(innovation, Giannino Bassetti Foundation), Maria Luisa 
Catoni (art and culture, IMT Insitute for Advanced Studies, 
Lucca), Tommaso Dell’Era (political language, Tuscia Uni-
versity, Viterbo), Balázs Sipos (political communication, 
Eötvös Loránd University, Budapest). 
 
Book review editor: Elia Zaru (Scuola Normale Superiore, Pisa). 
Peer-review secretary: Enrico Ciappi (University of Pavia). 
Copy editor: Andrea Spallino (University of Milan). 
Social media editor: Jacopo Manessi (Glocalism). 
 
 
Glocalism: Journal of Culture, Politics and Innovation 
(ISSN 2283-7949) is published online at: 

https://glocalismjournal.org 
 
 

It is included in the following databases of citation data 
(2013-2018): 

 
DOAJ – Directory of Open Access Journals 
ERIH PLUS – European Reference Index for the Human-

ities and the Social Sciences 
ROAD – Directory of Open Access Scholarly Resources 
ACNP – Catalogo Italiano dei Periodici 
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BASE – Bielefeld Academic Search Engine 
WorldCat – The World’s Largest Network of Library 

Content and Services 
Ulrichsweb – Global Serials Directory 
JURN – Search Tool for Open Access Content 
JournalSeek – The Largest Completely Categorized Data-

base of Freely Available Journal 
MIAR – Information Matrix for the Analysis of Journals 
G-Gate – The Largest e-Journal Gateway  
 
 

It is recognized as a scientific journal by ANVUR (Italy) 
for ASN in the following fields: 

 
08 – Ingegneria civile ed Architettura 
10 – Scienze dell’antichità, filologico-letterarie e storico-

artistiche 
11 – Scienze storiche, filosofiche, pedagogiche e psicolog-

iche 
12 – Scienze giuridiche 
13 – Scienze economiche e statistiche 
14 – Scienze politiche e sociali 

 
 

Editorial Note 
 
The articles collected in this book were previously pub-

lished in the issues mentioned between brackets: 
 

S. Sassen, The City: Today’s Frontier Zone (2014, no. 3). 
P.J. Taylor, B. Derudder, Tales of Two Cities: Political Capi-

tals and Economic Centres in the World City Network 
(2014, no. 3). 

P. Perulli, Milan in the Age of Global Contract (2014, no. 3). 
R. Robertson, Beyond the Discourse of Globalization (2015, 

no. 1). 
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D. Held, Elements of a Theory of Global Governance (2017, 
no. 2). 

L. Levi, Federalism: A Way to Govern Globalization (2018, 
no. 2). 

Z. Bauman, Glocalization and Hybridity (2013, no. 1). 
F. Dallmayr, Beyond Globalization: Reflections on Glocalism 

(2017, no. 1). 
L. Ornaghi, Does Glocal Political Power Already Exist? 

(2017, no. 1). 
A. Martinelli, The European Identity: Some Notes – short 

version of The European Identity (2017, no. 2). 
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THE CITY: 
TODAY’S FRONTIER ZONE 

SASKIA SASSEN 
Columbia University 

Cities are complex systems. But they are incomplete sys-
tems. In this mix lies the possibility of making – making the 
urban, the political, the civic, a history, an economy. Fur-
ther, this mix of complexity and incompleteness has allowed 
cities to outlive more formal and closed systems, such as re-
publics, kingdoms, corporations. The urban may not be 
alone in having these characteristics, but these characteris-
tics are a necessary part of the DNA of the urban. 

Conceiving of cities in these terms means that much of 
today’s dense built up terrain is not marked by cityness and 
its capabilities. It is mere built density, and it is often simply 
repetitive in form and in content: endless rows of office 
buildings or of high rise housing. The common practice – 
especially among politicians! – today is to take all this built 
density as constituting cities and urbanization. Differentia-
tion becomes critical confronted with such superficial ge-
nerics. Most importantly, this generic built density lacks the 
enablements that cities can give even to the weaker seg-
ments of their population 1. The city is a space where those 
 
 

1 These can then become the types of dense destructive environments 
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without power can make a history, a neighborhood econo-
my and culture, and more 2. 

As I discuss in this piece, incompleteness, complexity, 
and the possibility of making take on urbanized formats 
that vary enormously across time and place. They are often 
features of a city that come out of deep histories of place; 
this also explains why every city is distinct, something we 
can hardly say about office parks. 

And yet, the growing standardization of many compo-
nents of the built environment has generated much confusion 
when it comes to what I think of as the specialized differences 
among cities. A brief detour on this question might help. 

URBAN BUILT ENVIRONMENTS AS INFRASTRUCTURE: NEC-

ESSARY BUT INDETERMINATE 

The strong impulse to confuse cityness with built density 
can easily lead to a simplified understanding of what is a 
city. This confusion is further fed by the fact that cities have 
more and more standardized built environments, something 
that is often taken as a given. In fact, it should be examined 
and decoded. 

Thus I have long argued that we need to recognize that 
today much standardized building in cities is functioning as 
infrastructure. I use infrastructure here to refer to an entity 
that is necessary but indeterminate; thus train tracks can be 
used for trains carrying food or bombs, so to speak. And a 
standard high-rise building in a city can contain offices, or 
 
 
well described by Sophie Body-Gendrot, Globalization, Fear and Insecu-
rity: The Challenges for Cities North and South (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2012). 

2 Urban Capabilities: An Essay on our Challenges and Differences, in 
“Journal of International Affairs”, Spring/Summer 2012, Vol. 65, No. 2, 
pp. 85-95. 
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dance studios, or designers’ showrooms, or what I describe 
as “urban manufacturing” (such as craftsworkers making 
designer lamps for galleries, and so on). 

In short, how we use a given building provides it with 
meaning, and thereby marks it. We must find out how a 
standard building is used before we assume that what it 
contains is also standardized – for instance, the notion that 
an office building is full of office workers. It may not. More 
generally, how a city’s buildings, whether standardized or 
not, are used can partly shape the urbanity of a city, and it 
can also mark its specialized difference. Thus the ware-
houses of Soho and Tribeca in New York City have become 
major loft-housing and studios, a critical part of the city’s 
art and style sectors. 

Why does this effort at differentiation and specificity 
matter? The fact that more and more buildings in many cit-
ies have become standardized easily leads to the notion that 
the economies and cultures of cities have also become 
standardized; and this is mostly wrong, even if we see much 
standardization in consumer cultures. 

If all cities are becoming the same, then all cities are 
competing with each other. This, in turn, promotes the far 
too common fear among urban leaderships that they have to 
accept all conditions demanded by powerful global firms 
that claim they can move to any city – even if this is not 
quite true 3. 

THE CITY AS A FRONTIER SPACE 

The large complex city, especially if global, is a new fron-
tier zone. Actors from different worlds meet there, but there 
 
 

3 I have developed these various issues at length with multiple illustra-
tions of several cities in Cities in a World Economy (Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage, 2012, 4th ed.). 
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are no clear rules of engagement. Where the historic frontier, 
as seen from imperial centers, was in the far stretches of the 
“colonies”, today it is deep inside those imperial centers. 
These cities, whether in the global north or south have be-
come a strategic frontier zone for global corporate capital. 
Much of the work of forcing deregulation, privatization, and 
new fiscal and monetary policies on the host governments 
had to do with creating the formal instruments to construct 
their equivalent of the old military “fort” of the historic fron-
tier: the regulatory environment they need in city after city 
worldwide to ensure a global space of operations. 

But these cities have also become a strategic frontier 
zone for those who lack power, those who are disadvan-
taged, outsiders, discriminated minorities. The disadvan-
taged and excluded can gain presence in such cities, pres-
ence vis-à-vis power and presence vis-à-vis each other. This 
signals the possibility of a new type of politics, centered in 
new types of political actors. It is not simply a matter of 
having or not having power. These are new hybrid bases 
from which to act, spaces where the powerless can make 
history even when they do not get empowered. 

One outcome we are seeing in city after city is the mak-
ing of informal politics by actors-with-a-project – whether 
these actors are with power or without. It is particularly the 
work of making the public and making the political in ur-
ban space that become critical at a time when national polit-
ical space is increasingly dominated by powerful actors, 
both private and public, that are basically not accountable 
to the larger public. 

The city, unlike office parks, enables a kind of public-
making work that can produce disruptive narratives, and 
make legible the local and the silenced. The large complex 
global cities are one key space for this making 4. These cities 

 
 

4 Elsewhere (The Global Street: Making the Political, in “Globaliza-
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are, I argue, one of the few frontier spaces – with all the in-
equities, conflicts and potentials for making such a space 
entails. It is the possibility of making that matters here, giv-
en the ascendance of increasingly parallel bordered spaces 
for respectively those whose advantage grows and those 
who lose ground. 

This emergent frontier-space function arises in a context 
of increasingly hardwired borderings inside cities and across 
cities. Gated communities are but the most visible moment 
of these borderings. The uses that global corporate capital 
makes of ‘our’ cities are part of that hard bordering. The 
common assertion that we are a far less bordered world 
than 30 years ago only holds if we consider the traditional 
borders of the interstate system, and then only for the cross 
border flow of capital, information and particular popula-
tion groups. Far from moving towards a borderless world, 
let me argue that even as we lift some of these barriers for 
some sectors of our economies and society, these same sec-
tors are actively making new types of borderings that are 
transversal and impenetrable 5. It is in this context that the 
complex global city becomes a frontier space with political 
consequences. 

 
 
 

 
 
tions”, October 2011, Vol. 8, No. 5, pp. 565-571) I have examined a par-
ticular angle of this disjuncture by focusing on the importance of inde-
terminate space in cities – another major difference with office parks. By 
the global street I intend to capture space that recurs in city after city but 
is indeterminate and hence gets marked by the specific cultural, social 
and built features of that city. 

5 To this regard, see also Expulsions: Brutality and Complexity in the 
Global Economy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2014). 
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Abstract 
Cities are complex systems, but they are incomplete sys-

tems. All cities are becoming the same, but all cities are com-
peting with each other. Here actors from different worlds 
meet, but there are no clear rules of engagement. It is in this 
context that the complex global city becomes a frontier space 
with political consequences. Here we can find new hybrid ba-
ses from which to act, spaces where the powerless can make 
history even when they do not get empowered. 
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