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So I wander and wander along,
And forever before me gleams
The shining city of song,
In the beautiful land of dreams.
But when I would enter the gate
Of that golden atmosphere,
It is gone, and I wonder and wait
For the vision to reappear.
-

Fata Morgana by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow
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Chapter 1 - Introduction

1.1 ‘Cities are Listening’

In November 2019, I travelled to Durban, South Africa, to participate at the United Cities and
Local Governments World Summit,1 to learn more about the connection between cities and
international governing.2 United Cities and Local Governments (UCLG) is the largest
transnational local governments’ organization in the world, which brings together local
governments from all regions and continents. Every three years, they meet to elect new
leadership and to confirm the agenda that will guide their internal relations and the
interactions they have with the wider international community. In 2019, the event attracted
three thousand people, including mayors, local government representatives, representatives
of national local government associations, representatives of various international
institutions, as well as representatives of international NGOs.
For five days, I was visiting a large and modern congress centre in the city centre of Durban
to listen and observe how mayors from all over the world, under the auspices of UCLG,
networked and discussed the issues they had in common. Local officials and representatives
of other organisations engaged in session after session of local governance-related issues that
were held in different conference halls. They discussed all kinds of topics, including the
importance of local democracy, respect for diversity and promotion of feminism in cities,
ideas on the management of local finances and access of cities to financial markets, strategies
for mitigating climate change and enhancing ecological awareness. These and other topics

1

United Cities and Local Governments, ‘UCLG World Summit’ https://www.durban2019.uclg.org/en/ accessed
10 October 2020
2
The terms international governing and international law and governance are in this chapter used as general
concepts that encapsulate the norms, institutions, and practices of ordering on the international, or global
scale. They are used only in the first part of the introductory chapter and are in section three replaced and
specified by the term international law as global governance. Therefore, the rest of the thesis uses the term
international law as global governance to signify a specific view of the structural context of international
governing.
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were preselected to create a discussion on, and reflect the content of the international
agenda of the UCLG, the latest edition of which was confirmed at the end of the conference.3
I was drawn to the World Summit because UCLG is a transnational organisation that engages
with a wide range of urban issues and does not shy away from discussing and addressing the
social, more contentious, aspect of urban governance. One such issue to which numerous
sessions were dedicated, and is understood as inseparably linked to urban governance, is the
issue of housing. Mayors, UCLG officials, representatives of NGOs, the UN Special rapporteur
for the Right to Adequate Housing, the representative of the World Bank and others were all
given space to debate urban housing governance and present their views on how to deal with
housing problems. They used the languages of human rights, sustainable development,
economic liberalism, and also the more specific right to the city to articulate what housing
means and how it links to the governing of cities.
The nucleus of the conference was a large meeting hall called ‘the Hub’. In that hall, UCLG
gave places for meetings and presentations to all regional municipal organisations through
which it covers the planet. And at the centre of the Hub, there was a space where more
informal panel discussions on crucial topics of urban governance were regularly held. When I
walked into the Hub, I was instantly faced with the central rationale that guides the activities
organised by the UCLG. Above the hustle and bustle of conversations on matters related to
urban governance, large posters dedicated to individual Sustainable Development Goals were
hanging as a reminder to the participants of the conference of the framework within which
they operate. Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are an articulation of the latest United
Nations sustainability agenda, which formulates seventeen goals that should be accomplished
by the year 2030. One of them, SDG 11, is specifically dedicated to sustainable cities and
communities and conveys a recognition by the international community that sustainable
development is inseparably connected to cities and the process of urbanisation.
For years, UCLG’s international agenda has focused on generating recognition of SDGs among
the members of its vast constituency. UCLG encourages every city, town and region to share
the commitments related to sustainable development. And at the same time, UCLG fosters a

3

United Cities and Local Governments, ‘Durban Political Declaration’ (Durban 2019)
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belief that every local government has something to contribute to the overall achievement of
the SDGs. The belief that cities and the work of municipal governments are important for the
success of SDGs is something that UCLG also tries to convey to the wider international
community. By engaging with SDGs, UCLG has found a way to propose a greater
acknowledgement of cities in the international arena. In the congress centre in Durban, large
three-dimensional signs were put at visible locations, so that all participants were regularly
passing them. These signs were exclaiming a central slogan of the conference: ‘Cities are
Listening’. The message had a double meaning. On the one hand, it was directed at the urban
populations, which the mayors gathered under the umbrella of the UCLG claim to represent
on the international level. The mayors, and the UCLG, were, by claiming to listen to what the
urban populations across the world have to say, asserting to be legitimate representatives of
urban interests on the international level. On the other hand, the slogan was also directed at
the international community, which, according to the UCLG, should have paid attention to
what was happening in Durban. ‘Cities are Listening’ was exclaiming that UCLG is a community
of actors that legitimately represent cities, and as such, should be given an active role within
international governing and international institutional processes.
This demand for a greater international role of cities, as represented by the UCLG and mayors
within it, has been in recent years expressed through another, related slogan, which is ‘Listen
to Cities’. With both of these mantras, UCLG tries to make clear to the international
community that cities hold the potential for transformative politics so needed in the time of
challenges that face the world today. According to the UCLG, it is through the connection of
cities with the wider international community that sustainable development agenda and
human rights, two interrelated normative frameworks promoted by the UN, can be effectively
advanced.
In addition to mayors and other representatives of local authorities, the World Summit hosted
a collection of other international and transnational institutional actors. All of them together
seem to form a global network through which cities are debated and shaped through a variety
of different agendas and visions. There were representatives of various international NGOs
present, who were there to give their support to the efforts of the UCLG to create a common
international agenda for cities and to increase the visibility of cities in international governing.

3

One example was the Global Platform for the Right to the City,4 a network that unites various
NGOs and other institutions. While it also has UCLG as its member, it is managed by a
prominent NGO focused on housing issues, Habitat International Coalition.5 The
representatives of the Global Platform were invited by the UCLG to hold sessions and
workshops for mayors. The aim of these workshops was to spread the knowledge of the
concept of the right to the city among them. The right to the city was also included in the
UCLG’s international agenda, which was confirmed at the end of the conference.
Even more visibly, the conference hosted many representatives of international institutions
who came to address the mayors and express their support for the work of UCLG. There were
representatives of the World Bank, which has a department for financing sustainable urban
development around the world.6 There were representatives of UN-Habitat,7 the UN
institution specifically dedicated to housing and other urban issues. The UN Special
Rapporteur for the Right to Adequate Housing8 participated in several sessions where she
underlined how important local authorities are for the respect of the right to adequate
housing.
At the opening ceremony, Fabrizio Hochschild Drummond, UN Under-Secretary-General,
delivered a speech that echoed what several UN Secretary Generals have been saying for
many years.9 He spoke about the rising global challenges such as climate change, protracted
violence, rising inequality, and the management of shrinking and expanding population in

4

Global platform for the Right to the City, https://www.right2city.org/ accessed 10 October 2020
Habitat International Coalition (Global network for the right to habitat and social justice) https://www.hicnet.org/ accessed 10 October 2020
6
World Bank, ‘Urban Development’ https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/urbandevelopment accessed 10
October 2020
7
UN-Habitat, ‘UN Habitat at a Glance’ https://unhabitat.org/un-habitat-at-a-glance/ accessed 10 October
2020
8
United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), Special Rapporteur on adequate
housing as a component of the right to an adequate standard of living, and on the right to non-discrimination
in this context https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Housing/Pages/HousingIndex.aspx accessed 10 October
2020
9
United Nations Secretary General, ‘Press Release: ‘Future of humanity lies in cities’ Secretary General tells
Moscow conference on urban development’ (5 June 2002) SG/SM/8261,
https://www.un.org/press/en/2002/sgsm8261.doc.htm accessed 8 Aug 2020; United Nations Secretary
General, ‘Press Release: ‘Our Struggle for Global Sustainability Will Be Won or Lost in Cities,’ Says SecretaryGeneral, at New York Event’ (23 April 2012) SG/SM/14249-ENV/DEV/1276-HAB/217
https://www.un.org/press/en/2012/sgsm14249.doc.htm accessed 6 Aug 2020
5
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different regions of the world.10 According to him, the principal arenas in which all the trends
will unfold are cities. He also spoke about the urbanisation itself as an unavoidable global
megatrend that is bound to happen in an unplanned and unmanaged fashion. He continued
about the global polarization and the rise of populist discontent that results in new world
disorder and distrust in international institutions. Taking all of this into account, he asked,
‘Are our institutions ready to manage these changes? How can we build a safe future for our
children in the 21st century if our institutions and solutions are stuck in the 20th century?’11
In the last part of his speech, he spoke about the initiative of the UN Secretary-General to
develop an intense global conversation on how all the global trends can be better managed
collectively.12 He said that these discussions should take place in parliaments around the
world as much as in classrooms, town halls and streets. It is the feedback from all of these
settings that will help develop fresh solutions. He then invited all the mayors, as
representatives of urban communities, to participate and co-shape the global conversation.
He ended by saying that the slogan of the conference ‘Cities are Listening’ has been heard
and that the UN Secretary-General wants to listen to cities and their communities.13
The UCLG World Summit was, therefore, a space that indicated how international normative
languages and vocabularies can be stretched to encompass new actors, objects, spaces, as
well as new partnerships and alliances that remain hidden in ‘classic’ - state-centric understandings of international law and governance. It also showed how various types of
actors interact and connect their transnational agendas to international institutional and
normative frameworks and make themselves visible in the international arena.

10

United Cities and Local Governments, ‘#UCLGCongress - Day 3 - Official Opening Ceremony: Local and
Regional Governments, Sentinels of Dreams’
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h7Us8UT5TfQ&list=PLkdNeWWJXUoDmKd6XF8Nwx82vW5sFxGMQ&ind
ex=14 accessed 10 October 2020 (from 40 min to 53 min)
11
ibid
12
United Nations Secretary General, ‘Remarks to High-Level Political Forum on Sustainable Development’ (24
September 2019) https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/speeches/2019-09-24/remarks-high-level-politicalsustainable-development-forum accessed 12 Aug 2020
13
United Cities and Local Governments, ‘#UCLGCongress - Day 3 - Official Opening Ceremony: Local and
Regional Governments, Sentinels of Dreams’
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h7Us8UT5TfQ&list=PLkdNeWWJXUoDmKd6XF8Nwx82vW5sFxGMQ&ind
ex=14 accessed 10 October 2020 (from 40 min to 53 min)
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1.2 City as a discursive practice

The UCLG conference in Durban was one of the strategic spaces through which the city, and
the local authority, as the public actor representing the city, are brought to the international
level and connected to international law and governance. For the UCLG, and other actors
present at the World Summit, the city operated as a mutually intelligible frame through which
they both interpreted international law and governance, and made their specific demands on
the world. Thus, the World Summit was a space in which something akin to a community,
which uses the city as a frame, could be observed first hand.14
The city that I observed at the Summit was, therefore, not a space, a thing, an actor, or an
institution, as such. Instead, the city was first and foremost a phenomenon brought to life and
articulated as all of those elements through the activities of people present at the Summit
who used it as a means for reinterpreting international governance.15 In other words, the city
was a discursive practice, that is, a ‘meaningful pattern of activity that enable[s] individuals
and communities to reproduce [and change] their world,16 [and which] ‘simultaneously
embod[ies], act[s] out, and possibly reif[ies] background knowledge and discourse in and on
the material world.’17
This thesis focuses on the relationship between the city as a discursive practice and
international law and governance and asks:
What role(s) does the city as a discursive practice have in international law and governance?
To examine the role(s) of the city as a discursive practice, this thesis focuses on a specific field
of international governance of urban and housing issues. One of the defining characteristics
of this field of governance is its networked formation. The description of the UCLG World
Summit already gave a rendering of this network of various institutional actors. However,
before explaining why the examination of the city as a discursive practice is grounded in
14

Emanuel Adler and Vincent Pouliot (eds), International practices (CUP 2011), p.17; Emanuel Adler, World
ordering: a social theory of cognitive evolution (CUP 2019), p.112
15
David Wachsmuth, ‘City as ideology: reconciling the explosion of the city form with the tenacity of the city
concept’ (2014) 31 Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 75
16
Jacqueline Best and Alexandra Gheciu (eds), The return of the public in global governance (CUP 2014), p.4,5
17
Emanuel Adler, World ordering: a social theory of cognitive evolution (CUP 2019), p.109
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international networked governance of urban and housing issues, this thesis first lays out the
methodological and theoretical framework.

1.2.1 Discourse theory

The role of the city, as a practice in international law and governance, is in this thesis analysed
through the lens and with the help of analytical elements of discourse theory as developed
by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe18 and interpreted and developed by other like-minded
scholars. Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe are (Laclau has already passed away)
poststructuralist and post-Marxist political theorists who have each in their way (and often in
collaboration) tried to explain the continuous structuration of our societies and identities. At
the same time, they have also tried to address the power imbalances of our unequal world,
amplify the struggles against social dominance, and explore the possibilities for alternative
ordering.
In discourse theory, the meaning of the world, in which we live, is socially constructed.
Practices, processes, and things are given meaning and are ordered through more permanent
and durable structures, or systems of meaning, discourses.19 Discursive systems of meaning
relate different phenomena to each other and act as lenses through which reality is
interpreted, as well as shaped.20 The norms, institutions and practices of international law
and governance are in this thesis understood as such expression of a discursive ordering
through which actors designate, categorize and give meaning to themselves and the world
around them.21 And the city as a practice is in this thesis understood to be a specific discursive
means within the larger dynamic of international law and governance. Consequently, the
analysis used in this thesis of the international legal dynamic, and the role of the city as a
18

Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics
(Second Edition Verso 2001)
19
This thesis will use the term discursive ordering instead of the discourse to amplify the instability, dynamics,
and incompleteness and lack of closure of any discourse.
20
Jacob Torfing, New Theories of Discourse: Laclau, Mouffe and Zizek (Blackwell 1999), p.40,
21
See for example Thomas Skouteris, The Notion of Progress in International Law Discourse (Asser Press 2009);
Jean d'Aspremont, International Law as a Belief System (CUP 2017); More generally, poststructuralism in many
respects overlaps with structuralism and constructivism. For example: Nicholas Greenwood Onuf, World of Our
Making: Rules and Rule in Social Theory and International Relations (University of South Carolina Press 1989)
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practice within it, is not legal in a traditional sense. Instead, the discourse analysis used in this
thesis takes a broad account of institutions, practices, and articulations through which the
role of the city as a discursive practice within international law and governance can be
observed.22
At the centre of the discourse theory, as promoted by Laclau and Mouffe, is the dynamic of
discursive ordering, and the interplay between discursive change and stability. Discursive
structures, such as international law, are never static and stable,23 but are temporal and
historically conditioned.24 Stability, order, fixed meanings, and fixed political borders are not
something intrinsic to our world. Instead, the social world is dynamic, decentred, plural, and
in the process of continuous ordering.25 New events and new interpretations can always
destabilize, dislocate and restructure and reorder the established ways of doing things.26 In
addition, in a discursive sense, an event, action, or actor is not predestined to mean only one
thing.27 A plurality of discursive formulations can be used to simultaneously interpret and
attempt to (re)order social phenomena according to different actors’ logic and preferences.
This means that neither international law and governance, nor the city as a discursive practice
are in this thesis considered as inherently stable, and possessing only one meaning.
However, the underlying discursive dynamics does not mean that we are in a constant state
of discursive change and upheaval. In any social field, such as international law and
governance, there usually exists a relatively stable ordering of processes, events and
identities, a status quo, so to say.28 Structures and institutions, through which international
actors function, are relatively durable and permanent and rarely transform completely. The
underlying discursive dynamics also does not mean that the transformations (when they
happen) are sweeping, linear and one-directional discursive phenomena. Discourse theory

22

For a wider view on the possibilities of employing discourse analysis see Mats Alvesson and Dan Karreman,
‘Varieties of discourse: On the study of organizations through discourse analysis’ (2000) 53 Human relations
1125
23
Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, (supra fn 18), p.105-112; James Martin, ‘The political
logic of discourse: A neo-Gramscian view’ (2002) 28 History of European Ideas 21, p.26
24
David Howarth, ‘Applying discourse theory: The method of articulation’ in Howarth D and Torfing J (eds),
Discourse Theory and European Politics (Palgrave 2005), p.8
25
Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, (supra fn 18) p.93-148
26
Jacob Torfing, New Theories of Discourse: Laclau, Mouffe and Zizek (Blackwell 1999), p.54
27
ibid 110-120
28
ibid
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emphasises that changes in ordering may take place through a long, much more evolutionary,
process. These slowly developing changes can also mean that the frontiers between different
discursive articulations of the same social reality are often ambiguous and the interplay of
different ways of ordering can be very context-specific.
The exploration of the city as a discursive practice in international law and governance in this
thesis builds on the work of other scholars who have in recent years observed the rise of the
city in the international arena through theoretical lenses other than discourse theory. In the
field of international law, Helmut Aust,29 Yishai Blank,30 Cindy Dasse,31 Luis Eslava,32 Janne
Nijman33 and Ileana Porras,34 and in the field of international relations and global governance,
Michele Acuto,35 Chadwick Alger,36 Benjamin Barber,37 and Simon Curtis,38 among others,
have observed that the city participates in international ordering. These and other authors
have examined how the city is articulated and presented as a subject39 and an object40 of
international law. Additionally, they have also observed the city as an international agent or
29

Helmut Aust, ‘The shifting role of cities in the global climate change regime: From Paris to Pittsburgh and
back?’ (2019) 28 Review of European, Comparative and International Environmental Law 57; Helmut Aust,
‘Shining Cities on the Hill? The Global City, Climate Change, and International Law’ (2015) 26 European Journal
of International Law 255; Helmut Aust and Anel du Plessis (eds) The Globalisation of Urban Governance: Legal
perspectives on Sustainable development Goal 11 (Routledge 2019); Helmut Aust, ‘Cities as International Legal
Authorities - Remarks on Recent Developments and Possible Future Trends of Research’ (2020) 4 Journal of
Comparative Urban Law and Policy 82
30
Yishai Blank, ‘The city and the world’ (2006) 44 Columbia Journal of Transnational Law 868; Yishai Blank,
‘Localism in the new global legal order’ (2006) 47 Harvard International Law Review 263
31
Cindy Dasse, ‘The Global Public City in the 21st Century: Written and Unwritten Rules within and beyond the
State-Transdisciplinary Reflections’ (2014) 132 ASIEN: The German Journal on Contemporary Asia 98
32
Luis Eslava, Local space, global life: The Everyday Operation of International Law and Development (CUP
2015)
33
Janne E. Nijman, ‘Renaissance of the City as Global Actor’ in Gunther Hellmann, Andreas Fahrmeir and Milo
Vec (eds), The Transformation of Foreign Policy: Drawing and Managing Boundaries from Antiquity to the
Present (OUP 2016); Janne E. Nijman, ‘The Future of the City and the International Law of the Future’ in Sam
Muller et al (eds), The Law of the Future and The Future of Law (Torkel Opsahl Academic EPublisher 2011)
34
Ileana M Porras, ‘The City and International Law: In Pursuit of Sustainable Development’ (2009) 26 Fordham
Urb. LJ 537
35
Michele Acuto and Steve Rayner, ‘City networks: Breaking gridlocks or forging (new) lock-ins?’ (2016) 92
International Affairs 1147; Michele Acuto, ‘Global cities: gorillas in our midst’ (2010) 35 Alternatives 425;
Michele Acuto, Global cities, governance and diplomacy: The urban link (Routledge 2013)
36
Chadwick F Alger, The UN System and Cities in Global Governance (Springer 2014)
37
Benjamin R Barber, If mayors ruled the world: dysfunctional nations, rising cities (Yale University Press 2013)
38
Simon Curtis, Global Cities and Global Order (OUP 2016)
39
Janne E. Nijman, ‘The Future of the City and the International Law of the Future’ (See supra fn 33); Yishai
Blank, ‘The city and the world’ (See supra fn 30); Blank, Yishai Blank, ‘Localism in the new global legal order’
(See supra fn 30)
40
Janne E. Nijman, ‘The Future of the City and the International Law of the Future’ (See supra fn 33); Yishai
Blank, ‘The city and the world’ (See supra fn 30); Blank, Yishai Blank, ‘Localism in the new global legal order’
(See supra fn 30)
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actor primarily represented by the local authority,41 and other actors,42 that networks with
other cities43 and with international institutions.44 These scholars have also observed the
visibility of the city as a territorial unit and a socio-political space for global governance and
for the application of international norms and policies.45 In a wider sense, these authors have
written about the urbanisation of international law and global governance,46 about the
ongoing institutionalization of local/urban and international/global interaction,47 which some
have named the globalization of urban governance,48 and others have named a field of global
urban governance.49 And finally, these authors have also written about the recognition of
urbanisation as one of the crucial global meta-processes that affects international
governing.50
These scholars have, thus, not specifically looked at the city as a discursive practice within
international ordering. Yet this thesis benefits from their observations and conceptualizations
of the plurality of manifestations and articulations of the city and considers these to be
examples of discursive practice of the city in international law and governance. Another
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crucial observation that these authors make is that the rise of the city is connected to
structural changes in international ordering. Legal scholar Yishai Blank, a pioneer of the
research into relations of cities with international law, observes how the ‘classic’ international
law of the twentieth century pays very little attention to the city as a frame of international
ordering. He writes:
The founding principle of international law is that states are sovereign within their
territory and that international law is a self-imposed legal system to which states have
to consent. Hence, only states should be the full subjects of international law, […] the
establishment of an efficient international regime depends on a limited and finite
number of legally recognized international persons [and] local governments are
simply seen as integral parts of their states and it would therefore seem odd to even
mention them as separate entities….51
Yet, Blank and other scholars have observed how the relationship between the city and
international law is changing. Gerald Frug and David Barron, two prominent urban legal
scholars have in their classic article on the emergence of international local government law
written that
the era of cities' invisibility within international law is coming to an end. International
law is increasingly penetrating the nation-state in order to regulate directly the actions
of subnational governments. In doing so, it is also attempting to redefine the legal
position of cities vis-a-vis both higher-level sub- national governments and the nationstate itself.52
Therefore, these scholars have observed the increased presence of the city in international
law and governance and related it to the ongoing structural transformation of international
ordering. Similar to these authors, this thesis observes the changing relationship between the
city as a discursive practice and international law and governance and asks what does the
relationship tell us about the structural-discursive transformation of international ordering.
It is, therefore, crucial to first lay out the discursive dynamic of international law and
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governance that is in this thesis understood to shape and be shaped through the city as a
discursive practice.

1.3 Dynamics of international law as global governance

The UCLG World Summit, with which this introduction started, was a space in which the city
was made visible as a discursive practice in international law and governance. It was also a
space in which international normative languages or vocabularies of sustainable development
and international human rights law were debated by mayors, representatives of international
institutions, NGOs, and intercity organisations. These actors collectively engaged in
international normative activity in a way that seemed to straddle the porous border of the
international inter-state institutional world with more informal governance.53
One could also say that the example of the World Summit shows how international normative
languages are stretched to encompass new actors, objects, spaces, as well as new
partnerships and alliances to bring progress to normative agendas that international
institutions build on. And at the same time, it shows how a diverse range of other actors
connect their transnational agendas to international frameworks. Thus, the UCLG World
Summit indicates that global norm-and-policy-making is developed among actors, and in
institutional spaces and processes that challenge any narrow conception of international law
and governance.
In other words, the UCLG World Summit is a concrete example of a common observation that
[i]nteractions across national boundaries are now thought to be highly complex and
involve an enlarged cast of characters, including nation-states, subnational
governments, quasi-governmental organizations, and an array of private and nonprofit organizations. …the newer view is that this enlarged cast is directly involved in
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cross-border relationships and may even undermine the traditional approach to
international relations and the sovereignty of nations.54
This thesis understands the city as a practice in international law and governance, which
arguably framed the UCLG World Summit as one of the signs of how international law is
transforming from a state-centric rule-based system to something that is better described as
global governance.55 In one of his latest writings, Martti Koskenniemi states that
Where the old [international] law arose from state policy, and its binding force was
strictly limited by sovereignty and state consent, the ‘new’ operates largely beyond
the control of states, seeking de facto constraint rather than formally binding effect.56
Koskenniemi writes about the transformation of governance on the international level. What
used to be understood as a state-centric international ordering based on horizontal equality
of states, which had a hierarchical-exclusionary effect and pushed all other forms of
cooperation into informality, has in recent decades gradually transformed into a ‘postsovereign’ international governance.57
The concept that has most enduringly and comprehensively encapsulated this transformation
of international governing is global governance.58 Most famously, a UN report described
global governance as ‘governance without government’ or as ‘the sum of the many ways
individuals and institutions, public and private, manage their common affairs. It is a
continuous process through which conflicting or diverse interests may be accommodated and
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co-operative action may be taken’.59 Global governance is, thus, a concept that has tried to
capture the increasing complexity and interlinked form of ordering across the world.60
Additionally, what global governance has offered as a conceptual frame, is the understanding
that the governing of the world is an interlinked social activity in which the social, economic,
legal, and political aspects of international order cannot, and should not, be analytically
separated.61 Moreover, scholars of global governance have emphasised its ‘post-sovereign’
character and have observed how the boundaries between international/national/local,
public/private, formal/informal governing have become blurred.62 This, they argued, ‘has
broken the ‘Westphalian frame’ dividing the international neatly from the domestic’63 and
challenged an understanding of ‘an international law based on the illusion of the
omnipotence of the nation-state.’64 In the context of international law, these transformations
have led to the scholarly examination of fragmentation of international law into different
functional fields,65 and also of its increasing deformalization or pluralization. Scholars have
argued that this has happened through the rise of non-state actors and softer forms of normmaking that make international law-making and policy-making indistinguishable one from the
other.66 This thesis argues that the city as a discursive practice is part of this transformation
that challenges the traditional - state-centric – international governing.
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1.3.1 Two trajectories of global governance

The city as a practice in international law and governance is related to two trajectories of the
rise of global governance.67 One trajectory sees the state-centric horizontal, and at the same
time exclusionary, international governance eroded through a pluralisation and proliferation
of governing spaces. Through these spaces, a range of actors attempts to influence
international/global policy-and-norm-making.68 The other trajectory points to an
international governing that is becoming normatively settled and vertically consolidated
across the world.69
In the account of the diffusion of international governance, scholars emphasise that the
authority and power to influence international/global norm-and-policy-making has been
dispersed away from nation-states through the emergence of multi-stakeholder, multilevel
and public-private initiatives that cannot be described in terms of international law’s
traditional hierarchy.70 International institutions, sub-national entities, and actors belonging
to the private sphere, such as NGOs and business actors, all participate in flexible and informal
web-like global governance.71 Some scholars emphasise that the flexibility and fluidity of
global governance offer possibilities of top-down, bottom-up, horizontal, formal, informal,
state and non-state interactions.72
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Others, such as Jan Aart Scholte, one of the most prominent global governance scholars,
emphasise that:
no single ‘level’ reigns over the others, as occurred with the primacy of the state over
suprastate and substate spheres in territorialist circumstances. Instead, governance
tends to be diffuse, emanating from multiple locales at once, with points and lines of
authority that are not always clear.73
At the same time, critical scholars of international law and global governance argue that
international governing has also become vertically consolidated across the world. They argue
that the rise of global governance signals a post-political trajectory of international ordering.74
In other words, the global governance seen through this other lens has not moved towards
pluralization of approaches to international governing but has instead evolved around the
implementation of already agreed global agendas.75 In the context of the state, and recently
international relations, it is Chantal Mouffe who has written extensively about the postpolitical mode of public governing as a form of public management based on (implied and
enforced) harmony that tries to eliminate political contestation. She describes post-political
governance as a form of governing that operates in a (liberal) political space in which values
and goals have already been chosen.76
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As for global governance, Konrad Späth, observes it as
somewhat “postpolitical” because it is something that takes place after values are
chosen, goals are set, and political deliberations have designed the future path to a
better world. Because political struggles and contests would be counterproductive to
the emerging consensus of global regulation, governance itself has to become a sort
of boundary for the political.77
For Koskenniemi, who speaks about the transformation of international law into international
law as global governance:
this new [international] law emerges from expert consultations, is developed in
international processes, and is enforced through standards and criteria that bear no
relationship to political contestation anywhere.78
In the same vein as Späth and Koskenniemi, other scholars have argued that the post-political
trajectory of global governance signifies a governing rationale focused on the administration
of global problems through technocratic and managerialist governance by public and private
actors.79 Other scholars argue that under the post-political trajectory of global governance,
the proliferation of actors and spaces of governance is connected to changes in international
governing rationality, where instead of the focus on building (strong and durable) institutions,
the focus is on the functional effectiveness of governance of global problems ‘by any means
possible’.80
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Additionally, scholars have analysed different, yet interrelated, substantive elements of the
post-political trajectory of global governance. Some have understood it to be based on the
unquestionability of the principles of liberal democracy, good governance and economic
liberalism and have named it the ‘liberal global governance agenda’.81 Other scholars have
observed the development of a post-Washington consensus,

82

in which the neo-liberal

common sense evolving around free-market aspirations (the neoliberal governing
rationale),83 works in unison with the minimal state, and is covered with more sociallyattuned, human rights language. The post-political governing rationale of global governance
also has a more specific articulation in this thesis. It is the sustainable development agenda,
which has been criticized by critical scholars to be an articulation of a post-political global
consensus on the direction of the global social, environmental and economic development
that shapes the role of the city as a discursive practice.84
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1.3.2 Changing role of the state

The two different trajectories of ‘post-sovereignty’ global governance, the post-political and
the diffuse, are understood by scholars to influence the role of the state in international
governance. International law and the international institutional structure were traditionally
considered to be strictly state-consent-based and thus given a limited effect on governance
within the state.85 Yet, with the rise of human rights86 and other international normative
regimes, such as the free-market institutional framework of the World Trade Organisation87
and sustainable development agenda,88 international norms and policies are developed with
the intention of various actors that participate in international ordering to reformulate the
role of the state on the outside and the inside.
Even though they have been consented to by states, these different international regimes
have nevertheless started changing how the state operates. Arguably, the governing of the
state is now no longer just in the hands of central-state authorities but is instead limited,
directed and moulded by international/global actors, norms and institutions.89 States have in
many instances become embedded in multilevel governance regimes that make the borders
between the national and international levels of governance very porous. At the same time,
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these regimes promote more direct relationships between internal institutions of the state
and citizens, and the international institutional structure and the wider global governance.90
Additionally, ‘many substate and suprastate governance arrangements have acquired a
relative autonomy from states.’91 International institutions, with increasingly autonomous
initiatives, cooperate with public and private actors without the active involvement of centralstate authorities.92 As one of the consequences, the state has become fragmented,
disaggregated, and decentred in relation to international governing.93
It is in this context that the city, considered as a sort of autonomous object, subject and
framework of governance that has a distinct presence in international policy-making,94 invites
for a reconsideration of the role of central-state authorities in international law and
governance. For example, one of the central concepts around which UCLG builds its narrative,
and which has been visible at the UCLG World Summit, is the concept of the decentralization
of the state.95 The process of decentralization possibly leads to greater autonomy and
authority of local governments, which is a way to lift the veil of the nation-state and to make
cities more visible in international law and governance.96
Furthermore, one way to understand the changing role of the state, the development of new
forms of international governing, and the changing governing rationale that guides them, is
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through the relationship between the state, the market, and the civil society. Jörg Friedrichs,
who focuses on the fields of international relations and political sociology, by following Max
Weber, sees the transformation of international law and governance as a dynamic between
three elements, the state, the market and the civil society. According to him, international
ordering is (and has always been) a process of coordination and competition between these
three elements. Nevertheless, in recent decades the development of this coordination and
competition increasingly indicates that the state is no longer prioritized.97
The changing relationship between these three elements helps to explain the relativization
of borders between public and private governance, and between international, national and
local levels of governance. Political frontiers made through state-centric imagination are in
the process of reorganization through the efforts to deepen and intensify the bonds of the
global economy, as well as through the rise of discursive frameworks such as sustainable
development and international human rights law. For example,
WTO’s ‘Aid for Trade’ initiative, launched in 2005, ‘involves reconfiguring the
development strategies of Southern states to prioritise the promotion of global trade
competitiveness. This includes removing protectionist measures, dismantling state-led
development apparatuses and privatising state-owned enterprises, thereby marginalising
the ‘vested interests’ opposed to trade liberalisation. Trade and other regulators are
supported ‘through programmes of policy analysis, technical assistance and capacity
building’ to create ‘efficient’, neoliberal ‘regulatory frameworks’, increase productive
capacity, invest in transport and communications infrastructure, streamline border
management and so on to connect local markets to global value chains.’98
This thesis argues that the reimagination of the relationship between the state, the market,
and the civil society affects the city as a discursive practice in international law and
governance. It also argues that the city as a discursive practice affects the relationship
between these elements.
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1.3.3 Instrumentality of changes in international governing and the accompanying
ambivalence

There is an additional aspect of the changing role of the state and development of ‘postsovereign’ global governance that this thesis argues to be crucial for understanding the role
of the city as a discursive practice in international law and governance. As this thesis
underlines, these changes are an intentional effort to restructure international law and
governing. Koskenniemi in one of his articles argues that the transformation of international
governing is a result of ‘a spontaneous process, pushed by private interests and actors in a
thoroughly pragmatic process, accountable to no functional equivalent of a public realm but
to an amorphous aggregate of stakeholders.’99
However, this thesis looks at the transformation of international law and governance from a
somewhat different angle. In a discursive sense, the diffusion of authority arguably results
from a proliferation of visions of ordering which compete among each other. Each one of
them is an intentional effort to provide an authoritative way of ordering. However, since there
are many of them, international ordering is argued to lack consolidation. And the vertical
alignment of post-political governance is an even clearer example of an intentional and
organised effort to direct international ordering according to certain criteria. Through
instrumentalization, this thesis understands the city as a discursive practice in international
law and governance as a frame through which actors intentionally search for new forms of
international governing and explore possibilities of change in the international institutional
structure.100
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There have been different forms of governance created to alter the form of international
governing. The most visible ones are multilevel governance,101 public-private partnerships,102
and ‘networked governance’.103 Networked governance is
a form of horizontal self-coordination within which nation-states no longer dominate, but
merely represent a group of actors whose status is equal to that of international and
supranational institutions, various NGOs and also subnational actors.104
These alternative - networked - forms of international governing, which are crucial to
understanding the role of the city as a discursive practice, are in this thesis argued to be an
active and intentional effort to rethink and reorganize international ordering.105
Furthermore, this thesis has so far described the transformation of international governing
from a state-centric international law into global governance as a zero-sum game in which
the old is replaced by the new. However, it is important to underline that this thesis, does not
consider interstate international law and governance as vanished. Despite the change of
international governing conceptualized through global governance, international law has not
transformed in its entirety.106
This means that international governing in which the city as a discursive practice plays a role
is enacted as a combination of different elements and trends: the state-centric formal
international institutional structure, the diffusion and dispersal of authority through flexible
forms of governance, and the post-political, technocratic, global governance rationale.
Therefore, this thesis analyses the city as a discursive practice as having a role in an
international governing space that evolves around the interaction of all of these elements.
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Specifically, it borrows a term ‘international law as “global governance”’ from Koskenniemi
to conceptualize the international governing space produced through the contentious
coexistence of these different trajectories.107
Furthermore, this international law as global governance assembled through a combination
of a formal international legal tradition and global governance initiatives means that it is
pulled in different directions and carries different understandings of ordering.108 The
multitude of voices, understandings and directions expressed by an increased ensemble of
actors that participate in international law as global governance arguably brings with it
ambivalence and contradictions in governing. Decades ago, Laclau and Mouffe observed the
increased complexity and fragmentation of ordering within the nation-state contexts. They
wrote that we are living through
a growing complexity and fragmentation of advanced industrial societies - not in the sense
that […] they are more complex than earlier societies; but in the sense that they are
constituted around a fundamental asymmetry. This is the asymmetry existing between a
growing proliferation of differences - a surplus of meaning of 'the social' - and the
difficulties encountered by any discourse attempting to fix those differences as moments
of a stable articulatory structure.109
It is easy to draw an analogy between this observation by Laclau and Mouffe with the
observation of the dynamic in international law as global governance presented above. The
fragmentation of the state, proliferation of claims to authority, diffusion of decision-making
power, a desire for vertical normative alignment of global governance, and the shifting of
roles of the state, of NGOs, of business actors, and international organisations, all cause
international ordering to be visibly unstable and ambivalent.110 It is because of this more
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visible complexity and fluidity of international law as global governance that the possibility of
gaps, overlaps, confusions and contradictions increases.111
This thesis examines the role of the city as a discursive practice in international law as global
governance as both a reflection of and a response to this instability in international governing.
In other words, it argues that the possibility of ambivalence and contradictions in
international law as global governance is crucial for understanding what role the city as a
discursive practice plays.

1.4 Hegemonic contestation and thinking politically about the world

The embeddedness of the city as a discursive practice in the dynamic of international ordering
leads to hegemonic contestation as another fundamental element of the discourse theory
that guides this thesis. Laclau and Mouffe emphasise that any discursive structuration is
contentious and political.112 They use the concept of hegemonic contestation and the
inevitability of politics to explain how our understanding of the world is shaped through
continuous discursive structuration oscillating between transformations and stability.113 In
the words of David Howarth:
the formative order of discourse is not a stable self-reproducing structure, but a
precarious system, which is constantly subjected to political attempts to undermine
and/or restructure the discursive context in the course of history.114
Building on the writings of Antonio Gramsci, the famous Marxist theorist, Laclau and Mouffe
see social ordering as a political process of hegemonic contestation through which actors
compete to produce stability or hegemony and displace or marginalise alternative arguments
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and approaches.115 As Mouffe writes, ‘every consensus exists as a temporary result of a
provisional hegemony, as a stabilization of power, and […] it always entails some form of
exclusion.’116
According to Laclau and Mouffe, there is no one singular hegemonic contestation, nor is there
one single hegemony under which all social dynamic could be subsumed. Instead, there are
incomplete hegemonies, or discursive stabilities, created in most of the fields of social
interaction.117 As Sally Engle Merry, a legal anthropologist and a researcher of the practice of
human rights, has explained:
Instead of an overarching hegemony, there are hegemonies: parts of law that are
more fundamental and unquestioned, parts which are becoming challenged, parts
which authorize the dominant culture, parts which offer liberation to the subordinate.
Law cannot be viewed as hegemonic or not as a whole, but instead as incorporating
contradictory discourses about equality, justice, and persons.118
For example, international law is, on the one hand, a visible example of a technique of
hardening and institutionalization of structural biases.119 Yet, on the other hand, international
law also offers a means to challenge structural constrains and develop counter-hegemonic
narratives.120 In other words, international law
offers a language for the defence of hegemonic and non-hegemonic practices
equally.121 [And] as such, remains a terrain in which the never-ending struggle
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between the two is being waged: hegemony, and critique of hegemony at the same
time.122
A concrete example of hegemonic contestation in international law as global governance is
the uncomfortable coexistence of the promise of human freedom from fear and want, with
the violence, exploitation and immense economic and social misery enabled by international
law as global governance.123 The vast legal and institutional framework of global finance,
international trade law, and international investment law contributes to global poverty and
exploitation of most vulnerable parts of humanity. It does this by promoting and securing the
free-market - profit-focused - legal system that protects the interests of powerful at the
expense of the weak. 124
Additionally, human rights and sustainable development, the two normative vocabularies of
international law as global governance that pose a challenge to unregulated capitalism, are
full of contradictions. These vocabularies also have grave structural limitations ingrained into
their institutionalization. As critical international legal scholars have remarked,125 one is often
left wondering if human rights and sustainable development are either ineffective or even
uncomfortably related to the economic rationale that puts individual private property above
all other considerations.126 This thesis explores such ambivalence through the example of
housing, as an issue that is both recognized as a human right and as a target in SDGs, while
being predominantly treated as a commodity around the world.
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Yet, human rights and other international liberal and social ideas do hold immense authority
in the world.127 They hold, moreover, the potential to help the neglected and exploited gain
recognition and dignity to amplify struggles against oppression and promote solidarity, predistribution and redistribution.128 International law as global governance can, thus, be
understood as both a stabilizer, which keeps the status quo and a means of disrupting the
seemingly unchallengeable way of doing things.
More generally, the hegemonic contestation that concerns international or any other
ordering often revolves around questions of legitimacy, representation and participation.129
In international law as global governance,130 the state is by many other actors no longer
understood as the only and the most legitimate representative of people’s interests,131 nor is
interstate formal international law necessarily seen as a source of legitimate norms and
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policies.132 Other institutions and actors, such as NGOs, claim to have legitimacy and demand
to be included in international norm-and-policy-making.133
Furthermore, many international legal and other scholars have identified the lack of
democratic oversight over the operation of international institutions, and the related
international policy-making and law-making processes, as one of the central questions of
world politics.134 According to them, people around the world are not given enough
opportunities to contribute meaningfully to institutional processes within international law
as global governance, which results in the lack of legitimacy and the so-called ‘democratic
deficit’.135
Critics recognize and target various deficiencies, such as the lack of formal participation
mechanisms in international institutional processes for civil society, the lack of reflection of
the diversity of ideas and world-views in international policies, and the increasingly
unaccountable bureaucratization and technocracy of global governance. As presented above,
Koskenniemi and other authors argue that international law is practised in such a way that it
de-politicizes international law-and-policy-making through various technocratic modus
operandi, which hide power relations and obstruct possibilities to disrupt the status quo.136
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Pointing to deeper structural problems, Klaus Dingwerth, a scholar of international relations
and global governance, argues that it is not the procedural democratic deficit that is the main
problem of international institutional processes. He sees the ‘real democratic deficit
elsewhere, namely in the structural inequalities that lead to informal yet effective exclusion
from the global political process.’137
Balakrishnan Rajagopal, an international legal scholar focused on the interaction between the
developing world and international law, makes similar observations.138 He focuses on the
third world approaches to international human rights and developmental discourses and
writes about the need to make visible the ‘subaltern’ voices from the global South that are
rarely endowed with an agency in international law and governance. One of his claims is that
just by amplifying the visibility of concrete - local - contributions to changes within
international policy, one can challenge the dominant exclusionary narratives of international
law as global governance.
This thesis examines the city as a discursive practice through the hegemonic contestation
within international law as global governance and the struggle for legitimacy, representation
and participation therein.139 Rajagopal140 and other authors, such as Boaventura de Sousa
Santos and Rodríguez-Garavito,141 have dedicated their research to the hegemonic
contestation between established understandings of international law as global governance
and ideas ‘from below’ that dare to doubt, counter and resist the international status quo.
The thesis examines the city as a discursive practice in international law as global governance
as a site of such hegemonic contestation through which actors attempt to articulate different
possibilities of international ordering.
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1.4.1 Taking account of the politics of international law as global governance

Discourse theory offers a way to account for the distribution of power, exclusions and
structural biases by using the lens of hegemonic contestation and emphasising the political
element of any discursive structuration of the social. I can only agree with Susan Marks, a
critical international legal scholar grounded in Marxist theory, who says that the role of the
international legal scholar should be
to make more transparent the processes by which social inequalities are masked,
naturalized, rationalized and otherwise legitimated. This then concentrates attention
on […] the contingency and historicity, of those inequalities, and on the gap between
them and the ideals (of freedom, equality, the rule of law, etc.) which are supposed
to animate our social and political arrangements. In turn, this helps to unsettle the
imaginative hold of the arrangements, and stimulate reflection on the untapped
potential within the ideals.142
Following such belief, discourse analysis of the role of the city as a practice in international
law as global governance conducted in this thesis draws inspiration from a similar critical type
of research of the insertion and formation of various discursive phenomena and practices
within international law and governance, such as global governance,143 sustainable
development,144 global public,145 and the global civil society.146 Arguably, each of these
concepts has been used in international law as global governance as a discursive means of
articulating international ordering according to specific values and aspirations.
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This type of research that is sensitive to the politics of international law as global governance,
means asking specific questions. Jens Bartelson explains how his research of the concept of
the global civil society is not focused on the institutions and practices through which the
concept is shaped (even though to analyse them is fundamental) but is instead focused on
what is done by means of it — what kind of world is constituted, and what kind of
beliefs, institutions and practices can be justified, through the usage of this
concept?147
This thesis asks the same question about the role of the city as a discursive practice within
international law as global governance.148 It starts with the same argument, which David J
Gordon, has made about the formation of local authorities as global governors (which in this
thesis is understood to be a manifestation of the wider discursive practice of the city). He
wrote: ‘the role of the city (as global governor) has been, and continues to be, a site of active
political contestation and struggle, one that takes place in a number of venues’.149
Scholars, who have engaged with the relationship between cities and international law as
global governance before, have critically observed the hegemonies that shape it.150 In their
seminal article on the interaction of cities with international law, Frug and Barron, engaged
with the question of what kinds of cities international legal practices try to create. In their
critical view, ‘[a]gain, and again, international institutions, including institutions that purport
to represent cities themselves, present cities as uniformly striving for uncontroversial but
important goals’,151 which according to the authors express a certain hegemonic
interpretation of urban governing. Focusing on the same and similar practices as these two
authors this thesis reverses the line of inquiry, and asks what the city as a practice tells us
about the hegemonic dynamics of international law as global governance.
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The emphasis of the political element of the role of the city as a discursive practice in
international law as global governance also means that the discourse analysis conducted
within this thesis is a political intervention in itself. To question, by whom, how and for which
goals the city as a discursive practice is used and shaped, requires that the researcher is
transparent of the politics guiding this thesis. Mouffe has written extensively about counterhegemonic struggles, antagonism and the possibility of agonistic politics that could transform
political enemies into adversaries.152 And she has been transparent in her hegemonic political
intervention which is aimed at transforming the liberal-democratic project into a more radical
democratic framework, which would enable coexistence of a plurality and diversity of political
projects and hegemonies.153 In her understanding, the plurality and diversity of social
orderings are not meant to be overcome. Instead, political institutions are to be developed
so that they allow for adversarial coexistence of a plurality of orderings,154 and focus on
‘inclusive participation, dialogical ethics, an ethics of solidarity that acknowledges difference,
[as well as] the principled integration of transformative struggles.’155
In the context of the city, critical urban scholars have engaged with the same normative
project. As Mark Davidson and Kurt Iveson, two critical geographers write:
Politics cannot therefore be assigned to particular people and places. We must see
the city as a space through which politics is staged, but one in which the stage is
constantly being constructed and reconstructed. […] We must therefore insist upon
the necessity for disagreement within our politics. The consensus regime of urban
governance that has installed an almost impervious liberal hegemony must give way
to democratic disruption.156
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This thesis, by following the political agenda promoted by Mouffe, explores how the city as a
frame for global politics is constructed and reconstructed within international law as global
governance. This means that the city as a discursive practice in international law as global
governance is examined both as a means to bring a plurality of voices to international
ordering and thus to open up, politicize and challenge existing structural exclusions. At the
same time, it is also examined as a discursive means that possibly creates new exclusions and
entrenches old ones.157

1.5 City as a practice within international law as global governance

Discourse theory emphasises the discursive construction, dynamics, and plurality of the
social. The structural context, its stability and transformation, has a political dimension that
is explained through the ongoing hegemonic contestation between different visions of
ordering. These are the foundations of the discourse theory used by this thesis as the
theoretical framework for the research of the role of the city in international law as global
governance. But inquiring about the role of the city as a practice, and thus, as a ‘meaning
making, identity-forming, and order-producing activit[y]’158 within international law as global
governance does not mean a mere focus on the discursive - structural context. It also means
that this thesis focuses on the concrete examples of activities and articulations through which
the city is discursively practiced.
Laclau and Mouffe argue that to keep the order and stability of ordering, or to attempt to
change the status-quo, actors need to articulate their choices.159 The attention of the
researcher is, therefore, to examine how hegemonic contestation is articulated and practiced
and by whom.160 This thesis mostly does that by examining the textual material,161 through
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which the city as a practice is articulated in international law as global governance. However,
discursive articulation is not only expressed through texts but is a general way of structuring
and ordering the world through all kinds of practices.162 Means of articulation are both
ideational and material and encompass texts, institutions, institutional practices, and other
forms of organising which collectively help to maintain or disrupt a certain way of ordering,
and thus shape reality.163 That is why this thesis that analyses the role of the city as a practice
within international law as global governance does not focus only on the larger discursivepolitical dynamic. It also focuses on the concrete micro-activity of actors and their practices
as they deploy the city to legitimate or challenge the discourse and practice of international
law as global governance.164
At the beginning, this chapter already described the UCLG as one such organisation that
shapes the role of the city in international law as global governance through its activities.
UCLG World Summit in Durban was one crucial institutional space through which the role of
the city as a discursive practice in international law as global governance is articulated. Both
UCLG as the institution, and the World Summit as an institutional event, are means of
articulation through which this thesis explores the discursive development of the city as a
practice in international law as global governance.

162

Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Moufe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, (supra fn 18), p.108
Jacob Torfing, New Theories of Discourse: Laclau, Mouffe and Zizek (Blackwell 1999), p. 70, 71; David
Howarth, ‘Applying discourse theory: The method of articulation’ in David Howarth and Jacob Torfing (eds),
Discourse Theory and European Politics (Palgrave 2005), p.6; Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Moufe, Hegemony
and Socialist Strategy, (supra fn 18), p.105-114
164
One example of such research of individual practices of a more general concept is: Louise Amoore and Paul
Langley, ‘Ambiguities of global civil society’ (2004) 30 Review of International Studies 89
163

35

This chapter, when describing the UCLG World Summit, also mentioned that there was a
network of actors or a community of practice165 that participated in the event. Therefore, to
ground the role of the city as a discursive practice within international law as global
governance, and to give a shape to the network, this thesis also asks two sub-questions:
Who gets to participate in the shaping of the city as a discursive practice in international law
as global governance?
and
In which international institutional settings and institutional processes is the city discursively
practiced?
Although these sub-questions are relevant for the thesis as a whole, it is Chapter 2 that
answers them most comprehensively. However, to lay the foundation for answering these
research questions, the next sub-section presents the networked organisational form through
which the role of the city as a discursive practice in international as global governance is
examined in this thesis.

1.5.1 Activities of the international networked governance of urban and housing issues

There are many fields and frameworks of international law as global governance in which the
city and the urban context are gaining visibility. Various UN agencies have developed
programmes with the partnership of city authorities and to influence urban governance.
Initiatives such as UN Women’s Global Flagship Initiative “Safe Cities and Safe Public
Spaces”,166 UNICEF’s ‘Child Friendly Cities’,167 UNESCO’s ‘International Coalition of Inclusive
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and Sustainable Cities’168 and World Health Organization’s ‘Healthy Cities’169 all target the
governance of cities specifically. Even more widely, within the general frameworks of
sustainable development,170 and international human rights law,171 as developed by the UN,
the city is also given some visibility. In one document, the UN Office of the High Commissioner
for Human Rights says that
developments in improving human rights on the international level […] must be
brought to the local level. […] There is a need for making human rights more concrete
and more practicable for the specific needs on the local level.172
In addition to the interest that comes from international institutions, actors that claim to
represent cities also network across borders and connect with international institutions and
engage with international law as global governance. The UCLG World Summit, described at
the beginning of this chapter, was such a space where a transnational organisation
representing municipal governments (UCLG) invited representatives of international
institutions, mayors, representatives of NGOs, etc., to connect the city to the international
level and the international level to the city.
All these actors form a network that shapes the city as a discursive practice. The network of
institutional actors is the key organisational form through which this thesis explores the city
as a discursive practice in international law as global governance. Research into the relevance
of networks for discursive structuration connects discourse theory with an academic
discipline that examines governance networks.173 The academic field of network governance
research is a sub-field of public governance studies and has proliferated in the last three
decades. Mostly focused on the transformation of national and local government into
168
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networked governance regimes, it also relates to global governance research.174 In the words
of two prolific network governance researchers, Eva Sørensen and Jacob Torfing
‘governance networks blur the boundary between state and society by facilitating cogovernance and negotiated coordination. They bring together public and private
actors in processes of collaborative governance, and they cut across the distinctions
between global, national and local levels of governance in the creation of tangled,
multi-level networks.175
In a discursive sense, governance networks are interesting because they are capable of
changing the policy discourses, ‘including the identity of the actors, their mutual perceptions
of each other, and the norms and values upon which concrete policy decisions and policy
regulations build.’176 All of this through the institutional context which constrains and
facilitates political action.177 Another researcher, Maarten Hajer, has called such networks
‘discourse coalitions’.178 These discourse coalitions create and use their story-lines, or
narratives, through which they propose a specific approach to governance, and thus
reconceptualize existing ordering.179
There is one field of international law as global governance through which this thesis shows
the networked development of the role of the city as a discursive practice with more depth
and with a focus on fewer actors, while still researching the most prominent international
institutional frameworks. For this thesis the interlinked field of international urban and
housing governance serves as one of the most visible, and long-lasting, examples of the
formation of the role of the city as a discursive practice in international law as global
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governance.180 And it is through the field of the interlinked housing and urban international
governance that the contradictions and tensions of international law as global governance
that have been identified above, are pronounced. As this thesis shows, the networked
governance of urban and housing issues contains state-centric as well as networked, postsovereign, elements of international governing.
Therefore, this thesis addresses the primary research question that focuses on the role of the
city as a discursive practice in international law as global governance through the engagement
with the international housing and urban governance as a case study. It is through the
governance of urban and housing issues that, this thesis argues, a more general phenomenon
of a role of the city as a discursive practice in international law as global governance can be
explored with greater focus. Housing issues, such as homelessness, inadequacy, informality,
etc., are on the international level seen as predominantly an urban issue. And it is through
the governance of housing issues that actors involved in international governing often
approach issues of urban governance, such as decentralization, urban planning, and
transparency, accountability and participation in governing of cities. It can be argued that
these two fields of international governance, which are ‘most naturally’ connected to the city,
have operated as a springboard for approaching other global problems, and international
governance more generally, through the lens of the city. In addition, through the international
governance of housing and urban issues, one can more profoundly examine what goals the
inclusion of the city in international law as global governance serves.
The interconnectedness, overlap, and centrality of housing and urban issues is also visible in
the institutional organisation, where, for example, the central UN agency that deals with
housing issues, UN-Habitat, is at the same time the central UN institution focused on urban
governance.181 Moreover, the most important international conference on cities in recent
years organised by the UN has also recognized the interlinked nature of housing and urban
issues. HABITAT III was titled Conference on Housing and Sustainable Urban Development.182
Equally relevant is that through the institutional processes that focus on housing governance,
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various actors interested in cities are given a space to make themselves heard. UCLG is one
of such actors that has developed its agenda in part through the governance of housing
issues.183 At the UCLG World Summit, one day was partially dedicated to housing issues.
Through various sessions the UN Special Rapporteur for the Right to Adequate Housing,
representatives of UN-Habitat, mayors, NGO representatives and others highlighted the
gravity of the global housing problems and their embeddedness in a local-urban governance
context.
The interlinked international housing and urban governance is also an interesting case study
because it is articulated through several discursive frameworks. On the one hand, there exists
a right to adequate housing codified in international human rights law.184 On the other hand,
urban housing (as a practice of urban governing and development) is predominantly treated
as a commodity and not a basic social need or human right. It is widely understood to be a
private issue that should be addressed primarily through the mechanisms of the market, and
as such is a means for economic growth and the making of profit.185 Through the vocabulary
of sustainable development, housing seems to be approached as both a social issue and an
issue of the private market. Having these - often contradictory - articulations all present in
the governance of housing issues also helps to show the contradictions that surround the city
as a discursive practice in international law as global governance.
In addition, the inter-linked field of housing and urban governance is relevant because it
functions through a network that connects the core institutions of the interstate institutional
structure with the most organised actors that represent urban interests on the international
level. The institutions considered to be at the centre of housing governance and of the
articulation of the role of the city are UN-Habitat, UN Special Rapporteur for the Right to
adequate housing and with it Office of the High Commissioner for Human rights (part of which
is the Special Rapporteur), Cities Alliance, World Bank, UCLG, Habitat International Coalition
and its Global Platform for the Right to the City.
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This thesis focuses on these institutions because they present themselves, and are seen to
be, at the centre of the governance of urban and housing issues on the international level.
And also, because these actors are international institutions, institutions representing local
authorities and institutions that represent civil society. As such they represent different
subject positions in relation to international law as global governance and carry with them
different sensibilities and aims when they network, and articulate the role of the city.

1.5.2 Selected method of research and its limitations

The research of the role of the city as a discursive practice in international law as global
governance in this thesis is conducted with the help of discourse theory that allows for a
particular approach to law and legal frameworks. The examination of the role of the city
stands on three pillars, the research of the dynamics of the discursive-structural context, the
research of the political, hegemonic, tension, and the research of concrete activities within
the international networked governance of urban and housing issues. It is based on the
analysis of the textual material, attendance of some strategic events, such as the UCLG World
Summit, and the supplementation of the research with seven interviews with officials from
different organisations.186 The textual material includes various legal and other official
documents, declarations, statements, and reports produced by the relevant institutions, as
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well as more informal material available on the internet, such as descriptions of events,
interviews, etc.
However, the methodological choices that shape this thesis, unavoidably limit its research
agenda. Analysing networks and networked governance requires imposing practical limits.
Networks are dynamic, change over time, potentially extend ad infinitum, and do not offer
simple insights as to where authority and power reside. Thus, any effort at describing them
results in an approximation. By looking at the field of housing and urban governance this
thesis does not wish to claim how the discursive articulation of the role of the city happens in
all areas of international law as global governance. There are many other spaces and networks
where the articulation of the role of the city also takes place. Hence, this thesis speaks about
a role of a city in international law as global governance. Nevertheless, the arguments within
this thesis offer insights with more general and broader relevance.
Furthermore, the interlinked field of international urban and housing governance is a
somewhat arbitrary analytical creation. Fields of governance are never isolated and
coherently self-contained. Instead, they overlap and always form part of other discursive
contexts. For example, one could also separately research the role of the city in international
human rights law or sustainable development agenda, both of which this thesis examines as
part of the field of international urban and housing governance.
Additionally, this thesis focuses on how different actors very visibly articulate their views on
how the city should be linked to international law as global governance. Because of that, the
research does not mean to uncover their hidden agendas. To answer the research question,
it is enough to analyse the official narratives precisely because of their visibility and the power
they carry to influence international law as global governance. Since this thesis focuses on the
discursive practice of the city among the selected network of actors, it does not try to prove
the actors as right or wrong when they make their claims about the world, international law
as global governance, or more specifically about urban and housing governance. In addition,
this thesis is not directly focused on what happens on the ground within thousands of cities
but instead examines how the role of the city is discursively practiced on the international
level.
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Finally, the thesis examines discursive articulations on the level of institutions, and I
conducted several interviews with officials within these institutions. Nevertheless, this thesis
is not an in-depth mapping of micro-level interaction of the people that network and
articulate the role of the city on the international level (even though micro-level interaction
is part of the inquiry). It acknowledges that institutions are rarely cohesive actors and that to
understand the dynamics within them, and thus the policies they produce, one has to
examine their inner organisation, relations between officials and the tensions that arise
among them.187 Yet, in spite of this, institutions are capable of producing and promoting a
cohesive official narrative and policy, which is what this thesis is interested in. Because of
that, for the most part, this thesis looks at the practice, norms, and policies produced on the
level of institutions as ‘structures of collective acting’,188 and emphasises personal
contributions of individual officials only occasionally, to make the arguments stronger.189 That
does, however, not mean that the thesis does not problematize the ‘structures of collective
acting’ and their activities.
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1.6 Structure of the thesis

This thesis examines the city as a discursive practice in international law as global governance
with the help of discourse theory. It attempts to understand what role the city as a discursive
practice has in international law as global governance. The thesis examines this role of the
city specifically through the activities of the networked governance of urban and housing
issues and the discursive context of hegemonic contestation that surrounds them.
The following Chapter 2 starts with the examination of the concrete activities and
articulations through which the city is practiced. It describes the network of institutional
actors that operate in the field of international housing and urban governance who give a role
to the city through their interaction. The chapter presents international institutions, the UNHabitat, UN Special rapporteur for the Right to Adequate Housing, and the World Bank, which
were mandated by nation-states to engage in international urban and housing governance. It
argues that these institutions, through their operation, combine different trajectories of
international law as global governance. They actively network with a variety of actors who
are willing to co-create and participate in the international governance of urban and housing
issues and explore different forms of international norm-and-policy-making. By presenting
the operation of international institutions the thesis shows that they combine the statecentric formalist framework, with diffuse forms of governance, while they co-create a postpolitical global governance trajectory.
Additionally, the chapter presents some of the other actors, outside of the formalist statecentric international institutional structure that contribute to the interlinked field of
international urban and housing governance, namely, United Cities and Local Governments,
Habitat International Coalition and Slum Dwellers International. It argues that all these
institutions together form a networked governance space that straddles state-centric
institutional structure and global governance forms. Thus, the operation of these actors
shows how the three different trajectories of international law as global governance interact
in the networked space of international urban and housing governance.
Chapter 3 builds on the analysis of the discursive space of the international networked
governance of urban and housing issues. It examines the discursive role of the city as a means
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of reconciling and stabilizing the tensions that arise within international law as global
governance. The chapter analyses the role of the city as tightly connected to the liberal global
governance agenda promoted by the UN, which strives to overcome the ambivalence and
conflict that are part of international ordering. As Chapter 3 argues, the role of the city is
shaped as a discursive tool with which the state-centric international ordering can be
reconciled with the post-sovereign global governance. Moreover, the chapter reasons that
the city as a discursive frame offers a way of harmonizing the vertical - post-political structuring of international law as global governance, and its simultaneous horizontal
dispersion of authority.
The most visible manifestation of the city as a discursive practice in this reconciliatory postpolitical project is the role of the municipal government. Municipal government is discursively
shaped as the actor through which the structural tensions of international law can be
smoothened out and the functioning of networked governance analysed in the second
chapter can be improved. Through the municipal government, considered as the public
authority closest to the people, two of the central organizing principles of international law
as global governance, organisational efficiency and (democratic) legitimacy, can be satisfied.
The chapter argues that the municipal government is developed as an actor with both a local
and an international agency, which can seamlessly connect the international norm-making
with the local implementation. In addition, it is an agent developed to combine elements of
public authority with the agility of a non-governmental actor.
Additionally, this chapter argues that the role of the city in the post-political project of liberal
reconciliation also manifests in ways that go beyond the agency of the municipal government.
Through the principle of decentralization, one of the core concepts through which the city is
discursively practiced, the state, and state-centric institutional elements of international
ordering, are made to fit in networked international law as global governance. Additionally,
decentralization can be interpreted as an invitation for a stronger role of the state in
international law as global governance. But it is a benevolent role of a disaggregated state,
which holds the liberal structure together, and at the same time retains a detached authority,
with limited interference to the concrete norm-and policy-making done through networked
governance.
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Also, Chapter 3 argues that the third manifestation of the role of the city in international law
as global governance is the city as a socio-political space. It is through the more compact
political space of the city, in comparison to the frame of the state, that problems of human
rights, sustainability and the tension between the market and the people, can arguably be
more easily reconciled. It is also a space in which participatory decision-making that produces
more just and legitimate public policies can be more easily achieved than in the larger political
frame of the state.
Chapter 4 presents the same discursive practices out of which the post-political role of the
city arises in international law as global governance from a different, conflictual, perspective.
This conflictual perspective allows the chapter to argue that the role of the city as a discursive
practice in international law as global governance is also a frame of discursive struggle over
representation, legitimacy and authority. As such, the city also exists as an ambivalent
discursive frame that cannot escape the field of ‘the political’. Questions of representation,
legitimacy and authority are related to the changing role of the state within international law
as global governance and tension between the state-centric and post-sovereign - networked
- approaches to ordering. Additionally, they are related to the tension between the diffusion
of authority in international law as global governance and attempts at a post-political vertical
consolidation of the international ordering.
Furthermore, Chapter 4 argues that the components, which under the post-political
understanding of the role of the city fit harmoniously together, also exist in a contentious
relationship with one another. The chapter argues that the city is an object and subject that
evades singular representation, which shows how the city as a practice is ambivalent within.
It examines this ambivalence specifically through the relationship between the agency of the
municipal government and the visibility of the city as a complex socio-political phenomenon.
Thus, this chapter proposes that the city as a discursive practice also has a role as a frame for
hegemonic contestation between different approaches to representation, authority and
legitimacy in international law as global governance. In this sense, the post-political
understanding of the role of the city, which the third chapter analyses, is only one of the roles
of the city as a discursive practice in international law as global governance.
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Chapter 5 continues with the analysis of the city as a discursive practice in international law
as global governance, which is shaped through struggles over international ordering. It argues
that the role of the city also serves as a discursive means for the creation of a hegemonic
struggle over the character of publicness of international law as global governance. The city
as a discursive practice, serves as a means of articulating a hegemonic struggle between
competing market-centred and people-centred rationalities of governing that are present in
international law as global governance. This then helps actors within networked governance
to articulate a counter-hegemonic narrative through which they position themselves and
their activities.
Also, Chapter 5 focuses more directly on housing governance and the tensions and
ambivalence that come with it. It argues that the public governing of urban and housing issues
is an ambivalent and contentious discursive phenomenon that contains both market-centred
and people-centred rationales. Urban housing, as a specific practice in the larger field of urban
governing, can be seen as a basic human need, a human right and a public good, on the one
hand, and as a commodity and an investment opportunity on the other. As such, the
governing of cities, and housing within them, is pulled into different directions. The governing
is shaped through both the interaction between these rationales, and hegemonic
contestation between them.
Chapter 5 then argues that the city as a discursive practice is used as a means to frame the
articulation of hegemonic contestation between market-centred and people-centred
rationalities of international governing. A number of actors in the international networked
governance of urban and housing issues, the UN Special Rapporteur for the Right to Adequate
Housing, Habitat International Coalition, some officials within UCLG and within UN-Habitat
shape this hegemonic struggle. They see international governance of cities and housing as
dominated by a market - profit-seeking – rationality and use the city as a discursive frame to
construct a narrative of hegemonic contestation. Then these actors develop counterhegemonic alternatives through which they position themselves and their activities. These
alternatives are articulated through international human rights law, elements of the
sustainable development agenda, the right to the city and other concepts.
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Finally, Chapter 6 concludes with a more general argument on how the city is a complex
discursive practice in international law as global governance. As the city as a discursive
practice arises out of the networked governance of urban and housing issues, different
trajectories and different points of view that are present therein shape it. The city as a
discursive practice has several roles that reflect as well as influence the interaction between
different trajectories of international law as global governance, the state-centric, the diffuse
and the post-political as they materialize within networked governance. The city as a
discursive practice is, thus, both a stabilizer and a means of retaining a status-quo, as well as
a means of disrupting the established and entrenched biases of international law as global
governance.
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Chapter 2 - International networked governance of urban and housing
issues

2.1 Introduction

The chapter argues that the city as a discursive practice is a specific shared lens through which
global problems and global agendas, norms and policies can be rethought by institutional
actors engaged in international governing. And as a discursive creation, the city is shaped
through concrete institutional activities and articulations, and through the discursive
structural context of international law as global governance that surrounds them. This
chapter examines the activities within the international ‘networked governance’1 of urban
and housing issues through which the city as a discursive practice is shaped in international
law as global governance. It examines the networked organisational form of the international
governance of urban and housing issues, the actors involved in it, and the instances of
interaction that straddle state-centric institutional and post-sovereign governing space. As
such, this chapter serves to ground the more theoretical chapters that follow and the
arguments developed therein. It is this interlinked field of international urban and housing
governance that serves as a case study to show how the city is used as a means of discursive
framing and shaping normative-political action within international law as global governance.

1

Governance networks, networked governance, and nodal governance have all been used as concepts that
attempt to capture the more fluent, non-hierarchical governing arrangements. Since the ninety-nineties, these
concepts have been used to capture the changing public, private, local, global public-private, glocal, governing
environment, which has become increasingly networked. See: Betina Hollstein, Wenzel Matiaske and Kai-Uwe
Schnapp (eds), Networked Governance: New Research Perspectives (Springer 2017), p.1-4, See also: Mark
Fenwick, Steven Van Uytsel, Stefan Wrbka (eds), Networked Governance, Transnational Business and the Law
(Springer 2014), Eva Sørensen and Jacob Torfing, ‘Making governance networks effective and democratic
through metagovernance’ (2009) 87 Public Administration 234; Eva Sørensen and Jacob Torfing (eds), Theories
of Democratic Network Governance (Palgrave 2007); Jacob Torfing, ‘Governance networks’ in David Levi-Faur
(ed), The Oxford Handbook of Governance (OUP 2012) ; Jonathan S Davies, ‘Network governance theory: a
Gramscian critique’ (2012) 44 Environment and Planning 2687; Steve Waddell and Sanjeev Khagram, ‘Multistakeholder global networks: emerging systems for the global common good’ in Pieter Glasbergen, Frank
Biermann and Arthur P J Mol (eds), Partnerships, governance and sustainable development: reflections on
theory and practice (Edward Elgar 2007)
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The following section builds on the arguments made in the previous chapter regarding the
discursive dynamic of international law as global governance, which are crucial for
understanding the role of the city as a discursive practice. It argues that the city as a practice
arises out of a networked form of international governance that combines elements of statecentric institutional structure with elements of ‘post-sovereign’ forms of global governance.
The city as a discursive practice is, therefore, shaped through the contentious coexistence
and interaction of hierarchic-exclusive and more horizontal-inclusive modes of governing.
After that, section two presents the actors within the networked governance of urban and
housing issues. UN-Habitat, UN-Special Rapporteur for the right to adequate housing, and the
World Bank are some of the visible international institutions that engage with the
international governance of urban and housing issues. Each one of them, as a representative
of the state-centric international institutional structuration, carries a specific mandate given
to them by states. At the same time, they act with a level of autonomy and take on a role of
both orchestrators of international networked initiatives and members within the larger
networked space. Other actors presented in this section that participate in international
urban and housing governance, are United Cities and Local Governments (UCLG), the largest
intercity organisation representing municipal governments, Habitat International Coalition, a
networked organisation of NGOs focused on habitat, and Slum Dwellers International, one of
the largest organisations representing the voices of slum-dwellers. These organisations,
which are themselves networks, bring voices of their vast constituencies to the international
level. The chapter concludes with some most visible examples of interaction within
networked governance, which all take the city as a frame for thinking through global
problems. The most important example of interaction within the network is the HABITAT III
conference on cities and housing.
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2.2 International networked governance of urban and housing issues

In recent years, the city has found a place in the vocabulary of international and transnational
institutions which engage in global-international norm-and-policy making. In the previous,
introductory, chapter, slogans such as ‘Listen to cities’, ‘Cities are listening’, and ‘Right to the
city’ were mentioned as expressions of the city-centric narratives in international law as
global governance.2 They were argued to exemplify how the city is a shared discursive practice
through which different actors can express their normative-political demands and try to
influence global-international norm-and-policy making.
To use the vocabulary of the discourse theory, the city is practiced as a discursive frame
through which demands on governing are put forward in the international context. The city,
therefore, is a category of practice, through which different actors find a way to express
demands that are collectively comprehensible.3 Building on the reasoning of Mouffe, Laclau
and many other post-structuralist thinkers, this thesis argues that the city does not have some
prior meaning that belongs to the world outside of the discursive structuration. Instead, the
city is articulated through practices of actors in relation to the discursive context of
international law as global governance. Therefore, to understand what role the city as a
discursive practice has in international law as global governance, this chapter examines the
actors and articulatory activities out of which the city arises. Additionally, this chapter also
places the actors and their activities in the structural context of international law as global
governance. To do that, the following paragraphs repeat some of the arguments made in the
previous chapter that place the city as a discursive practice within the larger dynamics of
international law as global governance.
The networked governance of urban and housing issues is in this thesis argued to contain
state-centric as well as networked, post-sovereign, elements of international governing. As
such, it is a micro-cosmos of the larger structural dynamic of increasingly difficult separation

2

Global platform for the Right to the City, https://www.right2city.org/ accessed 10 October 2020; United
Cities and Local Government, ‘Durban Political Declaration’ (Durban 2019)
3
Inspired by Stein Sundstol Eriksen and Jacob Ole Sending, ‘There is no global public: The idea of the public
and the legitimation of governance’ (2013) 5 International Theory 213
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between state-centric international law and global governance.4 This thesis argues that the
discursive-structural dynamic of international law as global governance evolves around the
contentious coexistence and interaction of three trajectories of international governing. The
three trajectories are the state-centric formal institutional structuration, the diffusion of
international authority, and the vertical, post-political, stabilization of international normand-policy-making.
This chapter presents an example of this contentious coexistence and interaction through the
networked governance of urban and housing issues, which includes UN agencies and other
types of actors. UN agencies are, on the one hand, constrained by their formal state-centric
mandates. On the other hand, however, they explore different possibilities of international
ordering through networks that span beyond the state-centric structure. In addition to this,
UN agencies engage in autonomous interpretation and expansion of their mandates using the
frameworks such as sustainable development agenda and international human rights law.5 It
can be argued that UN agencies also act as primary promoters and developers of international
agendas. They are bound by these international frameworks (which they cocreate in the first
place) as much as by the state-centric structural framework.6 To some extent, therefore,
international institutions ‘help determine the kind of world that is to be governed and set the
agenda for global governance.’7
International institutions, sometimes with the opposition, but often with the acquiescence,
or even encouragement, of states, have engaged in a networked form of governance8 for

4

Martti Koskenniemi, ‘International law as ‘global governance’’ in Justin Desautels-Stein and Christopher
Tomlins (eds), Searching for Contemporary Legal Thought (CUP 2017)
5
Jan Aart Scholte, ‘Globalization and Governance: From Statism to Polycentrism’ (Centre for the Study of
Globalisation and Regionalisation, University of Warwick, CSGR Working Paper No. 130/04, 2004), p.21; Robert
O'Brien et al, Contesting Global Governance: Multilateral Economic Institutions and Global Social Movements
(CUP 2003), p.2
6
Susan Park, ‘Norm diffusion within international organizations: a case study of the World Bank’ (2005) 8
Journal of International Relations and Development 111
7
Barnett M and Finnemore M, Rules for the world: International organizations in global politics (Cornell
University Press, 2004), p.7
8
James N. Rosenau, ‘The Governance of Fragmegration: Neither world republic nor a global interstate system’
(A paper prepared for presentation at the Congress of the International Political Science Association, Quebec
City, August 1-5, 2000) https://www.jstor.org/stable/44838185?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents accessed
10 October 2020, p.9; Kal Raustiala, ‘The architecture of international cooperation: Transgovernmental
networks and the future of international law ' (2002) 43 Virginia Journal of International Law 1; Abrahamsen R
and Williams M, "Securing the city: private security companies and non-state authority in global
governance." (2007) 21 International relations 237, p.242;
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different reasons. Often, they lacked the capacity for agenda-setting and implementation of
international norms and policies and therefore had to search for effective means of expanding
their reach.9 Another reason has been the change and expansion of global normative
interaction, with other actors and centres of authority that populate the expanding space of
global governance.10 Crucial influence has also come from the trends of national reform of
public governing. One such trend has been the New Public Management,11 which has
proliferated in the ninety-nineties and has focused on increasing the efficiency of public
administration by translating and adapting management practices from the private sector.12
And the more recent has been the New Public Governance,13 which has emphasised the focus
on legitimacy, participation and co-production of policies.14 Understandings from both of
these trends have been used to encourage international institutions to search for ways of
increasing accountability, agility, efficiency, and legitimacy of international public
governing.15 Scholars have also understood this search for greater legitimacy and efficiency
of international norm-and-policy making as an effort to address the participatory gap,16 and

9

Paul Stephenson, ‘Twenty years of multi-level governance: ‘Where Does It Come From? What Is It? Where Is
It Going?’ (2013) 20 Journal of European Public Policy 817, p.828; Graham Hassall and Marjan van den Belt,
‘Global Sustainability: policy networks for the Sustainable Development Goals’ (2017) 13 Policy Quarterly 1;
Jan Martin Witte and Wolfgang Reinicke, Business Unusual: Facilitating United Nations Reform Through
Partnerships (United Nations 2005)
10
James N. Rosenau, ‘The Governance of Fragmegration: Neither world republic nor a global interstate system’
(A paper prepared for presentation at the Congress of the International Political Science Association, Quebec
City, August 1-5, 2000); Michele Acuto and Steve Rayner, ‘City networks: Breaking gridlocks or forging (new)
lock-ins?’ (2016) 92 International Affairs 1147
11
Laurance R. Geri, ‘New public management and the reform of international organizations’ (2001) 67
International Review of Administrative Sciences 445; Irvine Lapsley, ‘New public management: The cruellest
invention of the human spirit?’ (2009) 45 Abacus 1
12
Van de Walle S and Hammerschmid G, ‘The impact of the new public management: Challenges for
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13
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public service’’ in Gilchrist D and Butcher J (eds), The three sector solution: delivering public policy in
collaboration with not-for-profits and Business (Australian National University Press 2016)
14
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15
Tanja A Börzel and Diana Panke, ‘Network governance: Effective and legitimate?’ in Eva Sørensen and Jacob
Torfing (eds) Theories of democratic network governance (Palgrave Macmillan 2007), p.159-163; Jan Aart
Scholte, ‘Towards greater legitimacy in global governance’ (2011) 18 Review of International Political Economy
110, p.111; Paul Stephenson, ‘Twenty years of multi-level governance: ‘Where Does It Come From? What Is It?
Where Is It Going?’ (2013) 20 Journal of European Public Policy 817, P.828; Klaus Dingwerth, The New
Transnationalism: Transnational Governance and Democratic Legitimacy (Springer 2007), p.3; Jochen von
Bernstorff, ‘Democratic global Internet regulation? Governance networks, international law and the shadow of
hegemony’ (2003) 9 European Law Journal 511, p.513
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Chantal Mouffe, Agonistics: Thinking the World politically (Verso 2013), p.168.169; James N. Rosenau, ‘The
Governance of Fragmegration: Neither world republic nor a global interstate system’ (A paper prepared for
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p.7
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the operational gap due to the ‘increasing geographic reach and complexity of public-policy
issues and the speed with which they arise and propagate’.17
One governing form developed through this search for ways to address the limitations of
international governing has been international networked governance. In networked
governance norms, policies and narratives of ordering are created interactively by a variety
of interdependent and autonomous institutional actors.18 Eva Sørensen and Jacob Torfing,
two scholars that have extensively engaged with public networked governance, proposed an
ideal-theoretical form of networked governance (in the intra-state contexts), which is:
a relatively stable horizontal articulation of interdependent, but operationally
autonomous actors, who interact through negotiations, which take place within a
regulative, normative, cognitive and imaginary framework, that to a certain extent is
self-regulating, and which contributes to the production of public purpose within or
across particular policy areas.19
This is, of course, a theoretical model of networked governance, which rarely corresponds to
how networks operate in practice. Therefore, there are caveats that Eva Sørensen and Jacob
Torfing also add to their model of networked governance, which is important in the context
of international governing. Crucially, relationships among actors in networked governance
are rarely completely equal. Some might have more material and immaterial resources, which
makes them more central than others. Yet, in networked governance ‘nobody can command
or force anybody else in the manner possible within a system of hierarchical rule.’20
This thesis develops Sørensen’s and Torfing’s understanding of networked governance and
approaches it as a governing form through which different, conflictual, trajectories of
international law as global governance interact. It is through international networked
governance that one can observe the interaction between the state-centric institutional
structure, the diffusion of international authority and the vertical alignment around post-
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political global governance. Through the example of the international networked governance
of urban and housing issues, this thesis argues that the norms and policies that originate from
the state-centric international institutional structure are crucial for understanding how the
role of the city is shaped. However, whilst they explore various possibilities of legitimacy and
efficiency, the actors in the networked governance of urban and housing issues experiment
and are no longer preoccupied with formal/informal pedigree of international norms and
policies.21 The distinction between norms and policies, and between the sphere of the legal
and the political matters less and is no longer clearly visible.22 Additionally, the networked
governance of urban and housing issues signifies a blurring of the public-private distinction
and focuses on ‘the production of public policy through political interaction between public
and private actors.’23 This idiosyncratic functioning of the international networked
governance of urban and housing issues arguably shows that the structural context of
international law and governance does not simply determine the network. Instead, the
network to a certain level operates through ‘its own ideas, resources and capabilities, and it
does so within a regulative, normative, cognitive and imaginary framework that is adjusted
through negotiations and regular interaction between the participants in the network.’24
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2.3 State-centric elements of the networked governance of urban and housing issues

The role of the city examined in this thesis is shaped through networked governance, which
focuses on two interlinked fields of international governing. One is governing of cities and
urbanisation, and the other governing of housing issues, such as informality of housing and
homelessness. These two fields of governance are closely related and have in many ways
shared their evolutionary path, at least within the state-centric international institutional
structure.25
In 1976 the first HABITAT conference was organised in which the United Nations for the first
time debated both, urban development and housing.26 After that conference, an institutional
predecessor to UN-Habitat, one of the international institutions described below, was
created. This institution has been the focal point within the UN for both, urban and housing
issues ever since.27 Twenty years later, as one of the big developmental conferences of the
ninety nineties, the HABITAT II conference on urban and housing issues espoused the
language of the sustainable development agenda.28 Even though HABITAT II was made to
combine social, economic and environmental aspects of sustainable urban development
more generally, housing remained the central issue of concern.29 These past events show how
long-lasting the link between the governance of urban and housing issues is in the context of
the United Nations.
UN-Habitat, therefore, has been created within the UN system to specifically focus on urban
and housing issues and has existed in a relatively independent form since 2002.30 Working
primarily through a sustainable development agenda, it is dedicated to promoting ‘socially
and environmentally sustainable human settlement development and the achievement of
25
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adequate shelter for all’.31 The mandate of UN-Habitat is articulated through the New Urban
Agenda (NUA) the document accepted at HABITAT III conference,32 and is also based on
international human rights law, which is implied in its slogan ‘Leave no one and no place
behind’.33 Through the work of UN-Habitat, international housing governance directly relates
to international urban governance and the agency divides its work into operational projectbased work and the normative agenda-setting work.34 Its projects are in a large majority
focused on housing and urban issues in the developing world, which means in Africa, Asia and
Latin America. Examples are slum upgrading projects, land reform projects, urban governance
and urban planning reform projects in different countries.35 The normative aspect has a more
global dimension. It focuses on norms development, agenda-setting and standard-setting that
concerns urban law, housing governance, urban planning, approaches to informal
settlements, the ownership and possession of land, inclusivity of urban decision-making and
local democracy, competences and duties of local authorities, decentralization, etc.36
UN-Habitat is mandated to act as a conduit through which urban and housing issues in the
context of sustainable development can be discussed and addressed by UN Secretariat, other
UN agencies, UN member states and other actors that have an interest in international
housing and urban governance.37 UN-Habitat is led by an Executive Director who also sits on
the United Nations Chief Executives Board for Coordination and the Secretary-General's
Senior Management Group.38 In 2019 UN-Habitat was restructured to encourage greater
involvement of UN General Assembly member states in development and steering of its
mandate.39 Two new bodies (replacing similar ones) have been created. One is UN-Habitat
31
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Assembly, the main agenda-setting body, which is open to all member states. And the other
is UN-Habitat Executive Board, which is composed of 36 countries and has been established
to have the policy oversight in-between Assemblies that take place every four years.40
Through the Strategic Plan 2020-2023 accepted at the first UN-Habitat Assembly in 2019, UNHabitat was also given a direction to integrate its project and normative spheres of work more
closely.41
The normative framework through which UN-Habitat operates, is the sustainable
development agenda, the latest articulation of which is the UN Agenda 2030.42 This Agenda
2030 consists of 17 interrelated Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). SDGs are a list of
voluntary goals, with measurable targets and indicators that form a development agenda
through ‘which countries will mobilize efforts to end all forms of poverty, fight inequalities
and tackle climate change, while ensuring that no one is left behind’.43 The aim of the Agenda
2030 is to change how the world is managed and developed, by embedding the agreed
principles and values ‘into everything that we do’, as the United Nations Secretary-General
explained.44 Agenda 2030 is also a developmental framework that is grounded in the norms
of international human rights law, which it balances with environmental considerations, as
well as the principles of economic liberalism.45 One of the Sustainable Development Goals,
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Goal 11, focuses specifically on cities and aims to ‘make cities and human settlements
inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable’.46Goal 11 has several targets to be achieved by 2030,
and indicators through which progress can be measured. The first target stated under this
goal is to ‘ensure access for all to adequate, safe and affordable housing and basic services
and upgrade slums by 2030’, and the indicator through which the progress towards achieving
it is measured, is the ‘proportion of urban population living in slums, informal settlements or
inadequate housing’.47 Agenda 2030 was accepted in 2015, and a year later, in 2016, SDG 11
was expanded and more profoundly articulated through the New Urban Agenda (NUA)
accepted at the HABITAT III conference.48 These two events together mark the most visible
engagement with the city and housing that the UN has done in recent times. Ideas expressed
through SDG 11 and NUA, and the institutional framework surrounding them are central to
understand the field of international housing and urban governance and thus also the role of
the city in international law as global governance.
Housing issues have at the UN also been addressed directly through the framework of
international human rights law. Housing has been enshrined as a core social human right in
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and codified in the Covenant for Social and Cultural
Rights Article 11 as part of ‘the right of everyone to an adequate standard of living for himself
and his family, including adequate food, clothing and housing, and to the continuous
improvement of living conditions’.49 It is closely connected to human dignity, based on the
principle of non-discrimination50 and ‘is of central importance for the enjoyment of all
economic, social and cultural rights’.51 The Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights
of the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights developed the human right to
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housing further in the Comment 4 (on the Right to Adequate Housing)52 and the Comment 7
(on forced Evictions).53 The UN Special Rapporteur for the Right to Adequate Housing that
operates within the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights is the central
institution promoting the right to housing. It was created in 2000 to develop and clarify the
international human right to adequate housing beyond the already codified notions.54 Its
other roles are to stimulate the debate on the global housing crisis and monitor and
encourage states and other actors to pro-actively develop housing policies.55 Special
Rapporteur routinely conducts visits to UN Member states to assess how the right to
adequate housing is respected. One of the crucial aspects of the UN Special Rapporteur’s
work is also to try to insert the norms within the right to adequate housing into other
international institutional processes56 and into the work of other international institutions
that work with housing issues.57
Finally, the third international institution that deserves to be mentioned here due to its
significant influence on the fields of international urban and housing governance is the World
Bank. The World Bank is the largest international development bank committed to the
eradication of poverty and inequality by lending and by catalysing public and private
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finance.58 It is also an institution that connects sustainable development agenda to the
questions of economic growth, for which it provides financial and technical assistance and
policy advice to states.59 World Bank is an institution that has approached housing primarily
as an engine of economic growth and an issue best managed by a well-functioning housing
market and not through direct public provision.60 Through its market-oriented understanding
of housing, it could be argued that the World Bank is also an institution, which in some ways
represents the views of the global business community within the international networked
governance of urban and housing issues. Nevertheless, the World Bank is also the largest
international urban public investor and invests around six billion dollars in urban
development and resilience projects every year.61 Among several areas it focuses on, are
access to affordable housing and land, and urban governance projects.62 However, the urban
investment that the Bank offers, comes attached with the guidance for local and national
authorities on how to become more productive, competitive, more profitable, and attractive
to local, regional and global private investment.63 Therefore, the World Bank is similarly to
UN-Habitat an institution that combines concrete projects with normative work through
which it develops and disseminates international norms.64
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2.4 Towards networked international governance

UN-Habitat, UN Special Rapporteur for the Right to Adequate Housing, and the World Bank
are some of the central institutions created and mandated by states to affirm and sustain the
state-centric international institutional understanding of international governance of urban
and housing issues. Yet, in spite of being given their mandates by states, these international
institutions willingly reach out and network with actors from the outside of the state-centric
institutional structure, to achieve progress of their agendas.65 In their search for greater
efficiency and legitimacy of their ever-expanding agendas and with a desire to close the
participatory and operational gap, these institutions partner with other institutional actors
that are willing and able to participate in international norm-and-policy-making.66
Additionally, these international institutions contribute to and shape various normative
frameworks and initiatives of international law as global governance with a degree of
autonomy that can expand beyond the mandates given to them by states.67 Therefore, it is
through the operation of these international institutions that one can observe the dynamic
of international law as global governance and its different trajectories.
There are different reasons why these international institutions experiment with governing
forms that extend beyond the formal state-centric institutional structure. One reason is that
these institutions (of course, each one is different) have limited financial and other capacities
to develop complex agendas and successfully implement ambitious policies and mandates.68
For example, in one interview, an official from Cities Alliance organisation, with a long career
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in the UN-Habitat, explained that the Urban Agenda accepted at HABITAT II conference in the
nineties, gave the institution a vast mandate. UN-Habitat was so successful in pursuing the
entrusted goals that it very soon exhausted the funds given to it by member states. Because
of that UN-Habitat had to reconsider its strategy to continue to follow its ambitious goals.69
Furthermore, in the fields of international governance of urban and housing issues, the
activity of states has been very ambivalent. On the one hand, they have created international
norms and institutions to emphasise the need for a sustainable and human rights-based
approach to urbanisation and housing. Yet, on the other hand, states have been relatively
inactive and uninterested to pursue the ambitious goals set in sustainable development
agenda or international human rights law and develop global frameworks for
implementation.70 In an interview conducted in the frame of this research, an official of UNHabitat commented on the limited presence of states in the international governance of
urban and housing issues. He stated that the governance was able to evolve into a dynamic
networked ecosystem with NGOs and intercity organisations, in part because states were, in
spite of the growing global problems, simply uninterested to push forward and operationalize
ambitious norms and policies.71
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Moreover, the field of governance of cities and urbanisation has traditionally been seen as a
somewhat obscure object of international governance. An independent panel of experts
appointed by UN Secretary-General to assess the performance of UN-Habitat remarqued in
2017:
Within the UN system, as noted, there is not a full acknowledgement of the pace, scale
and implications of urbanisation, which remains a niche issue in the development
discourse. This is true also for many Member States, which still lack national policies
that accept the reality and the potential of urbanisation, and development strategies
that take into account the complex continuum of urban realities.72
And housing, as an issue of governance has, for reasons that Chapter 5 examines more
profoundly, ‘slipped from the development agenda’73 and has declined as a ‘political priority
despite increasing demand’.74 In the last decades, ‘government was [encouraged] to remain
active only in a different way— enabling [housing markets] instead of doing’.75 According to
UN-Habitat,
since the mid-1990s, housing for the poor majority has had a low priority in most
developing countries, as most have reduced their housing activity. Most involvement
by governments has been focused on helping the middle class to achieve homeownership in a formal sector that only they can afford.76
International governance of urban and housing issues has, therefore, been marked by what
could be called an ‘absent presence’ of states, which has, in turn, opened-up possibilities for
experimentation with forms of governance outside of the state-centric international
institutional structure.
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2.4.1 More than just a mandate: UN institutions as both orchestrators and members of a
network

The ambitious mandates, the lack of ambition of states to follow them through, and the
increasingly diverse global governance have created a space for international institutions to
go beyond the state-centric international institutional structure and explore other forms of
international governance. In other words, international institutions as semi-autonomous
actors have, due to the reasons stated above, started to engage in networked governance
with other international institutions, NGOs, transnational intercity organisations and other
actors.77 UN-Habitat, UN Special Rapporteur for the Right to Adequate Housing and the World
Bank have acquired a dual role. On the one hand, these international institutions have
become members of networks that indicate more horizontal diffusion of global governance.
As explained above, being a member of a network means to engage in an interactive and
shared norm-policy-and-agenda-making. On the other hand, they have become orchestrators
of networked initiatives or ‘partnerships’ in which they have taken on a leading role.
Orchestration is an analytical concept proposed by Kenneth W. Abbott and some other
international legal scholars.78 It is understood as a process of
bring[ing] third parties into the governance arrangement to act as intermediaries
between the IO and target actors [rather than for the IO to] try to govern the targets
directly. […] Importantly, IO orchestrators have no firm control over the activities of
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intermediaries but must mobilize and facilitate their voluntary cooperation in a joint
governance effort.79
These two roles demonstrate the coexistence and interaction of two different trajectories of
international law as global governance introduced in Chapter 1, the diffusion of governance,
and the post-political vertical alignment and implementation of agreed international norms
and policies. Or to put it differently, it is through different roles of international institutions
that this thesis observes the coexistence and interaction of the three trajectories of
international law as global governance that were introduced in Chapter 1.
Going back to the example of UN-Habitat, it must be mentioned that its work is financially
very constrained. Unlike the majority of other UN agencies, UN-Habitat does not have an
independent systematized source of funding, and 95 percent of it comes from donations of
states and other entities. Most of its funding is project-based and takes the direction of the
north-to-south (for example Scandinavian countries regularly support urban development
projects in different African cities). This means that UN-Habitat has to follow wishes of its
donors when it comes to the direction of projects it undertakes,80 or it cooperates with
international lenders, such as the World Bank.81 And when it comes to the normative agendasetting the agency needs to enrol other actors to participate and give credible inputs.
For example, to overcome its limited institutional capacity, UN-Habitat creates different
events, partnerships, and forms of networked governance, and thus orchestrates a
conversation that centres urban development on the Agenda 2030. In its Strategic Plan, UNHabitat states that
‘in its role as a focal point, [it] will call upon all development actors and stakeholders,
including local and regional government, civil society, the private sector and academia
at every level, to work in concert [and] to assist it.’82
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And continues that,
By catalysing networks of partners, including local authorities and policymakers, in
leading the implementation of cutting-edge solutions at scale, UN-Habitat will be able
to bring about transformational change for the benefit of millions of people globally,
ensuring that no one and no place is left behind.83 {…} At the same time, it will act as
a catalyst to provide multiscalar, integrated, multisectoral and multi-stakeholder
urban development and human settlement solutions, leveraging the actions of others,
and connecting goals and targets across the Sustainable Development Goals.84
These two quotes from UN-Habitat’s strategic plan show how the institution sees itself as a
nerve centre that can translate Agenda 2030 to an urban form. They also show how UNHabitat asserts that it can orchestrate a constituency of urban-focused actors to engage with
this global Agenda of the UN.
The networked operation of UN-Habitat is also visible in its structure, which contains a
twenty-member strong United Nations Advisory Committee of Local Authorities (UNACLA).
This organ was established as a permanent ‘advisory body that would serve the purpose of
strengthening the dialogue of the UN System with local authorities from all over the world
involved in the implementation of the Habitat Agenda.’85 Half of its members are selected by
the United Cities and Local Governments, the intercity organisation, which is examined below.
The role of UNACLA is to give recommendations to Executive Director of UN-Habitat, who
then takes these recommendations into account within the biannual reporting to the UN
Secretary-General and to the UN-Habitat Assembly. UNACLA, thus, does not interfere with
the daily operations of UN-Habitat.86 UNACLA is an organ that formalized the relationship
between local authorities and the UN system, and was, at least at the beginning, seen as a
new evolutionary step in the process of political articulation of local authorities as a global
actor.87 But it can also be seen as a compromise between state-centric international

83

ibid 6
ibid 12
85
UN-Habitat, ‘United Nations Advisory Committee of Local Authorities (UNACLA)’
https://unhabitat.org/unacla/ accessed 10 October 2020
86
ibid
87
Mónica Salomón and Javier Sánchez, ‘The United Nations system and the process of political articulation of
local authorities as a global actor’ (2008) 2 Brazilian Political Science Review 127, p.131
84

67

institutional structure and forms of global governance. Representatives of local authorities
on the international level have, since the nineties, pushed for greater recognition and role in
international governance. With UNACLA, they were given a certain (very limited) formal
recognition and influence on UN’s urban agenda,88 that has not been expanded until today in
spite of different recommendations.89
Furthermore, there are various institutional spaces and processes created by UN-Habitat
through which the international debates on housing and urban issues can be discussed in a
participatory manner. The most visible one is the biannual World Urban Forum (WUF), the
principal global forum where representatives of public and private institutions from around
the world can debate urban issues. World Urban Forum also serves as a formal non-legislative
forum that helps to set UN-Habitat’s agenda.90 ‘Local authorities and other Habitat Agenda
partners [are encouraged] to participate, as appropriate, in the World Urban Forum in its role
as an advisory body to the Executive Director of UN-Habitat.’91 At the previous edition of the
World Urban Forum that took place in 2018, six hundred events attracted an unprecedented
number of participants (22000).92
At the end of the Forum, participants accepted the Kuala Lumpur Declaration in which they
proposed
Strengthening the role of subnational and local governments, supporting the creation
and consolidation of inclusive platforms and agendas for dialogue among all levels of
government, decision makers and stakeholders, [and] adopt multiple collaborative
governance mechanisms that actively engage national, subnational and local
governments [and] all groups of society.93
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The Kuala Lumpur Declaration ends with
We, the participants of the Ninth Session of the World Urban Forum, recognize the
value of the Forum convened by UN-Habitat as an inclusive platform to collect inputs
from a broad range of stakeholders…. We call to further develop the role of UNHabitat as a focal point in the United Nations system to support all countries and
mobilization of stakeholders in the implementation, follow up and review of the New
Urban Agenda….94
These quotes show how the World Urban Forum is a discursive space through which UNHabitat orchestrates a large network of actors to engage with its global urban agenda based
on sustainable development. At the same time, however, the World Urban Forum also seems
to be a discursive space through which other actors can aim to be heard and seen on the
global level. Thus, the WUF is one of the largest and most visible discursive spaces in which
two trajectories of global governance, the post-political, and the diffusive can be observed in
international governance of urban issues.
Another example of such discursive space is the World Urban Campaign, an initiative through
which the UN-Habitat invites a wide range of actors, NGOs, mayors, intercity organisations,
state representatives, think tanks and academics, to try to rethink how cities, and
urbanisation in general, should be governed and managed around the world.95 The World
Urban Campaign has arisen in 2009 by merging two long-lasting campaigns, Global Campaign
for Secure Tenure, and its sister Global Campaign on Urban Governance, which were
considered to have overlapping goals.96 The main aim of the Global Campaign for Secure
Tenure was to enhance the security of tenure (the core element of the right to adequate
housing) for the most vulnerable populations within states.97 And the Global Campaign on
Urban Governance promoted governance that is ‘characterized by sustainability, subsidiarity,
equity, efficiency, transparency and accountability, civic engagement and citizenship, and
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security’.98 In the period leading up to the HABITAT III conference, UN-Habitat, through World
Urban Campaign, organised 26 urban campuses in different countries around the world in
which academics, international officials, representatives of municipal governments and NGOs
met and debated a common vision of a city. Right before HABITAT III, they produced a shared
manifesto “The City we need 2.0’ in which they lay out their proposals for the New Urban
Agenda, the document accepted at HABITAT III.99
Furthermore, the UN Special Rapporteur for the right to adequate housing and the Office of
the High Commissioner for Human Rights, who usually focus on nation-state authorities, have
in recent years given more formal attention to municipal governments and their role
concerning the right to housing. In 2014, the then UN Special Rapporteur, Leilani Farha,
published a report that aimed to clarify and promote the duties of local governments when it
comes to the right to housing. In the report,
[s]he noted that effective engagement with those levels of government was critical to
promoting the implementation of the right to adequate housing, [and] while
continuing to engage in direct dialogue with national level governments, the
international human rights system must also engage constructively with challenges
and developments at the local or subnational levels.100
Most of this report is directed towards states with recommendations on how to ensure the
local authorities’ respect for the state’s human rights obligations.101 For example by more
diligently including local authorities in treaty body monitoring mechanisms and the universal
periodic reviews.102 However, a substantial part of the report comments upon the direct
connection of international human rights legal framework with local authorities and
addresses these authorities directly. In the final part of the report, the Rapporteur expresses
support for the independent organising of municipal governments, who, through their
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transnational networks and together with the civil society, ‘articulate models of direct human
rights accountability’.103 According to the UN Special Rapporteur, municipal initiatives such as
‘Human Rights City’ or ‘Right to the City’ ‘should be seen as positive evidence of a “from local
to global” approach to human rights implementation’.104 The report concludes with a list of
recommendations for states: ‘It remains imperative to promote and continue to develop
international norms that are appropriate to subnational levels of government[,]’ and also
direct recommendations to local authorities: ‘[l]ocal and other subnational levels of
government should endeavour to learn about and participate in international human rights
mechanisms and to engage with community-based organizations, local civil society and
human rights institutions for that purpose’.105
In many ways, the articulation of the Special Rapporteur echoes a report issued by Human
Rights Council in 2014 on the role of local government in the promotion and protection of
human rights.106 This report attempts to clarify international human rights law duties and
responsibilities of local governments as organs of the state. It encourages states, but also the
international community, ‘to develop guiding principles for local government and human
rights, taking into account various standards related to the role of local government and the
city in implementing internationally recognized human rights’.107 In addition, the report
encourages the inclusion of local governments in the process of Universal Periodic Review in
which states interact with the Human Rights Council.108 Furthermore, the report also
dedicates a substantial part to autonomous human rights initiatives of local authorities,
created through their transnational organisations and networks.109 The report concludes that
‘[i]nternational city networks such as the United Cities and Local Governments (UCLG) can
play a key role in developing toolkits, foster research, provide opportunities for peer-to-peer
learning and create communities for action’.110
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As with UN-Habitat, these examples, of how state-centric international human rights law
institutions engage with municipal governments (local authorities) and other actors active in
cities, also show the interaction of different trajectories of international law as global
governance. International human rights bodies have made space for a role of local authorities
in what is otherwise a firmly state-centric framing of human rights problems. And giving space
to local authorities has made the city more visible in international law as global governance.
A similar desire to connect and partner with actors other than nation-state authorities is
visible in the work of the World Bank.111 After concluding general agreements with states, the
World Bank often cooperates directly with municipal governments and even the communitybased groups representing the urban poor in the development and execution of its urban
projects.112 Sometimes it even goes further and conducts agreements directly with municipal
authorities, without the involvement of nation-state authorities.113 And more than that, the
World Bank has been for a long time a supporter of decentralization processes within states
that lead to greater autonomy of local authorities.114 And it sees subnational governments as
crucial actors for the achievement of SDGs:
The role of subnational governments in delivering public goods and services is
becoming increasingly important to achieving development goals, as more
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responsibilities for public investment and the provision of goods and services are
transferred to states, provinces and cities.115
Moreover, in the context of its developmental role and as an institution that finances the
achievement of sustainable development, the World Bank has partnered with UN-Habitat and
has also co-established Cities Alliance.116 Cities Alliance is an institution created by UN-Habitat
and the World Bank at the beginning of the current millennium, aimed specifically at
developing policies and concrete projects related to slum upgrading. At the same time,
however, it is an independent entity that creates policies and projects in its own name.117
Cities Alliance is an example of institutionalized cooperation between international
institutions, states, intercity organisations and the civil society, in which representatives of
member organisations at least formally participate as equals.118 As their website puts it: ‘At
the Cities Alliance, informal workers sit round the same table as large donors. Community
activists, urban analysts and city associations come together to develop global agendas and
local solutions.’119
The policy work of Cities Alliance is based on the UN Agenda 2030 and the related SDGs, as
well as New Urban Agenda accepted at the HABITAT III conference. One example of how Cities
Alliance articulates its normative engagement is seen in a report titled ‘Cities in the Global
Agendas’.120 In it, Cities Alliance promotes a multilevel governance approach to sustainable
development in which international institutions are to connect with the national as well as
local levels of governance and the civil society within cities. Municipal governments are
approached as necessary partners on the international level and are understood as crucial
actors in the sustainable development process since they can localize the global agenda.121
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Cities Alliance, therefore, functions as a very formalized, and visible, institutionalization of the
networked governance examined in this thesis. It is a unique example of state-centric
institutional recognition of the diffuse governing space in the interlinked fields of
international urban and housing governance. At the same time, however, it has been
observed that
[a] significant part of the work undertaken by Cities Alliance, UN Habitat and other
actors in the global urban complex is the creation of an ideological hegemony through
knowledge dissemination, and the creation of a complex operational network through
the construction and nurturing of relationships among institutional actors in various
fields and at various levels.122
This argument is connected to the wider scholarly criticism of neoliberalization of the
operation of the various United Nations institutions.123 Scholars have argued that networked
operation of international institutions, and the partnerships they promote, may offer limited
empowerment to otherwise voiceless actors, and limited possibilities for contentious ideas
and thus greater politization of debates. Often, networked governance means that already
established NGOs and other actors with material capacity participate as supporters and not
disruptors of the understandings of international institutions.124 Nevertheless, this thesis
argues that the networked governance of UN-Habitat, The World Bank, and the UN Special
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Rapporteur indicates how international law as global governance is not fully consolidated.
Instead, different trajectories of international law as global governance, the state-centric, the
diffusive, and the post-political all interact and contentiously coexist through the
international networked governance of urban and housing issues.

2.4.2 Networks within a network

The international networked governance of urban and housing issues does not rest only on
the shoulders of international institutions. A diversity of organisations outside of the statecentric international institutional structure are crucial participants of the network. These
institutions act independently and are at the same time beneficiaries of the initiatives that
UN institutions have to offer. They represent municipal governments, the civil society (NGOs)
and other urban actors, such as slum-dwellers, each with a particular view on the
international agenda-setting that concerns urban and housing issues. All of these actors that
participate in the networked governance of urban and housing issues claim to be legitimate
representatives of urban voices. But they are nevertheless, institutions, and thus
intermediaries between international norm-and-policy-making and the constituencies within
cities that these international norms and policies are created for.
The event with which the introductory chapter began, the UCLG World Summit, was
organised by United Cities and Local Governments (UCLG), the largest intercity organisation
in the world. UCLG has a membership of ‘over 1000 leading cities and virtually all the existing
national Local Government Associations in the world. Together, its members represent over
half of the world’s total population’.125 UCLG was created in 2004 by merging of several
largest different international intercity organisations that saw the need to unite their voices
and create a shared permanent international platform for municipal interests.126 In its own
words, it
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aims to be a united voice and world advocate of local and regional governments. [In
addition,] it promotes the values goals and interests of democratic local selfgovernment through cooperation between local and regional governments and with
the wider international community.127
In article 4 of its constitution, UCLG emphasises its mission of promotion of municipal
interests by
engaging actively in lobbying and advocacy work to promote the role and status of
local government in the international arena and to influence international policy
making. [Furthermore, by] developing and promoting policies and positions on issues
of key interest and importance to local government before the international
community. [And by] collaborating actively with the United Nations and its agencies,
and other relevant international organisations.128
The organisation has a democratically elected president, co-presidents, and vice presidency
positions occupied by regionally elected mayors, who represent regions through which the
organisation divides the world. Yet, UCLG is itself a network of networks. It has a secretariat
and a leadership based in Barcelona but otherwise functions in a decentralised manner.
Different regional sections (Africa, Asia-Pacific, Eurasia, Europe, the Middle East and West
Asia, Latin America, North America) are very independent when it comes to policy
development. In addition to those, UCLG also has a Metropolitan section uniting large
metropolises around the world, and the Regional section bringing together regional
governments.129 Even though mayors and other individual representatives of cities are
present and active at all UCLG’s activities and gatherings, the decision-making is mostly done
through the representatives of national networks of local authorities.130 Nevertheless, all of
these different sections follow a commonly agreed global agenda, which is accepted at the
UCLG World Congress every three years and is in between managed by the Executive Bureau,
127
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the Secretariat and the presidency.131 The latest World Congress was part of the UCLG World
Summit with the description of which the introductory chapter began.
Furthermore, UCLG also has more specialized institutional bodies that centrally develop and
coordinate different aspects of their global agenda. There are four policy councils, focused on
the right to the city, on culture and city diplomacy, on territorial multilevel governance and
sustainable financing, and on sustainable and resilient cities;132 and four Committees working
on culture, social inclusion participatory democracy and human rights, urban strategic
planning, and local economic and social development.133 These different bodies cover all
aspects of UCLG’s global agenda. UCLG is the only transnational intercity organisation that
engages with urban issues generally. All the others are more specialized organisations and
networks that do not aim to be globally representative and are interested only in certain
urban issues, for example, the environment.134 The creation, evolution, and operation of
UCLG are a visible example of the networked form of international governance of urban and
housing issues. UCLG was created at the beginning of the millennium from several other
intercity organisations, arguably, with the encouragement of UN-Habitat.135 Both the UN and
the intercity organisations recognized that their agendas are complementary. Additionally,
intercity organisations craved greater visibility and recognition in the UN system, and the UN
system (through UN-Habitat) craved to have a united global voice representing municipal
governments (local authorities) with which it could directly communicate.136
This interrelatedness is especially visible in the UCLG’s substantive agenda and its dedication
to getting involved in the processes of the UN and appropriate its language to promote the
interests of municipal governments on the international level. UCLG pledges that it ‘shall act
in accordance with, and be guided by, the principles of international law and relevant
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decisions of the United Nations’.137 In this context, UCLG has fully embraced the principles of
Agenda 2030 and of New Urban Agenda. On the inside, it encourages its members to include
SDG targets within their local policies. Its permanent Committee on Social Inclusion,
Participatory Democracy and Human Rights is continuously developing proposals on how to
localise Sustainable Development Goals.138 And on the outside, UCLG tries to make the
involvement of municipal governments seen as the crucial element for achieving the SDGs. It
does this by emphasising the importance of the localisation of SDGs,139 the necessity of (local)
territorial approach to sustainable development within a multilevel governance
framework,140 and of the importance of decentralization and local democracy. In the realm
of human rights, UCLG has adopted the Global Charter-Agenda for Human Rights in the
City.141 This is a voluntary intercity human rights pact, which also includes the right to housing
and domicile.142 By emphasising local respect for human rights,143 UCLG uses the elements of
UN vocabulary on sustainability and interprets them through its agenda.
Through the UCLG, municipal governments, which otherwise have very little visibility within
the state-centric understanding of the international institutional structure, have become a
crucial pillar of the international networked governance of urban and housing issues.
However, it is not the municipal governments from around the world who are directly
involved in the international networked governance of urban and housing issues. The
structure of the UCLG arguably shows that there is a ‘bureaucratic-executive’ level of officials
in the network secretariat who is active in international networked governance.144
Additionally, through the interaction of the UCLG with international institutions and other
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actors in the network, it is again possible to observe the coexistence of different trajectories
of international law as global governance. UCLG has a very clear autonomous municipalist
agenda, yet, very eagerly embraces the international normative agendas developed and
promoted by international institutions.
Furthermore, in the international networked governance of urban and housing issues the civil
society (in the sense of NGOs) is most visibly represented by Habitat International Coalition.
This organisation is an international NGO founded in 1976 at the first HABITAT conference as
a representative of non-governmental voices in international debates on housing and on
urban governance. Similar to the UCLG, Habitat International Coalition is also a network with
a common secretariat and leadership, but of NGOs and civil society movements. It is a
network of around three hundred and fifty organisations from all parts of the world.145
Habitat International Coalition (HIC) has several roles. It is an actor that sees itself as one of
the guardians of the right to housing and other rights related to habitat. Since the 1980s, HIC
has been involved in the promotion of the right to housing on the international level and has
exposed its breaches around the world. Moreover, HIC aims to act as a bridge between the
world of civil society organisations that are sometimes too radical and to hostile to the
mainstream international institutional agendas and this exact international institutional
world.146 In such a manner, HIC has had a consultative role at the United Nations Economic
and Social Council (ECOSOC) for a very long time. And at the same time, HIC was an active
participant in the World Social Forums, where, especially in the first decade of the millennium,
more revolutionary voices tried to articulate agendas and policies to counter the neoliberal
global economic dogmas.147
In recent decades HIC has articulated a vision of social production of habitat and a vision of a
social and sharing economy. The concept through which HIC promotes these visions in
international fora and connects them to housing and urban governance is the right to the
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city.148 As is shown below, the right to the city, used by HIC, other NGOs, as well as UCLG, and
even UN-Habitat, is the most visible concept developed outside the state-centric framework,
which has found its way into international governance of urban and housing issues. As such,
it is arguably an example of a more diffuse international law as global governance, in which
norms-and-policies originate outside of the state-centric institutional structure and outside
of the normative frameworks developed by international institutions.149
The third actor outside of the state-centric international institutional structure that
participates in the international networked governance of urban and housing issues, is an
organisation called Slum Dwellers International (SDI).150 This organisation represents the
voices of the urban slum dwellers from different countries in the Global South. Started in India
some decades ago, it is present in over thirty states and has its leadership based in South
Africa. Similar to the UCLG and HIC, it also functions as a network of national and local
networks of slum dwellers. Or as they call themselves, they are a federation of national
federations of slum dwellers where each national branch functions rather autonomously.
However, when it comes to the development of a common strategy, knowledge-sharing, or
getting exposure for a particular local issue the international network operates through a
common leadership.151
Slum Dwellers International call themselves a community-based organisation and not an
NGO, to present themselves as legitimate representatives of the voices from below.152 They
have been present in international fields of housing and urban governance for decades and
have primarily participated in UN-Habitat-led initiatives. One of their most visible recognitions
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comes from the formal position that they hold as a member of Cities Alliance.153 Their
successful recognition as a representative of the urban poor is related to two policy choices
that they have developed long ago. SDI, even though it represents the poorest and the most
vulnerable parts of the urban population that are usually neglected, harassed and made
illegal, does not encourage direct confrontation with the authorities.154 More than that, SDI
has avoided using rights-based language through which many other civil society organisations
demand recognition and provision of various services from the state, especially when it comes
to the question of slums and informal settlements. Instead, SDI has advocated for self-help
and for an incremental upgrade of informal settlements in cooperation between often hostile
authorities and slum dwellers.155
One visible initiative that SDI has promoted on the international level and which UN-Habitat,
and also UCLG recognized is named ‘Know your city’. It is an initiative through which SDI has
encouraged its members in different cities around the world to practice governance from
below. This means that slum-dwellers themselves create databases about their informal
neighbourhoods that do not exist in official records.156 Their work spans from making basic
cadastres with delineated plots and names of people living on them, to listing all the public
services they believe should be provided to these neighbourhoods. With this information,
they are then able to persuade public authorities to acknowledge them and help them
formalize and communally develop their neighbourhoods.157
The example of SDI again shows the interaction of different trajectories of international law
as global governance in relation to an actor that has very limited visibility through a statecentric international institutional lens. The policy choices that SDI makes, are very close to
the pragmatic approach that UN-Habitat has towards resolving the problems of the global
153
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urban poor through sustainable development agenda.158 Whilst building its own agenda and
claiming autonomous legitimacy in international governance, SDI, therefore, also very
willingly participates in the efforts of international institutions which strive to achieve greater
legitimacy for their own norm-and policy initiatives.
Through the description of operation of Slum-Dwellers International, UCLG, HIC, and their
connection to the work of UN-Habitat and other international institutions, this section aims
to give a rendering of the networked form of the international governance of urban and
housing issues. However, being a global phenomenon, this international networked
governance is much wider and benefits from contributions of a number of other actors. When
looking at larger events, mostly those orchestrated by UN-Habitat and the UN, which this
chapter examines further below, it is evident that the participating actors belong to all kinds
of social groups and can number in hundreds, sometimes thousands. For example, in 2019,
the reformed UN-Habitat held its first UN-Habitat Assembly,159 at which member states came
together to set the future direction of the institution. However, at the sides of the main event,
two forums were held, a Stakeholders Forum and a Local and Regional Governments
Forum.160 The Stakeholders forum brought together two hundred participants representing:
‘women, indigenous peoples, youth, older persons, people with disabilities, grassroots
organizations, civil society, national and subnational governments, trade unions and
workers, professionals, researchers, academia, foundations, business, media, slum
dwellers and faith-based communities, from different regions working on sustainable
development areas and capabilities.’161
This list, which could also describe the participation at other events, such as the World Urban
Forums, shows how wide the international networked governance of urban and housing
issues can be. It also shows the sense of inclusivity that UN-Habitat, as an orchestrator, wants
to create at its events. This seemingly endless list of stakeholders is a representation of the
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wider effort of the UN to make the Sustainable Development Agenda process as inclusive as
possible that has developed from the ninety-nineties forward.162 Nevertheless, a separate
Stakeholders Forum that was created for all kinds of civil society members, and a special Local
and Regional Governments Forum indicates that the latter are seen differently from other
‘non-state’ actors in the context of the international networked governance of urban and
housing issues. Thus, the selection of actors described in the previous sections was meant to
convey the existence of different views and the representation of different constituencies in
the international networked governance of urban and housing issues. UCLG, HIC, and SDI are
some of the most visible members, who participate in a network, and through the work of
which this thesis observes the contentious coexistence and interaction of different
trajectories of international law.
The selection of UCLG as an organisation representing municipal governments, HIC, as an
organisation representing NGOs, and SDI, representing slum-dwellers, aimed to show another
aspect of the international networked governance of urban and housing issues. Networked
governance is arguably in the hands of institutional actors that have cooperated for a long
time and seem to share a general normative understanding, or at least a level of common
understanding of international governing.163 One could interpret this stability as an indication
that the described actors (together with international institutions) act as gatekeepers or
actors who steer the governing narrative while excluding other voices.164 Another
interpretation could also be that at the global level of norm-and-policy making, local groups
and voices have to be pulled together to be heard. This pulling together creates an
institutional layer that composes and filters the scattered local voices to create more cohesive
and powerful narratives. In such a way, the activities of the described actors could be seen as
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a sign of an expansion of governing possibilities in the shadow of the state-centric institutional
structure while they at the same time limit and stabilize the networked governance.
Furthermore, an important part of the international networked governance of urban and
housing issues is also the global business community and the market-centric understandings
of international governance of urban and housing issues. As the next chapters, and especially
the fifth one, argue, the privatized understanding of housing and of cities is at the core of
hegemonic contestation that shapes the city as a discursive practice. The problem is that in
the context of the international networked governance of urban and housing issues, it is
difficult to single out and analyse one actor that is continuously active in the network and that
could represent the view of the business community. Market-centric, economic, and more
specifically, neoliberal views of governance of cities and housing seem to influence the global
norm-and-policy-making from numerous sources simultaneously.
One example would be the McKinsey Global Institute, belonging to a US-based management
consulting firm McKinsey & Company. In 2014, right before the acceptance of Sustainable
Development Agenda 2030, it published an extensive report titled ‘A blueprint for addressing
the global affordable housing challenge’.165 In this report, written with the collaboration of
officials from the World Bank, UN-Habitat, and employees of multinational companies,
McKinsey Global Institute elaborated on the market-centric understanding of housing and
urban development. It stated that ‘affordable housing is an overlooked opportunity for
developers, investors, and financial institutions’.166
Yet, the McKinsey Global Institute is only one of a myriad of actors that share this economic
- neoliberal167 - view on the global housing problem. Another actor, which has been active
in the international networked governance of urban and housing issues is the World
Economic Forum.168 This organisation has, in 2019, through its platform for ‘Shaping the
Future of Cities, Infrastructure and Urban Services’ produced a report titled ‘Making
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Affordable Housing a Reality in Cities’.169 With the help of PwC, a global network of firms
delivering world-class assurance, tax, and consulting services,170 and some other actors, this
report proposes a number of solutions to the global housing crisis, which envision the sound
operation of housing markets through the cooperation of municipal authorities, the civil
society and the private sector.171 These two reports and the actors that have written them
are influential in the shaping of the international networked governance of urban and housing
issues. Yet, they do not continuously intervene in the networked debates this thesis looks at.
The market-centric ideas they articulate find their way into networked governance through
the work of the World Bank and in some ways also through the eclecticism of the sustainable
development discourse.172 That is why this thesis uses the work of the World Bank as the
crucial articulation of the market-centric view within the international networked governance
of urban and housing issues.

2.5 An illustration of the networked governance of urban and housing issues

To show how dynamic and intertwined the operation of the networked governance of urban
and housing issues is, this section presents some of the most visible examples of interaction
and initiatives through which the above-described actors network. It is through these
examples that this thesis argues the role of the city is shaped in international law as global
governance. The - necessarily arbitrary - starting point is the acceptance of Sustainable
Development Agenda 2030 in 2015173 and the related HABITAT III conference that took place
169
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in 2016.174 These two conferences were a - once in a decade (or longer) - opportunity for the
actors to articulate the understanding of their roles and the role that the city has in
international law as global governance.175 As such, they were crucial moments, which still
reverberate in the present articulations of agendas and activities of the actors in networked
governance. As one scholar writes, SDG 11 and the New Urban Agenda that further articulates
it are ‘a city-centric shift in global policy,’176 and a sign that ‘the UN is acknowledging what
scholars and urban representatives have long argued, which is that cities are now catalysts of
almost every aspect of the global system.177
This brief exploration starts with the acceptance of UNs’ Sustainable Development Agenda
2030. In the process leading up to the 2015 conference at which Agenda 2030 was accepted,
the UN Secretariat held numerous consultations to get input from various actors and to
secure a wide buy-in across the world.178 It was through these processes that UN-Habitat,
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Cities Alliance, UCLG and other intercity networks, as well as Habitat international Coalition
and other NGOs, successfully lobbied for the creation of a goal directed specifically at cities.179
With the encouragement of the UN, UCLG brought together several most prominent intercity
networks and formed Global Taskforce for Local and Regional Governments. They aimed to
have a united, and thus an even stronger municipal voice in international discussions.180 While
the conference at which Agenda 2030 was accepted was an interstate event, it nevertheless
allowed for the participation of other actors. Municipal governments were recognized as one
of the Major Groups that was able to participate and contribute their ideas without any
formal role.181 Together with UN-Habitat, engagement of UNACLA, and with the support of
Cities Alliance, UCLG organised an Urban Summit before the conference. There 250
representatives of municipal governments presented their views on and expressed their
expectations regarding Agenda 2030. Most visibly, they demanded an intensification of
decentralization of states combined with a model of multilevel governance that would more
profoundly link international, national and local levels of governing. More concretely, the
representatives expressed a desire for enhanced access of municipal governments to
international financial mechanisms. This would enable them to more autonomously
contribute to the success of the SDGs.182 After the acceptance of Agenda 2030, UCLG and
other intercity organisations united in the Global Taskforce for Local and Regional
Governments, with the partnership of UN-Habitat and UN Developmental Programme,
created a platform called Local2030. This platform, dedicated to the localization of the SDGs,
has become one of the most visible means of direct interaction between UN agencies,
intercity organisations and other stakeholders.183
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In 2016, a year after the acceptance of Agenda 2030, the UN organised a conference that was
meant to more profoundly elaborate on the SDG 11 and develop principles that would guide
international urban and housing governance for the next two decades.184 The United Nations
Conference on Housing and Sustainable Urban Development (Habitat III) that was organised
by UN-Habitat, intended to achieve a new global urban development pact. This pact primarily
aims at helping UN member states and international institutions to shape and steer the
process of global urbanisation. Thus, the conference was formally state-centric185 and the
document accepted at the end, the New Urban Agenda, predominantly focuses on states.186
Yet, in spite of states ultimately shaping and deciding on the New Urban Agenda, the
conference was also marked by an effort of UN-Habitat to make it as inclusive as possible in
preparatory stages, as well as at the conference itself.187 Before the conference, UN-Habitat
worked towards organising broad participation of all actors interested in international urban
governance. For example, it used its World Urban Campaign to include the participation of
the civil society, academia and the private sector to develop various policy proposals.188 At its
headquarters, UN-habitat also conducted various informal hearings in which intercity
organisations and the civil society were, together with states and other international
institutions, able to present their ideas.189 More formally, ten Policy Units ran the preparatory
process of consultation, with each focused on different aspects of the New Urban Agenda.
They were focused on housing issues, the right to the city, urban governance, urban finances,

184

Helmut Aust and Anel Du Plessis (eds) The Globalisation of Urban Governance: Legal perspectives on
Sustainable development Goal 11 (Routledge 2019)
185
Ian Klaus, Russell Singer, ‘The Urban United Nations: Local Authorities in Four Frameworks’ (Penn: Current
Research on Sustainable Urban Development 2018)
186
David Satterthwaite, ‘Successful, safe and sustainable cities: towards a New Urban Agenda’ (2016) 19
Commonwealth Journal of Local Governance 3
187
; Eugenie L. Birch, ‘Inclusion and innovation: The many forms of stakeholder engagement in Habitat III’
(2017) 19 Cityscape 45; Ian Klaus, Russell Singer, ‘The Urban United Nations: Local Authorities in Four
Frameworks’ (Penn: Current Research on Sustainable Urban Development 2018); HABITAT III: The United
Nations Conference on Housing and Sustainable Urban Development,
‘Preparatory process’ http://habitat3.org/the-new-urban-agenda/preparatory-process/ accessed 10 October
2020
188
Scruggs G, ‘Draft HABITAT III rules clarify the role of local authorities, civil society’
https://www.uclg.org/es/media/news/draft-habitat-iii-rules-clarify-role-local-authorities-civil-society accessed
10 October 2020
189
Pamela Olmedo, ‘Civil society’s participation towards Habitat III’ (Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung (FES) Ecuador
Instituto Latinoamericano de Investigaciones Sociales (ILDIS), 2016); International Institute for Sustainable
Development,, ‘Habitat III Informal Hearings with Local Authorities Associations’
http://enb.iisd.org/habitat/3/authorities/ accessed 9 Oct 2019; Scruggs, G, ‘HABITAT III official negotiating
process expanded significantly’ https://www.worldurbancampaign.org/citiscope-habitat-iii-officialnegotiating-process-expanded-significantly accessed 10 October 2020

88

and others. And each policy unit was composed of experts representing states, international
institutions, organisations of municipal governments, the civil society, and academia. In the
end, these Policy Units produced documents that were the formal basis for the initial draft of
the New Urban Agenda.190
Many of the ideas on the role of local governments in international processes, multilevel
governance, decentralization and financing were also debated and publicly presented at the
2nd World Assembly of Local and Regional Governments by local authorities themselves.191
This event, the second of its kind, was one of the largest gatherings of municipal governments
and their intercity organisations and took place right after the HABITAT III conference. It
concluded with the Quito Declaration, which presented the shared eagerness of municipal
governments to contribute to SDGs, and to the goals elaborated in New Urban Agenda. Within
it, municipal governments expressed their desire to be more firmly included in the
international processes through which sustainable development will be developed further.192
At the conference itself only states were allowed to vote.193 Municipal governments had a
special standing (different but similar to civil society organisations) and were able to
participate and contribute to debates at all meetings.194
Content-wise, the New Urban Agenda, as a more refined articulation of SDG 11, aims to
express a global consensus on the future urban development. Through it, states have set
nonbinding aspirations, ideals and norms on how housing and a wide range of other urban
issues are to be managed in the next twenty years. By following the process of consensus190
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building, NUA expresses a global vision of urban governance. As such it is, therefore, an
example of a post-political trajectory of global governance in which a conviction exists that
global agendas, goals and values can be settled and made cohesive.195 What remains is to find
efficient ways of implementation of the agreed goals. In this vision of global governance,
expressed through the New Urban Agenda, there is limited space for political contestation
and the possibility of a plurality of normative directions.196
However, the New Urban Agenda, in spite of its ambition, is argued to be more complicated,
and not a singular vision expressing a global consensus, built primarily by states and
international institutions.197 As one scholar writes, the ‘NUA, like many similar UN documents
before it, embraces a plethora of commitments and processes suggested by dozens of past
declarations, conferences and summits. In that sense, it has become a master wish list of what
is interesting and may be useful in the urban space.’198 It contains many ideas and principles
that were promoted by international institutions, intercity organisations and the civil
society.199 One of the most visible ones is the multilevel governance of urbanisation.
According to it, international institutions, states, local authorities, as well as the civil society
and private business actors are meant to work together to develop policies that both address
the global problems of urbanisation, and are locally applicable. New Urban Agenda also
affirms the crucial role that municipal governments have in the promotion of internationally
agreed ideals and principles of sustainable development. It calls for an enhanced
decentralization of states that would give more authority and autonomy to democratically
elected local authorities. Yet, some scholars have emphasised the opposite, that the New
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Urban Agenda also disempowers municipal governments and the urban civil society and gives
them very little recognition and visibility.200 The document also mentions the right to the city,
a concept that approaches the city as a public good, which has been promoted by Habitat
International Coalition as well as UCLG.201 At the same time, the New Urban Agenda expresses
a need to treat housing as a human right.202
Continuing with networked governance, after the two conferences, it was not only the
Local2030 initiative that encouraged the action of municipal governments and civil society
actors. Every year, since 2015, the ECOSOC of the UN General Assembly has organised a HighLevel Political Forum (HLPF), at which the progress on a few selected SDGs is debated at UNs
headquarters in New York. At this event, states are invited to present their voluntary reviews
of the progress they make in achieving these selected SDGs. Municipal governments and civil
society organisations are invited to participate at side events organised for the Mayor Groups
of actors. However, at the High-Level Political Forum in 2018, one of the SDGs under review
was SDG 11 on sustainable cities. On that occasion, UN-Habitat was tasked with stirring
greater interest for cities, urbanisation and the housing issues among the members of the
wider international community. Moreover, it wanted to highlight its relevance and the
relevance of its partners in the process of achieving SDGs.203 In addition to all the cacophony
of events organised during the HLPF by the civil society, other private actors, and various UN
agencies, a novel Local and Regional Governments Forum was formed. It was established to
give unprecedented exposure to the voices of mayors and other representatives of local
authorities (240 of them were present).204 It was organised by UN-Habitat and the Global
Taskforce for local and regional governments to give a platform to mayors to express their
take on SDG 11 and promote the relevance of the localisation od Agenda 2030. Mayors and
the representatives of UCLG and other intercity organisations gave visibility to their global
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municipalist agenda focused on decentralization, greater autonomy of local authorities, and
the relevance of local democracy for the achievement of sustainable development.205
Furthermore, HABITAT III also spurred other ways of interaction. The UN Special Rapporteur
for the Right to Adequate Housing used the opportunity to launch a campaign called ‘Make
the Shift’ that encourages a shift from the commodification of housing to its treatment as a
human right.206 This global campaign which was created together with UCLG, the United
Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, Habitat International Coalition
and several other actors:
calls for participatory human rights-based housing strategies, that include ending
homelessness, at local, national and global levels in accordance with international
human rights obligations and the commitments articulated in Agenda 2030 and the
New Urban Agenda to ensure the right to adequate housing for all.207
UCLG, on its part, has actively supported the campaign and included the attention to the
respect of the right to adequate housing within its ‘Global Waves of Action’.208 Global Waves
of Action are overarching political agendas through which the organisation organises its policy
activities aimed at its membership and its interaction with the international world.209 In such
a way, UCLG links the right to housing to the Agenda 2030, the New Urban Agenda, as well as
the right to the city.210 In the frame of ‘Make the Shift’ campaign, UCLG has held internal
meetings to stir the debate amongst its constituency. In addition, it has also held numerous
meetings with the UN Special Rapporteur to jointly argue for a global struggle against the
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commodification of housing.211 In March 2018, for example, ‘UCLG took part in the Human
Rights Council session convened by the UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Housing in
Geneva: ‘How to shift housing from a commodity to a human right’.212
‘Make the Shift’ campaign developed to be a very symbiotic relationship, through which UCLG
was also able to promote its own agenda. On 15 July 2018, right before the High-Level Political
Forum at the UN, described above, mayors of several large cities presented a joint declaration
in which they laid-out their view on how to approach the protection of the right to housing
across the world. The event at which the mayor of Barcelona, in the company of several other
mayors, read the Municipalist Declaration213 took place right before the 2018 High-Level
Political Forum in New York. It was hosted by the United Cities and Local Governments
together with the UN Special Rapporteur for the Right to Adequate Housing and the Office of
the High Commissioner for Human Rights. Endorsed by these institutions, the event allowed
an interlinking of international human rights and municipal agendas. Even more, at this launch
of the declaration, there were representatives of other international institutions as well as
international NGOs that shared the podium. The representative of New York’s branch of the
Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, the President of Habitat International
Coalition, and the director of Cities Alliance, all spoke at the event and endorsed the
declaration.214
In this joint declaration, officially named ‘Municipalist Declaration for the Right to Housing
and the Right to the City’,215 mayors of more than thirty cities (Amsterdam, Asunción,
Bangangté, Barcelona, Berlin, Bologna, Buenos Aires, Durban, Geneva, Jakarta, Lisbon,
London, Mexico City, Medellin, New York, Paris, among others) attacked the lack of national
and state funding for public housing. They attacked the deregulation of housing markets,

211

UCLG, ‘Cities for the right to housing’ https://www.uclg.org/en/media/events/cities-right-housing accessed
10 September 2020
212
UCLG, ‘UCLG brings the voice of local and regional governments calling for human rights-based housing
strategies at the UN Human Rights Council’ https://www.uclg.org/en/media/news/uclg-brings-voice-local-andregional-governments-calling-human-rights-based-housing accessed 22 Sep 2020
213
UCLG, ‘Right to Housing and Right to the City: cities from across the world come together to launch a
common message’ https://www.uclg.org/en/media/news/right-housing-and-right-city-cities-across-worldcome-together-launch-common-message accessed 2 Aug 2020
214
ibid
215
Cities for Housing, ‘Municipalist Declaration of Local Governments for the Right to Housing and the Right to
the City, July 2018’ https://citiesforhousing.org/ accessed 10 October 2020

93

growing power of global corporations, and increasing competition for scarce real estate,
which all negatively affect the social fabric of their cities by limiting the access to affordable
housing and by increasing homelessness. According to the mayors, all of this contributes to
unsustainable urban development patterns across the world which go against the
achievement of the Agenda 2030 and SDGs.
Through the declaration, the mayors positioned themselves at the centre of the global
struggle to protect the right to housing. The declaration stated that in this struggle, ‘local
governments cannot stay on the side-lines, and need to take a central role’.216 To support
their claim, mayors demanded more powers for local authorities to better regulate the real
estate market in their cities, as well as more funds to improve public housing stock. These
mayors also argued for a strengthened link between local and international policies and
institutional processes.217 In addition, the Municipalist declaration linked the right to housing
with the right to the city, a norm which UCLG and civil society organisations promote and
which focuses on inclusive, transparent urban governance based on equal access of city
dwellers to everything the city has to offer. These mayors, thus, proposed the city as a prism
for the reinterpretation of international policies and norms.
The final initiative that aims to show the interlinked functioning of the international
networked governance of urban and housing issues, which formed during the process leading
to Sustainable Agenda 2030 summit and HABITAT III conference, is the Global Platform for
the Right to the City. More than one hundred NGOs, think-tanks, international organisations,
academic institutions joined together with the aim to create a network that would bring
visibility of the concept of the right to the city in UN processes, particularly in relation to
sustainable development agenda. The Global Platform articulates the right to the city through
several interrelated fields. These are human rights in cities, democratic governance and
participation in cities, planning and social inclusion, economic development and social
inclusion in cities.218 The Platform is a continuation of earlier efforts to create an international
recognition of the right to the city, especially the World Social Forums at the turn of the
216

ibid
Kate Shea Baird and Marta Junque (eds), Fearless Cities: A guide to the global municipalist movement (New
Internationalist Publications Ltd, 2019); Bertie Russell, ‘Beyond the local trap: New Municipalism and the rise
of the Fearless Cities’ (2019) 51 Antipode 989
218
Global platform for the Right to the City, https://www.right2city.org/ accessed 10 October 2020
217

94

millennium. The right to the city was most visibly codified in 2004 in the World Charter for
the Right to the City.219 Additionally, the Right to the city is mentioned in the New Urban
Agenda220 and has been acknowledged by UN-Habitat.221 The concept is also regularly used
by UCLG when it articulates its understanding of the governance of cities.222 UCLG, Cities
Alliance, Habitat International Coalition and Slum Dwellers International are all members of
the platform. However, Habitat International Coalition is the actor that has the closest
connection to the Platform and offers it its capacities and even its own staff.223 The Global
Platform for the Right to the City, even though it was created specifically to influence the
HABITAT III process, has become a more long-term collaboration. After the acceptance of the
New Urban Agenda, the Platform started developing guidelines and indicators that could help
concretize and materialize the ideals enshrined within the right to the city.224
All of these different initiatives are mentioned here to show the vibrancy and interlinked
functioning of the international governance of urban and housing issues that combines
elements of the state-centric international institutional structure and elements of postsovereign networked global governance. UCLG, HIC and SDI develop their agendas and link
them with the normative frameworks developed by the UN and states. They thus manoeuvre
between a desire to gain more authority in the international governance on their own terms
and the acceptance of frameworks that have been designed elsewhere. International
institutions, on the other hand, orchestrate networks that would help them achieve their
goals more efficiently, and in the process also give space to other claims to authority. Yet, all
of this takes place in the shadow of the state-centric formal institutional structure. As one
author writes:
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Given

an

increasingly

globalized

world

and

growing

interrelations

and

interdependencies between actors, constellations and policies, the UN is searching for
more comprehensive answers to the complexity of the present day. Thus, it is
increasingly important to interact directly with what the UN calls the Major Groups of
non-state stakeholders. Therefore, the UN tries all kinds of tools and methodologies
and opens dialogues with all stakeholders including local authorities – but only as long
as it does not require a notable reform of the institution and procedures.225
Therefore, the concrete activities through which the international networked governance of
urban and housing issues operates, show how different trajectories of international law as
global governance contentiously coexist with one another. The state-centric international
institutional structure and the norm-and-policy-making therein, are continuously
supplemented, criticized, expanded, and reinterpreted by a pallet of actors, which desire to
reshape and rethink international governing. What is made visible by these concrete
initiatives is the discursive structuration of international law as global governance as is being
pulled and pushed into different directions at once.

2.6 Conclusion

This chapter argued that the international governance of urban and housing issues is a type
of networked governance that combines elements of the state-centric international
institutional structure with elements of the post-sovereign global governance. It contains
elements of state-centric hierarchy, more horizontal dispersal of authority, and a postpolitical consolidation of international law as global governance. International institutions,
such as UN-Habitat, UN Special Rapporteur for the Right to Adequate Housing and the World
Bank are all given mandates through a formal state-centric international structure. However,
for various reasons, they all network with actors that are outside of this state-centric
institutional structure. In such a way, international institutions show a level of autonomy to
promote and interpret international normative frameworks. Therefore, it was argued that
225
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international institutions in their search for greater reach and efficiency, act as orchestrators
as well as members of wider networks.
Additionally, this chapter presented some of the most visible actors in the network that are
outside of the state-centric structure. These are United Cities and Local Governments, Habitat
International Coalition, and Slum Dwellers International. Each of these organisations
represents in turn a different urban constituency, municipal governments, NGOs and slumdwellers. These actors, which are part of the networked governance of urban and housing
issues, are themselves networks that claim to be a common voice of their constituencies. They
both implement international normative frameworks and shape them through their own
specific agendas. The selection and presentation of all of these actors also aim to show that
states are not the primary actors that contribute to the expansion and increased dynamics of
the international networked governance of urban and housing issues. In the shadow of the
state-centric institutional structure, other actors find novel ways of engaging with urban and
housing governance.
The next chapter builds on the mapping and analysis of these actors that form the networked
governance of urban and housing issues. It looks at the discursively practiced city as a means
of reinforcing the post-political trajectory of international law as global governance grounded
in liberal ideals. The chapter also argues that the city is a discursive tool for addressing the
uncertainties and deficiencies that arise in networked governance through the contentious
coexistence of the three trajectories of international law as global governance.
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Chapter 3 - City: a missing link in international law as global
governance

3.1 Introduction

This chapter examines the city as a discursive practice and its role as a means to reconcile and
stabilize the structural tensions that arise within international law as global governance. More
specifically, the role of the city as a discursive practice is tightly connected to a post-political
trajectory within international law as global governance developed by the UN and other
actors. The post-political understanding aims to overcome the ambivalence and contestation
of international law as global governance.
The actors in international networked governance practice the city as a discursive tool
through which the state-centric understanding of international law can be reconciled with the
post-sovereign global governance. Moreover, the city as a discursive practice offers these
actors a way of harmonizing the vertical – post-political - trajectory of international law as
global governance and its simultaneous diffusion of authority. Also, the city as a discursive
practice plays a role of an anchor through which the actors in the networked governance of
urban and housing issues directly connect international norm-and-policy-making to the
streets and communities around the world in the frame of the post-political global
governance agenda connected to liberal ideals.
The most visible manifestation of the city as a discursive practice in this hegemonic discursive
project is arguably the role of the municipal government as the actor through which the
tensions within international law as global governance are smoothened out. It is also an actor
through which the functioning of international networked governance (of urban and housing
issues), analysed in the previous chapter, is improved. This chapter argues that the
institutional actors involved in the international networked governance reason that through
the inclusion of the municipal government, considered as the public authority closest to the
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people, they can satisfy the two central organisational principles of the post-political
understanding of international law as global governance, organisational efficiency and
(democratic) legitimacy. To achieve this, the municipal government is endowed with a
mixture of both local and international agency. This allows it to become a conduit between
the international norm-and-policy-making and the local implementation of these norms and
policies. Also, the municipal government is shaped to be an actor that combines public
authority with the agility of an informal non-governmental actor.
Furthermore, this chapter argues that the role of the city as a discursive practice in a project
of post-political reconciliation of discursive tensions within international law as global
governance also manifests in ways that go beyond the agency of the municipal government.
The actors in the networked governance discursively practice the city through the use of the
principle of decentralization. This chapter argues that by using the concept of decentralization
they harmonize the role of the state and the state-centric institutional structure with the
post-sovereign networked international law as global governance. Decentralization can, thus,
be, interpreted as an invitation for a stronger role of the state in a post-sovereign
international law as global governance. But it is a benevolent role of a disaggregated state,
which gives strength to the post-political understanding of networked international
governing, while at the same time retaining a detached authority with limited interference in
concrete norm-and-policy making.
The third manifestation of the discursively practiced city as an anchor in international law as
global governance that this chapter presents is the city as a socio-political space. The actors
in the international networked governance of urban and housing issues reason that it is
through the more compact, and territorially bound political space of the city, in comparison
to the frame of the state, or even the scaleless frame of the international/global networks,
that governing of people can be more successfully aligned with international norms. In other
words, the actors in networked governance argue that through the city as a socio-political
space participatory decision-making that produces more effective, just and legitimate public
policies based on human rights can be more easily achieved than in other, larger, political
frames. This harmonious understanding is especially visible in the context of sustainable
development agenda, in which the use of the city as a socio-political space offers an effective
way of reconciling the tension between the market and the civil society.
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The role of the discursive practice of the city as a tool for overcoming the ambivalence and
tensions of international law as global governance, which this chapter analyses, is, therefore,
related to a post-political - liberal - understanding of international governing. It is an
understanding that sees international law as global governance becoming a directed and
organised discursive structuration in which political contestations and struggles are overcome
and harmonized. And it is in this understanding of international law as global governance that
many of the actors in the networked governance of urban and housing issues promote the
discursive practice of the city as an anchor.
This chapter argues that the post-political role of the city as an anchor for international law
as global governance is a hegemonic attempt of overcoming the basic underlying principle of
social ordering, which is the presence of hegemonic contestation. Yet, the city as a discursive
practice within international law as global governance remains part of hegemonic struggles
between different trajectories of ordering within international law as global governance. That
is why the fourth and the fifth chapter complexify the city as a discursive practice analysed in
this chapter. They present it as an unstable practice embedded in hegemonic struggles over
ordering, which the post-political role of the city as an anchor tries to overcome.
Chapter 3 progresses as follows. It first revisits the problematique of the contentious
coexistence of different trajectories of ordering within international law as global governance
that is fundamental for understanding the role of the city as a discursive practice. The chapter
then argues that the city as a discursive practice is a frame used by institutional actors that
participate in the international networked governance of urban and housing issues. They use
it to address the structural shortcomings of international law as global governance that
influence the functioning of networked governance. This chapter examines three central
manifestations of the post-political role of the city as a means of anchoring international law
as global governance. First, it examines the changed agency of the municipal government in
international institutional processes and norm-making. Second, it examines the concept of
decentralization used to reframe the role of the state in international law as global
governance. And third, the chapter examines the city as a socio-political space that offers a
frame through which global problems can be resolved locally in an efficient and legitimate
way.
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3.2 Tensions and ambivalence within international law as global governance

This thesis argues that a city arises interactively as a discursive practice through the
international networked governance of urban and housing issues.1 The actors in networked
governance practice the city as a shared narrative, or a discursive frame for international
norms and policies. As such, the city as a practice is related to the discursive structural
dynamic of international law as global governance. Therefore, the city as a discursive practice
is, on the one hand, shaped by concrete activities of many actors that interact within the
networked governance of housing and urban issues. And on the other hand, it is also shaped
through the wider discursive-structural context of international law as global governance.
The central argument of this chapter is that the most visible role of the city as a discursive
practice is its use as a discursive means to reconcile and stabilize the structural tensions and
ambivalences that arise within international law as global governance. Therefore, the city is
practiced as a discursive frame through which the discursive-structural issues of international
law as global governance are rethought and conceived as resolved. These discursivestructural issues are related to the international networked governance of urban and housing
issues from which the city as a discursive practice arises. The form of governing through which
the city is discursively practiced is, therefore, a type of networked governance in which a
variety of autonomous institutional actors interdependently and interactively create shared
narratives.2
The network includes a large number of voices that represent international organisations,
states, intercity organisations, NGOs, community-based organisations, academia and the
business community. However, as argued, it is UN-Habitat, UN Special Rapporteur for the
Right to Adequate Housing, the World Bank, UCLG, Habitat International Coalition and Slum
Dwellers International that have shown continuous presence and engagement in the
international networked governance of urban and housing issues. And it is through the
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See the introductory chapter.
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analysis of their activities and their interaction that one can observe the shaping of the city
as a discursive practice in international law as global governance.3
These actors bring with them different normative sensibilities and agendas through which
they try to influence the interrelated fields of urban and housing governance, while also
shaping the city as a discursive practice. The selection of actors, through which the
international networked governance of housing and urban issues is analysed, on the one
hand, shows the opening up and diffusing of international norm-and-policy-making that
expands beyond the state-centric institutional structure.4 And on the other hand, through the
use of overarching discursive frameworks of human rights, sustainable development agenda,
and economic liberalism, as well as UN’s efforts as an orchestrator, this same network also
exhibits a rather stable structuration.5 What the selection of actors and the analysis of the
network conducted in the previous chapter also attempts to show, is that states do not seem
to be the primary drivers of this field of governance.6 Instead, networked governance has a
crucial imprint of actors with various levels of institutional autonomy that are not in a clear
hierarchical relationship with each other.7
Using the elements of the discourse theory,8 this thesis argues that international law as global
governance, the state, and the city as a discursive practice do not have some prior essence
belonging to the world outside of the discursive structuration. Instead, the state, the city, and
international law as global governance are all made meaningful through practices of social
actors that articulate and institutionalize them in relation to the discursive context. And in
turn, these same practices then shape this same discursive context through a sort of a
dialectic relationship.9
3
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Furthermore, any kind of social activity, and any attempt of ordering and structuring of the
social, is part of the field of the political.10 In other words, the city as a discursive practice
within international law as global governance cannot escape political, discursive contestation
resulting out of the ever-present possibility of several simultaneous ways of ordering. There
is always a plurality of often conflictual views on how to govern and frame particular social
phenomena.11 Thus, the city as a discursive practice is in this thesis argued to be a specific
expression of a political struggle within international law as global governance and is as such
beset with ambivalences. While subsequent chapters explore the ambivalences and tensions
of the city as a discursive practice, it is important for this chapter to emphasise that the
inescapability from the political does, however, not mean the impossibility of discursive
stability and order. Attempts to overcome the discursive instability and contestation are, in
fact, at the centre of activities of actors in international law as global governance. In other
words, the effort for hegemonic stabilization guides any project of international governing.12
And it is precisely this possibility of hegemonic stabilization that this chapter examines.
More concretely, this chapter explores the discursively practiced city as a means of stabilizing
discursive volatility, which arises out of trajectories that pull international law as global
governance into different directions. In particular, this chapter argues that the most visible
role of the city as a discursive practice arises in the context of a post-political trajectory of
international law as global governance. This trajectory envisions a reconciliation of tensions
between state-centric and post-sovereign elements of international ordering. It is this role of
the discursive practice of the city as a stabilizer within a specific understanding of a liberal
international order that this chapter analyses.
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3.2.1 Diffusion and vertical consolidation of international law as global governance

International networked governance of urban and housing issues is arguably one of the crucial
discursive spaces through which the city arises as a discursive practice within international
law as global governance.13 Networked governance, is one of the forms of ordering through
which the state-centric international law is transformed into something that is in this thesis
termed international law as global governance.14
Networked governance functions through the interaction of state-centric international
institutional elements with the post-sovereign forms of international governing. On the one
hand, the UN agencies are mandated to frame their norm-making activities as if they serve
the unitary state. On the other hand, these same international institutions show a level of
autonomy that allows them to independently interpret (and in a way expand) their mandates
and explore different possibilities of international ordering.15 To achieve greater success in
fulfilling their (partially self-interpreted) mandates, international institutions engage in what
has been termed as an orchestration of various actors, or partners as the UN calls them.16
At the same time, the international networked governance of urban and housing issues shows
the diffusion of international norm-and-policy-making authority in which the state does not
take up the initiative nor is it given clear hierarchical control over other actors.17 This diffusion
of authority and the changing role of the state in international law as global governance is
visible in the normative activity of the international networked governance of urban and
13
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housing issues. A substantial part of this networked governance takes places non-formally, in
the sense of state-centric international legal formality.18 In such a way, international
networked governance shows, how in international law as global governance the border
between public and private norm-and-policy-making is no longer clearly visible.19 Other
actors, such as intercity organisations, and NGOs take up the initiative to engage with the
development of international norms and policies.
What this expansion of international normative activity arguably means, is that the state is
no longer the sole discursive frame for the norms and policies developed through the
network.20 In international law as global governance, the relationship between the state, the
market, and the civil society is less consolidated and the hegemonic contestation between
these discursive elements of ordering is more visible.21 International law of the twentieth
century, despite recognizing all three of the elements, nevertheless gave primacy to the state.
However, in international law as global governance that no longer seems to be the case.22
Through agendas and discourses of international human rights law, sustainable development
agenda, and norms pertaining to economic liberalism, discursive elements of the people, and
the market can be used in competition to the discursive element of the state to frame the
international normative activities.23
18
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A particular dynamic of international law as global governance related to the
reconceptualization of the relationship between the state, the market and the civil society is
the coexistence and interaction of different trajectories of ordering. Specifically, in the
international networked governance of urban and housing issues, one can observe the
coexistence and competition between the state-centric elements of international
institutional structure and the post-sovereign elements of international ordering. The
authority of the state-centric international institutional structure is, on the one hand, diffused
to a plurality of actors, spaces and levels. And on the other hand, a trajectory of vertical
consolidation offers an understanding of a shared post-political international ordering.24
The discursive dynamic of international law as global governance can be seen as a search for
novel institutional arrangements that could accommodate and balance these diffuse and
vertically consolidated trajectories of international ordering. It is also a search for new
hegemonic forms of international governance that would offer a way to overcome the
tensions within international law as global governance, or conversely, to challenge the
perceived status-quos.

3.2.2 Search for efficiency and legitimacy

This chapter focuses on the role of the discursive practice of the city as an attempt to
overcome the structural tensions between different trajectories of ordering within
international law as global governance. It argues that this stabilizing role of the city is a
specific manifestation of the post-political trajectory of international ordering within
international law as global governance.
Several scholars have argued that we live in a post-political world organised around the
principles of liberal democracy, good governance, and especially a neo-liberal economic logic
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of international governing.25 While avoiding such a deterministic view of the international
ordering, this thesis, nevertheless, argues that there exists a post-political trajectory of
international ordering. The UN and other actors can be seen as promotors of an
understanding of international law as global governance in which the normative direction of
international ordering is perceived to be settled. They do this by connecting elements of
international human rights law, economic liberalism, sustainable development agenda and
other norms related to ‘good governance’. According to these actors, the remaining task is to
find institutional forms that will help to overcome the structural tensions within international
law as global governance, which impede the implementation of a vertically consolidated,
universal, international normative order.26
The network, as a form of international governance out of which the city as a discursive
practice arises, has allowed for the interaction of the state-centric, the diffuse and the postpolitical trajectories of international ordering. The perspective of the post-political trajectory,
through which the actors such as the UN engage in networked governance, has considered
the formal state-centric international institutional structure to be somewhat inefficient in
resolving the complex global problems. Additionally, many actors do not consider the state
to be the best (or the only) representative of the communities and actors from around the
world.27 At the same time, the trajectory of diffusion of authority within international law as
global governance, which leads to a proliferation of actors and of spheres of authority has
been seen as pointing to a possible global cacophony, in which achieving a semblance of order
can become a daunting task.28
25
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The actors, such as the UN, have then employed the network as a governance form that, on
the one hand, evades hierarchy and rigid formalism, and offers more agile public decisionmaking.29 On the other hand, however, the networked form of governance, seen through a
post-political trajectory, is not meant to open up space for political contestation and
pluralization of approaches to international governance. Instead, networked governance is
meant to enhance the prospect of implementation of already agreed global agendas.30
In other words, looking through the lens of a post-political trajectory within international law
as global governance, the network as a form of governance is meant to simultaneously satisfy
two core organisational principles. One is the organisational efficiency, according to which
governing and decision-making should be predictable, and swift (among other things). And
the other is the (democratic) legitimacy according to which the process and outcomes of
governing and decision-making should aim for being appropriate and justified through deeper
acceptance and increased participation of addressees.31
Efficiency and legitimacy are organisational principles that are in this thesis understood in a
discursive sense. This means that they are aspirations of ordering and governing, discursively
defined by actors who use them.32 Thus, these principles are part of hegemonic contestation
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over ordering. In the words of Mark Suchman, one of the pioneers of the research of
institutional legitimacy, legitimacy is the ‘generalized perception or assumption that the
actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate, within some socially constructed
system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions.’33 International norm-and-policy-making is
therefore measured through efficiency and legitimacy as discursively created yardsticks
within the networked international law as global governance. At the same time, however,
international norm-and-policy-making is measured and criticized according to the principles
of efficiency and legitimacy by a host of other actors whom international norms and policies
concern, or actors who offer competing visions of ordering.34
The United Nations, for example, has from its inception on pursued greater legitimacy and
efficiency of its work.35 As an organisation, it has continuously reformed and simultaneously
engaged in the persuasion of other actors that its international agendas have been efficient
and legitimate.36 Arguably, from the perspective of a post-political understanding of
international governing, the entire networked governance of urban and housing issues is in
some ways focused on a search for efficient and legitimate ways of achieving selected goals.
This can mean achieving SDGs or satisfying human rights obligations.

33

Mark Suchman, ‘Managing legitimacy: Strategic and institutional approaches’ (1995) 20 The Academy of
Management Review 571, p. 574; See also: David L Deephouse and Mark Suchman, ‘Legitimacy in
organizational institutionalism’ in Royston Greenwood et al (eds), The Sage Handbook of Organizational
Institutionalism (SAGE 2008)
34
Christian Reus-Smit, ‘International crises of legitimacy’ (2007) 44 International Politics 157
35
Joachim Müller (ed), Reforming the United Nations: The Struggle for Legitimacy and Effectiveness (Martinus
Nijhoff Publishers 2006); David Harland, ‘Legitimacy and effectiveness in international administration’ (2004)
10 Global Governance: A Review of Multilateralism and International Organizations 15; Daniele Alesani,
Mariannunziata Liguori and Ileana Steccolini, ‘Between Managerial Reform and Search for Legitimacy:
Strengthening United Nations Accountability’ in Bauer M, Knill C, (eds), Management Reforms in International
Organizations (Nomos Verlagsgesellschaft mbH & Co. KG 2007); David Harland, ‘Legitimacy and effectiveness
in international administration’ (2004) 10 Global Governance: A Review of Multilateralism and International
Organizations 15; Lisa Maria Dellmuth and Jonas Tallberg, ‘The social legitimacy of international organisations:
Interest representation, institutional performance, and confidence extrapolation in the United Nations. (2015)
41 Review of International Studies 451
36
For the latest example see: United Nations, ‘United to Reform’ https://reform.un.org/content/resources
accessed 20 Aug 2020; See also: Rahim Moloo, 'The Quest for Legitimacy in the United Nations: A Role for
NGOs' (2011) 16 UCLA Journal of International Law and Foreign Affairs 1; Joshua C. Gellers, ‘Crowdsourcing
global governance: sustainable development goals, civil society, and the pursuit of democratic legitimacy’
(2016) 16 Int Environ Agreements 415; Karl Hanson, ‘Strengthening legitimacy, effectiveness and efficiency of
the UN Human Rights Treaty Body System’ (Lucerne Consultations on Strengthening the United Nations
Human Rights Treaty Body System, 20 October 2011, Lucerne, Switzerland)

109

Efficiency and legitimacy are organizing principles that many scholars37 and crucially also
actors, such as the UN, see as complementary and co-dependent.38 This chapter that analyses
the role of the practice of the city as a stabilizer and anchor of international norm-making,
understands both efficiency and legitimacy, as underpinning the institutionalization of the
post-political trajectory of international law as global governance.
Therefore, networked governance, as a widespread and more fluent international
organisational form, has been, through the lens of a post-political trajectory of international
law as global governance, developed and embraced to satisfy both efficiency and legitimacy.39
The international networked governance of urban and housing issues examined in this thesis
is such an example. However, as a form of a post-sovereign international ordering, the form
of networked governance fits poorly within the world that is still in a substantial manner
organised around the state-centric institutional structure.40 More concretely, in the field of
international urban and housing governance in which the state has a somewhat limited actual
presence, yet overwhelming structural presence, the fluency and ‘scalelessness’ of the
network have acted against its efficiency and legitimacy.41
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If the state, which used to be perceived as being the ultimate representative of the people on
a certain territory, is no longer the main driver of the international networked norm-andpolicy-making,42 which institutions can then claim the representation of the people (the
question of democratic legitimacy)? How do international rules get applied and international
policies get implemented on the ground (the question of efficiency)?
International institutions and other institutional actors such as NGOs in networked
governance have difficulty claiming that they represent a specific, definable group of people.
The network governance of urban and housing issues analysed in this thesis is arguably
pushed forward by international bureaucrats, international activists and other officials
belonging to the global - scaleless - sphere of norm-making.43 In addition to this problem of
(democratic) legitimacy, these members of networked governance may have difficulty
obtaining access to communities and people for whom they claim to be developing
international norms and policies, and lack the capacity to bring policies to scale. In such a way,
networked governance can suffer from severe inefficiency and, what some have called,
governance or operational gap.44
This is where the role of the city as a discursive practice comes in. This chapter argues that
actors in networked governance develop the city as a missing link (or a conduit) within
international law as global governance that would help them overcome the structural
problems and thus satisfy the search for efficiency and legitimacy. Put differently, in the
international networked governance of urban and housing issues the city is used as a means
of justification and validation of the actors and their norms and policies. It is through the
42
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frame of the city that international norm- and-policy-making gains a more grounded and
concrete quality.

3.3 City: a means of resolving structural issues

Before analysing different elements of the role of the city as a stabilizer of a post-political
(liberal) trajectory within international law as global governance, I want to share some
impressions from the observation conducted in the framework of this thesis. After identifying
the institutions important for this research, I reached out to leading officials within them with
to conduct some preliminary (semi-structured) interviews to supplement my desk-research
of documents. I interviewed seven officials from UN-Habitat, UCLG, Global Platform for the
Right to the city, Slum Dwellers International and Cities Alliance.45
One thing that I was able to observe interview after interview, was the effort these officials
made to present their work and the work of their organisations to be in harmony with the
larger frame of sustainable development agenda and international human rights law. In
general, and very much aligned with the official documents produced by the organisations
they are employed in, these officials continuously articulated the belief in the international
liberal framework of international urban and housing governance. They did, however,
sometimes express reservations or criticism of particular institutional processes.
To collect first hand empirical observations, I also attended the UCLG World Summit,46 the
event described in the introductory chapter, where the city, and especially the municipal
government, and their role in international law and governance, were put front-and-centre.
Being at the World Summit offered me a unique opportunity to observe how the international
role of the city and the municipal government is debated by municipal and international
officials. They promoted the municipal government as the legitimate representative of the
urban population on the global stage. Moreover, attendees of the UCLG World Summit
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promoted a democratically elected municipal government as the public authority that is
closest to the people and can, as such, directly and most efficiently implement global policies
and agendas on the ground. The slogans ‘Listen to Cities’ and ‘Cities are Listening’ used by
UCLG articulated a conviction that there exists a community of willing and able mayors and
municipal governments the effort of which can bring real progress to global liberal agendas.47
Thus, what people promoted at the UCLG Summit, was a role of the city and the municipal
government within the context of international liberal agendas, sustainable development
agenda and international human rights law. In various debates, UCLG officials, officials of
international institutions such as World Bank and UN-Habitat, as well as the representatives
of the international civil society promoted this international liberal role of the city and the
municipal government. For example, UN Special Rapporteur for the Right to Adequate
Housing explained at length what she sees as the role of the municipal government in the
protection of the right to housing.48 UCLG World Summit, similarly to my experience with
interviews, avoided contentious topics and presented a non-conflictual understanding of the
role of the city in international law as global governance.

3.3.1 Municipal government as an anchor in international law as global governance

The most visible manifestation of the city as a discursive practice in international law as global
governance is the agency of the municipal government (or the local authority as it also
termed). In the most general terms, this chapter argues that the role given to the municipal
government is to help address the discursive-structural problems in international law as
global governance, which are related to the rise of the networked governance described in
the previous section. These problems concern the changing structural role of the state, the
diffusion of authority, and accompanying scalelessness of norm-and policy-making in the
47
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networked international law as global governance. To put it differently, the role of the
municipal government as seen through a post-political trajectory is to help vertically align
governing scales from the global to the local, and, thus, increase (democratic) legitimacy and
effectiveness of liberal normative agendas within international law as global governance.
Crucially, however, the agency of the municipal government is developed in such a way that
it complements the already functioning networked form of governance and does not disrupt
it.
Erik Swyngedouw has, in one of his articles, written how international institutions and other
actors that engage in international governance are ‘burdened’ by the global discursive frame
in which their policies are created. He proposed that to counter this, international actors
occupy themselves with, what is best described as ‘glocalization’, or the effort to translate
global policies into the local form.49 In other words, international actors engaged in the
networked governance of housing and urban issues (but also in other fields of international
governing that have become networked) are in search of a way to overcome their ‘global
condition’ and ground and stabilize international norm-and-policy-making. Janne Nijman has
already pointed to this development in one of her articles:
The growing trend that international organisations explicitly welcome the city as a
‘partner‘ and accommodate it in its new more autonomous role within the global
order seems unstoppable. […] The incentives for global institutions lie in the effective
implementation of a convention or policy. Alternatively, it fits well in their quest for
legitimacy since it enables the global institution to really work with (representatives
of) urban societies and thus have effect on the ground.50
Thus, there exists a desire to bring a counterweight to the abstraction of international
normative activities within the networked governance of housing and urban issues by
somehow grounding and concretizing them. And this counterweight is envisioned to be the
municipal government, discursively developed as a partner with democratic legitimacy and
ability to efficiently execute international policies.
49
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3.3.1.1 Developing an international agency of the municipal government

The role of the municipal government as an anchor and a stabilizer of global liberal agendas
has two interlinked parts. First, the actors in networked governance discursively develop the
municipal government as a willing participant in international norm-and-policy-making and a
partner of international institutions and the so-called civil society (NGOs and other non-state
organisations). In this sense, the actors in the international networked governance analysed
in the previous chapter shape an international/global agency of the municipal government. 51
And second, these actors also give the municipal government the role of an implementer and
localizer of international policies, agendas and norms. They consider it as the public authority
through which norms and principles of international law and governance can ‘touch the
ground’. In other words, the municipal (local) frame of governance is given visibility as a
crucial authority through which human rights, sustainable development and economic
development can be achieved. The actors in networked governance understand both of these
roles of the municipal government, its international agency and its distinctiveness as a local
actor governing over a concise territory, as complementing each other. These roles offer a
seamless link between international norm-and policy-making and local implementation.
The UCLG, the organisation that directly represents the interests of municipal governments
on the international level has articulated the clearest position regarding the role of the
municipal government as an anchor within international law and governance. It articulated
its view on the role of the municipal government most forcibly before and during HABITAT III
conference, the most influential international event on urban and housing issues to take place
in recent times. In the preparatory stages of the conference, when different actors presented
their demands towards the international community, UCLG (joined with other intercity
organizations in the Global Taskforce for Local and Regional Governments) stated:
We, local and regional leaders, are ready to play our role as central partners and
implementers of the Habitat Agenda, showing that managing urbanization leads to
better living conditions and sustainable, inclusive and fair development. […] Habitat III
51
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should see the acknowledgement of local authorities as full partners in shaping the
global agenda in an increasingly urbanizing world. It will also be the time to call for
changes to governance in those agencies dealing directly with local government
matters.52
There are numerous other documents in which UCLG reiterates its conviction that the
municipal government is a necessary partner for international institutions and is a crucial local
governance frame for achieving progress of global agendas.53 This is probably most
completely articulated in a ‘global municipalist agenda’ that the UCLG renews every three
years. Most recently, at the UCLG World Summit in 2019, mayors and other local officials
gathered under the umbrella of UCLG, accepted the ‘Durban Political Declaration’54 in which
they reiterated their view on the role of the municipal government in international law and
governance. They wrote:
we confirm our responsibility before the communities we serve and our commitment
to partner with the international community and all stakeholders in a joint quest for a
hopeful future of humanity.55
Throughout its work, UCLG is very consistent in its justifications for giving the municipal
government a more central role in international law as global governance. It claims that
sustainable development and the implementation of the right to housing (and a number of
other international liberal discourses) can only be efficiently implemented with the
participation of urban citizens and urban communities. And crucially, the UCLG claims that
the most legitimate representative of these citizens and communities, for which international
agendas are developed, is the democratically elected municipal government. The municipal
government that is closest to them and can then most legitimately and effectively represent
52
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their interests in international fora and translate (localize) globally agreed agendas so that
they suit the local social conditions.56
Localization of global liberal agendas is promoted through the Local2030 initiative developed
by UN-Habitat and other UN agencies together with municipal governments (through the
UCLG and some other transnational intercity organisations as facilitators) and other urbanfocused actors. Local2030 serves as a platform for promoting the implementation and
localization of Sustainable Development Goals within cities. As such it is one of the most
visible institutional processes that recognize the value of municipal governments for the
success of sustainable development.57 When Local2030 agenda was presented at UN HighLevel Political Forum in 2018, the UN Deputy Secretary-General made a speech in which he
underlined the importance of municipal governments for sustainable development agenda.
He said: ‘We need the driving force and creative energy of local and regional governments.
The Sustainable Development Goals can’t happen without you.’ And continued, ‘Quite simply,
we at the global level cannot overemphasize the importance of the local.’58
Other institutions in the networked governance analysed in the previous chapter have also
promoted the international role of the municipal government. In an interview, a
representative of the Global Platform of the Right to the City, the platform for various NGOs
and other organisations who promote the right to the city on the international level,
expressed his conviction that municipal governments should be given an opportunity to be
more closely involved in international institutional processes.59
Likewise, in another interview, a representative of Cities Alliance confirmed what is often
written in the documents of Cities Alliance and UN-Habitat, namely that municipal
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governments, through UCLG, are the most important partners of his organisation.60
Furthermore, Cities Alliance produced a report after the HABITAT III conference in which it
argued that local and regional governments are the legitimate and necessary partners in the
follow-up and review of New Urban Agenda and SDGs. Moreover, it expressed a demand for
increased support of local implementation capacities and their recognition for the overall
progress of global agendas.61
Recently, UN-Habitat’s Executive Director said
“Local governments play a key role in the development of the 2030 Agenda: mayors’
role is important to take out the urban challenges and find solutions to leave no one
and no place behind”.62
Actors in networked governance often articulate the role of the municipal government as an
anchor in the context of international liberal agendas through the demand for its
empowerment. UN-Habitat often voices a belief that by reforming the municipal government,
by giving it legal, political and fiscal authority framed through human rights and the principles
of New Urban Agenda, urbanisation and cities can be made sustainable.63
Other international institutions in networked governance express similar opinions. The World
Bank, when it focuses on achieving the SDGs, holds that the role of local authorities should
be strengthened. Because:
The role of subnational governments in delivering public goods and services is
becoming increasingly important to achieving development goals, as more
responsibilities for public investment and the provision of goods and services are
transferred to states, provinces and cities.64
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The UN Special Rapporteur for the Right to Adequate housing shares this demand for
empowerment and states:
Local governments must be supported to acquire or enhance the knowledge and
capacities to ensure the New Urban Agenda is implemented. … Local and subnational
governments cannot fulfil their human rights obligations if they are not fully
supported to do so by national level governments and other key actors.65
Another example, the Kuala Lumpur Declaration, with which the previous World Urban Forum
in 2018 concluded and which was confirmed by civil society organisations, intercity
organizations, and international institutions that were present, says:
We believe that global, regional, national and local implementation frameworks of the
New Urban Agenda being formulated since its adoption should be supported by key
enablers capable of unlocking positive transformation … [And this means:]
Strengthening the role of subnational and local governments, urban governance
systems that ensure continuous dialogue among different levels of government and
participation of all actors, and increasing multilevel and cross-sectoral coordination,
transparency and accountability.66
Similar remarques were made by a UN panel of experts (two of them representing mayors)
that was tasked with designing proposals on how to transform UN-Habitat for it to become
more effective. This panel, which was appointed by the UN Secretary-General after HABITAT
III conference, produced a long report, confirmed by UN General Assembly (the ideas from
which were, however, never put to practice). In that report, the panel proposed
a transformed governance structure that includes universal membership, a small,
strong Policy Board and the formal involvement of local authorities/subnational
governments and other urban stakeholders to provide input and recommendations.
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It also recommends stronger, more inclusive partnerships generally with
representative organizations of local governments and excluded urban groups.67
The panel even went as far as proposing a permanent forum within the UN through which the
urban issues could be better connected to the general work of the UN and in which municipal
governments would have a presence through UCLG or other intercity organisations. This
forum, named UN-Urban was modelled on UN-Water and was meant to serve as a platform
for all UN-Agencies, states, and other actors engaged with urban issues.68
The promotion of the empowerment of the municipal government, by intertwining its
international and local roles, is based on the widespread conviction that it is a legitimate
representative of urban communities. This legitimacy arises out of the perceived higher
democratic credentials of the municipal government, as is argued to be the public authority
closest to the people.69 This belief in ‘the local being better’ is often articulated through the
principle of subsidiarity that states that the decision-making in public governing should take
place on the level that is closest to the people. The principle of subsidiarity is one of the
central ways to justify the inclusion of the municipal government in international law as global
governance.70 This conviction was most visibly articulated in UN-Habitat’s, ‘International
Guidelines on Decentralization and Strengthening of Local Authorities’71 and ‘International
Guidelines on Access to Basic Services for All’.72 These guidelines, prepared in 2007 and 2009
respectively, still resonate in other documents, such as the New Urban Agenda.73
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The institutional actors in the networked governance of housing and urban issues, therefore,
claim that the municipal government is the actor who can legitimately represent the voices
of urban masses of this world in international norm-and-policy-making.74 As it is claimed,
having such an actor participate in international norm-making brings an unprecedented level
of democratic legitimacy.75 The conviction that the municipal government is the closest public
authority to the people, arguably also makes it more responsive to the needs of urban
populations. Because of that, it is more efficient and more agile in the provision of public
services than other types of public authority.76 Therefore, the actors in the network argue
that including the municipal government in international norm-and-policy-making also brings
a high level of efficiency to the international liberal agendas.77

3.3.1.2 Municipal government as a hybrid creation of public authority and informal agency

The actors in networked governance adapt the role of the municipal government to the needs
of the network through another type of hybridity. It is hybridity that makes the municipal
government, on the one hand, a public authority that brings unprecedented democratic
legitimacy to the networked governance of urban and housing issues. On the other hand, the
municipal government has a presence of an informal - civil society - actor within the
networked governance of urban and housing issues that does not alter the more horizontal
and fluent aspects of the network.78
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The role of the municipal government as a public authority is, for example, visible in the
context of the implementation of Agenda 2030. There, it was proposed that municipal
governments contribute to voluntary reviews of their states on the progress of SDGs
submitted to the UN General Assembly, or even present their reviews independently.79 Such
- more formal - inclusion of municipal governments in reviews of international state
obligations was also proposed in the context of international human rights law. An advisory
committee of the Human Rights Council, in 2012 produced a report on the role of municipal
governments in protection and promotion of human rights. One of the proposals in the report
was to include municipal governments in the preparation of their state’s reports for the
mandatory Universal Periodic Review. Through this process, states explain how they protect
and promote human rights and allow themselves to be scrutinized by states and international
institutions. In the report, the authors argued that since many human rights are unavoidably
linked to the work of the municipal governments, they should be included in the process.80
To further emphasise the publicness of authority, the development of the role of the
municipal government often resembles a simplified version of a role that the state would be
expected to have in international norm-making.81 In the report on the role of municipal
governments in protection and promotion of human rights mentioned in the previous
paragraph, the municipal government is considered as a part of the state, which has a degree
of control over it. Yet at the same time, the authors of that report also understand the
municipal government to be a form of territorial governance with more or less similar duties
as the state. The report says:
Human rights duties of local government follow the classical tripartite typology of States’
human rights obligations, namely, the duty to respect, the duty to protect and the duty to
fulfil. … To comply with the duty to fulfil the right of individuals not to be discriminated
against, local human rights mechanisms such as ombudspersons or specialized anti-
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discrimination agencies can be established…. local authorities should promote the
understanding of and respect for human rights of all individuals within their jurisdiction
through education and training….it is highly desirable that local authorities have human
rights offices with sufficient human and financial resources that could fully take charge of
human rights issues within the respective local competences.82
In documents such as this one, it can be argued that the actors in networked governance
express a desire to have a partner that brings a more traditional legal clarity to the networked
norm-and-policy-making. In normative frameworks, such as sustainable development, the
possibilities of how to achieve agreed goals are wide open, and at the same time very
uncertain. Institutional clarity and defined tasks of governance can be said to be missing. The
role of the municipal government is, therefore, to bring state-like qualities to the
international norm-and-policy-making, in the sense of territorial authority, legal predictability
and democratic legitimacy gained through elections.
At the same time, however, the municipal government is endowed with a sort of a hybrid
agency.83 It has state-like qualities, yet it is made to be one of the actors within networked
governance and does not have a hierarchically higher standing in relation to the other
participants. As Ileana Porras and Yishai Blank claimed some time ago, the most dynamic way
through which municipal governments become partners on the international stage resembles
activities of the civil society and NGOs. Putting their focus on the UCLG, as the representative
of municipal governments in the international governance, they argued that it closely
resembles non-governmental organizations. This is especially visible through informal
interaction with various other international actors.84
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This hybrid nature of the agency of the municipal government was visible through the launch
of the Municipalist declaration85 presented in the previous chapter.86 The mayors presented
the Municipal declaration in support of the ‘Make the Shift’ initiative of the UN Special
Rapporteur for the Right to Adequate Housing which argues against the commodification of
housing. Both, the Special Rapporteur’s initiative and the Municipalist Declaration are
designed as voluntary and activist, and as such resemble informal - civil society related initiatives.87 Yet, when I conducted an interview with a representative of the UCLG, he said
that UN Special Rapporteur for the Right to Adequate Housing invited them to be the central
partner of her ‘Make the Shift’ campaign precisely because they are not seen as a civil society
organisation, but as an organisation representing public authorities. He interpreted this as a
desire to give a different - more official - meaning to her campaign.88 Additionally, the same
report of the advisory committee of the Human Rights Council mentioned above, while
focusing on the obligations of the municipal government as a public authority, also
commended the existence of transnational intercity human rights charters and intercity
initiatives concerning human rights cities which are again voluntary and informal.89
The hybrid nature of the role of the municipal governments is present in most of the
interaction between municipal governments, international institutions and other actors. On
the one hand, the actors in networked governance invite municipal governments because
they are considered to be public authorities. On the other hand, when one looks at the
international role given to UCLG and other intercity organisations within Cities Alliance, the
UN Advisory Committee of Local Authorities, and within institutional processes such as
HABITAT III, or Local2030, municipal governments are considered as partners that are
expected to behave more like actors of the international civil society.90
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This was also visible at some of the events that were mentioned in the previous chapter. At
the UN High-Level Political Forum on SDGs in 2018, 240 mayors and other representatives of
local authorities attended a novel Local and Regional Governments Forum.91 This forum was
formed with a purpose to give an international voice to the municipal government in the
context of the debate on SDG 11 (on sustainable and inclusive cities). Although the UN gave
special recognition to municipal governments, they were nonetheless invited to have a similar
role to all civil society actors present at forums and sessions that took place simultaneously.92
Similarly, at HABITAT III municipal governments were given special recognition, as being a
level of public authority that is crucial for the success of New Urban Agenda. Yet, at the event
itself, their role was more or less similar to that of all civil society organisations present
there.93 The actors in networked governance, when they operate in the frame of the postpolitical liberal understanding of international law as global governance do not see hybridity
of the role of the municipal government as conflictual. They consider the discursive-structural
tensions out of which the hybridity arises to have little importance.

3.3.2 Decentralization and a transformation of the role of the state

The municipal government is not the only manifestation of the city as a discursive practice
within international law as global governance. The role of the city as a missing link in the
context of post-political (liberal) trajectory also has other, additional, manifestations. One of
them is the concept of decentralization.94 Although closely connected to the autonomous and
empowered agency of the municipal government (or local authority), it can also be
91

United Nations, ‘Local and Regional Governments’ Forum – 2018 HLPF Concept Note and Preliminary
Programme’, accessible at:
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/18769Local_and_Regional_Governments_Forum
_Draft_Concept_and_Agenda.pdf accessed 24 Aug 2020
92
UN-Habitat, ‘High-Level Political Forum 2018: UN-Habitat Programme’ accessible at
https://unhabitat.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/HLPF-2018-Programme.pdf accessed 10 October 2020
93
UNGA, ‘Adoption of rules of procedure (for HABITAT II)’ (1996) A/CONF.165/2, Rule 62
94
Janne E. Nijman, ‘Renaissance of the City as Global Actor’ in Gunther Hellmann, Andreas Fahrmeir and Milo
Vec (eds), The Transformation of Foreign Policy: Drawing and Managing Boundaries from Antiquity to the
Present (OUP 2016); Janne E. Nijman, ‘The Future of the City and the International Law of the Future’ in Sam
Muller et al (eds), The Law of the Future and The Future of Law (Torkel Opsahl Academic EPublisher 2011);
Yishai Blank, ‘The city and the world’ (2006) 44 Columbia Journal of Transnational Law 868; Ileana M Porras,
‘The City and International Law: In Pursuit of Sustainable Development’ (2009) 26 Fordham Urb. LJ 537; Gerald
Frug and David Barron, ‘International local government law’ (2006) 38 The Urban lawyer 1

125

understood as an invitation for a stronger, yet disaggregated role of the state in the context
of the networked international law as global governance.
Through the use of the concept of decentralization within the post-political trajectory of
international law as global governance, the city as a discursive practice does not mean the
side-lining of the state. Instead, what actors in networked governance arguably express, is a
demand for a reconceptualization of the connection between the state and the city, and
consequently the form of international networked governance. The actors within the
international governance, as well as the municipal government as an ideal participant therein,
give themselves more authority, while the state retains a more detached role of a benevolent
guarantor of international norm-and-policy-making.
The post-political trajectory of international law as global governance expressed through a
mixture of frameworks of sustainable development agenda, international human rights law,
and economic liberalism is perceived to be authoritative because of its normative value.
However, in spite of this mixture serving as a normative basis for the activity of networked
governance, its authority nevertheless also resides in its formal quality backed by the strength
of the state-centric institutional framework. Arguably, the concept of decentralization
understood through the post-political trajectory of international law as global governance can
be interpreted as an attempt of reconciliation of state-centric and post-sovereign trajectories
of international law as global governance. It can be understood as a desire to engage the state
more with the dynamics of international networked governance while securing discursive
space for other actors to develop the liberal normative frameworks further.
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3.3.2.1 Defining decentralization

Decentralization is a worldwide phenomenon with many definitions and interpretations.95 In
the most basic sense, it means rearranging the relations between central state authorities
and subunits of government within the state.96 UCLG in its flagship report on decentralization
around the world understands it as ‘the existence of local authorities, distinct from the state’s
administrative authorities, that have a degree of self-government within the framework of
the law.’ And then UCLG specifies its definition even more: ‘These decentralized authorities
have their own powers, resources and capacities to meet responsibilities, and a legitimacy
underpinned by representative, elected local democratic structures that determine how
power is exercised and make them accountable to citizens in their jurisdiction.’97
There are different levels and types of decentralization recognized in the literature.98
Devolution, the most comprehensive type of decentralization, means that subunits of the
state become autonomous and separate units of governance over which central authorities
exercise little or no direct control. These subunits of the state have clearly defined
geographical boundaries and the power to secure resources to perform their functions. They
can be influenced by citizens under their control, yet retain a legally defined relationship with
central-state authorities (federal-state systems often function in such a way).99 However, it
has to be underlined that devolution has rarely been implemented in its pure form. Usually,
devolution is partial and concerns only specific functional areas of governing.
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Moreover, decentralization is also connected to other types of autonomous governing that
are less comprehensive than devolution. These are delegation and deconcentration (some
would argue that these are less comprehensive types of decentralization).100 Delegation
signifies a form of state organisation in which only specific governance tasks are delegated by
central-state authorities to local authorities. And deconcentration is even less comprehensive
since centrally made decisions are implemented by local agencies, which, nevertheless,
remain under the direct control of central authorities.101
There are, however, other ways of characterising decentralization. The most common type is
the administrative decentralization, where subunits of the state gain the authority to plan
and organise public services, and raise and allocate public resources.102 Administrative
decentralization can itself take the form of devolution of authority, or simply mere
deconcentration of tasks, which remain under centralized control.103 The other type is fiscal
decentralization where subunits of the state gain a legally defined authority to collect or even
create taxes, autonomously allocate resources collected in such a way, and freely decide how
to spend the resources given to them by central-state authorities. As with administrative
decentralization, fiscal decentralization is very case-specific (even within a single state there
can be different regimes), and ranges from devolution to other lesser types of
decentralization.104 The third type is political, or democratic decentralization, in which citizens
of a certain subunit of the state, gain political control over local public authority through local
elections, or other selection processes. Through this type of decentralization, subunits can be
given different kinds of administrative and fiscal capacities.105 Thus, as with other types,
political - democratic - decentralization is made to interplay with the administrative and
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fiscal decentralization in unique ways. Mayors, for example, can be appointed through local
democratic elections but will have very little authority in the fiscal sense. 106
Numerous states around the world have embraced and promoted decentralization as a cure
against the inefficiency of state bureaucracies.107 Pranab Bardhan, a scholar writing about
decentralization and economic development, gives some reasons why decentralization has
been viewed so positively. He says that decentralization
is often suggested as a way of reducing the role of the state in general, by fragmenting
central authority and introducing more intergovernmental competition and checks
and balances. It is viewed as a way to make government more responsive and efficient.
Technological changes have also made it somewhat easier than before to provide
public services (like electricity and water supply) relatively efficiently in smaller market
areas, and the lower levels of government have now a greater ability to handle certain
tasks. In a world of rampant ethnic conflicts and separatist movements,
decentralization is also regarded as a way of diffusing social and political tensions and
ensuring local cultural and political autonomy.108
Decentralization (in its innumerable forms) has, thus, been seen as a universal cure for a range
of problems that were beyond the capacity of centrally-organised states. It has been a process
of restructuring of states embraced in all parts of the world, also as part of post-communist
and post-colonial development.109 Through decentralization, the government is believed to
become more closely aligned with the wishes of people. And local problems are believed to
be more easily resolved, due to the greater responsiveness and flexibility of local authorities.
Even more, complex socio-economic problems, such as poverty, are believed to be better
understood and ameliorated through locally created programs. Above all, local authorities
are believed to be more efficient and responsive in servicing their local population due to
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their less complicated decision-making processes.110 Decentralization has, therefore, been
appreciated and historically developed for three different reasons. Economic efficiency
(smaller is more easily managed and more responsive), democratic potential (political
decision-making closer to the addressees), and development potential.
Also, the concept of decentralization is unique in a sense that it has been used to satisfy two
usually opposing political positions within states, the universal and the local. Or in other
words, it has been able to simultaneously address the cravings for governance reform coming
from the top-down and from the bottom-up. Decentralization has been used to help the
higher authority (usually the central-state authority) to achieve political and social goals (and
thus legitimacy and efficiency), which it could not otherwise. And at the same time,
decentralization has often satisfied demands for self-rule expressed by the local
population.111

3.3.2.2 Using decentralization in the context of international law as global governance

It is easy to see why the UN has promoted decentralization on the international level as part
of its development agenda. The UN has seen decentralization, if done correctly, as a means
of ‘empowering local governments to move beyond the burgeoning bureaucratic barriers
faced by the central government to respond to local developmental needs in an equitable,
transparent and efficient manner.’112 Especially the UN-Habitat has been mandated to
encourage decentralization as a means to reduce poverty by enabling greater transparency,
democratic accountability and participation on decision-making processes on the local
level.113 According to UN-Habitat, states have to decentralize and develop their legal
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framework in such a way that local authorities obtain a set of defined powers and duties and
get allocated sufficient monies to execute them.114
Furthermore, UCLG has through the concept of decentralization most clearly articulated its
demands for greater recognition of the municipal government in international governance. It
has firmly connected the success of the sustainable development agenda to greater
empowerment of municipal governments.115 Additionally, UCLG has been the crucial partner
of UN-Habitat in the development of the above-mentioned International Guidelines on
Decentralisation and Strengthening of Local Authorities116 and International Guidelines on
Access to Basic Services for all,117 which both engage with the concept of decentralization. In
these guidelines, states are encouraged to continue and accelerate the process of
decentralization, which would give greater autonomy and self-rule to cities and other
localities.
Additionally, decentralization has also been promoted118 by the World bank as one of the
organisational reforms that by increasing legitimacy, accountability and effectiveness of
public governing can reduce the levels of poverty around the world.119 The recognition of the
positive effects of decentralization on sustainable development is also articulated in the New
Urban Agenda.120 Herein, states pledge that they will take measures to
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establish legal and policy frameworks, based on the principles of equality and nondiscrimination, to enhance the ability of Governments to effectively implement
national urban policies, as appropriate, and to empower them as policymakers and
decision makers, ensuring appropriate fiscal, political and administrative
decentralization based on the principle of subsidiarity.121
Likewise, in the context of international human rights law, a report of the Human Rights
Council argues that:
The degree of self-government enjoyed by local authorities can be regarded as a key
element of genuine democracy. In this regard, political, fiscal and administrative
decentralization is essential for localizing democracy and human rights.122
Yishai Blank calls this attention that the UN and other actors in networked governance have
given to decentralization, a discursive means to restructure the trinity of internationalnational-local levels of governing and to bring the international much closer to the local.123
Actors that operate through the post-political understanding of international law as global
governance expressed through a mixture of sustainable development agenda, international
human rights law, and economic liberalism have embraced decentralization as a means of
achieving efficiency and legitimacy of governing. Yishai Blank argues that decentralization has
been used as a means to make the container of the state porous and thus facilitate the
interaction of international actors and frameworks with the sub-national units of the state.124
However, through the concept of decentralization, the city as a discursive practice arguably
also becomes a means to bring the state closer to the dynamic of international networked
governance. Decentralization, on the one hand, does articulate a desire for greater autonomy
and empowerment of the municipal government. As it is used it also articulates a more
intense embeddedness of the municipal government in international networked governance
in the context of the post-political (liberal) trajectory. On the other hand, however, the actors
in the international networked governance of urban and housing issues, arguably understand
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the role of the state as a guaranteeing frame that enables, and yet limitedly interferes, with
international networked norm-and-policy-making.
It could be argued that actors within the international networked governance examined in
this thesis, express an invitation for the decentralized and a disaggregated state to retain the
role of a background authority that enables the functioning of international networked
governance. In such a way, the state in international law as global governance is
reconceptualized, but not made redundant. This can be seen as an attempt to reconcile and
find a compromise between the post-sovereign networked forms of international governance
and the state-centric institutional framework. For example, the International Guidelines on
Decentralisation and Access to Basic Services for all, two sets of guidelines approved by UNHabitat’s Governing Council ‘acknowledge the role of national Governments within the
overall context of sustainable development and their responsibility for good governance
within each nation, with local authorities as their partners’.125 Likewise, Global Taskforce for
Local and Regional Governments (managed by the UCLG) writes how ‘national and local
governments need to join forces to mobilize domestic resources,’ in order to bring progress
to specific goals set in the New Urban Agenda.126
Furthermore, the former UN Special Rapporteur in her report on the role of local authorities
for the protection of the right to adequate housing127 acknowledges the trend towards
decentralization that has changed housing governance around the world. Yet, when she talks
about duties of different levels of multilevel governance (through which she sees the
functioning of international human rights governance) she places the state in a central
position. Engaging local authorities is for her a way of rearranging the state, by making it more
engaged and bringing it closer into the multilevel governance framework and not eliminating
its presence. In one report, the Special Rapporteur writes:
National level governments should guarantee access to justice and effective remedies for
violations of the right to adequate housing at the local as well as the national level. They
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should also ensure subnational governments have the resources and the capacity to meet
their human rights responsibilities which could prevent municipalities from taking
decisions that are contrary to the right to adequate housing.128
Numerous other examples that this chapter could use to show that through the post-political
trajectory of international law as global governance the role of the state and the role of the
city are envisioned as complementary in networked norm-and-policy-making. The state
(within the system of states) is given the role of maintaining a strong international regulatory
framework through which international networked governance can operate seamlessly. In
spite of all the talk about developing a more autonomous role of the municipal government
and the city in international law as global governance, the actors in the networked
governance of urban and housing issues do not express a yearning for international law as
global governance in which the state has no role at all. The opposite could be said. The state
is invited to act as a stronger guarantor for the functioning of the post-political understanding
of international law as global governance articulated through a mixture of sustainable
development, international human rights law, and economic liberalism.

3.3.3 City as a socio-political space

The third manifestation of the city as a discursive practice articulated as an anchor within a
post-political trajectory of international law as global governance is the city as a distinct sociopolitical space.129 Amongst others, it was the French intellectual Henri Lefebvre, who
conceptualised the city as an interaction of social factors with the given space. As he claimed,
people change the space around them, and in return, their activities are shaped by the space
around them.130 Based on this, other scholars then approached the city as a complex
organism developed through a web of actors and their interests. Economic actors and
economic interests, the municipal government, the civil society, as well as local culture and
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customs all contribute to the enactment of the city.131 Cities as socio-political organisms, ‘are
supposed to be live, dynamic organisms, of complex and relational structure. This relational
field is one of dispute, one in which agents occupying different hierarchical positions relate
with and confront each other.’132
Yishai Blank in one of his seminal articles133 noticed that the locality, the city, is becoming
visible in international law and governance because it offers something distinct in a
sociological sense. Social, political and economic ties within the city make it something more
than just an administrative sub-unit of the state. According to him, the city is gaining a role in
international law and governance because of its unique social and political dimension that is
different from the state.134
In the words of UN-Habitat:
The dynamism of cities and their future being at the core of sustainable urbanization,
they also represent a boost for sustainable development in all its dimensions. With
the growing recognition of the potentials of cities as hubs of socio-economic growth,
a shift in global thinking and action has been made placing the city at the centre of all
developmental processes.135
One of the ways this socio-political dimension of the city is articulated is through the
aspiration for participatory governance. The urban space is understood to be co-produced by
public authorities, the civil society and business actors. All of these actors must be included
in governance (or co-production) of the city, if the sustainable development agenda,
international human rights norms, and norms of economic liberalism are to be successfully
implemented, localized and translated across the world.136 Public governance, as a reflection
of international networked governance, is seen as in need of becoming less hierarchical and
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more participatory. The municipal government (and the state) thus becomes less an entity
above the social and political currents within the city and more an element in a horizontal
continuous decision-making process in which public and private governing are more difficult
to disentangle.
The UN-Habitat’s ‘World Urban Campaign’ elaborated that the city belongs to all citizens who
should co-produce it through participatory budgeting, community contracting, public-private
partnerships, community consultations, etc. For members of the World Urban Campaign
‘engagement [of everyone in the governance of the city] is much more than ensuring access
to basic services for all. [It] promotes bottom-up participatory processes throughout the
entire policy cycle: to collectively define and review priorities, strategies and actions.’137
As seen through the post-political (liberal) trajectory of international law as global
governance, the role of the municipal government and the state are understood to
harmoniously fit into this co-production of the city. For the multilevel governance spanning
from the international to the local to succeed, it has to operate through the help and
engagement of all public and private actors. This also implies that through the city, as a coproduced socio-political space, discursive elements of the market, the people and the state
can balance each other. The UN, for example, through sustainable development agenda,
envisions the city as a socio-political space in which public and private interest happily
coexist,138 and the three Ps (profit, people, planet), can be reconciled.
Yishai Blank writes about the consensus that foresees the city as satisfying both the
democratic values of the global community and the quest for economic growth. Grassroots
mobilization, bottom-up initiatives, and democratic participation happily coexist with the
demands for economic soundness, efficiency, marketability, investment friendliness, privatepublic partnerships. He writes: ‘These ideological commitments that could be described as
theoretically contradictory, come together almost seamlessly….’139
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Here is a recent statement made by state representatives at the occasion of the UN-Habitat
Assembly in which they argue how both the discursive elements of the market and the people
can be seamlessly placed together when it comes to the question of urban governance:
We recognize the systemic and multifaceted transformative power of urbanization
and the important role of cities as drivers of solutions to global challenges and of the
changes needed for sustainable development, with corresponding citizen
engagement, and as hubs for open technological and social innovation and investment
capital, ...140
UN-Habitat expresses the belief that the improperly managed, or unmanaged urbanisation
that is negatively affecting cities and housing is a result of mismanagement that results from
activities of public and private actors. It is, thus, by harmonizing public governance and
economic interests within cities that the goals of the sustainable development agenda can be
achieved.141
Most visibly, it is the World Bank that promotes post-political understanding of harmonization
and seamless connection between the market, the state, and the people in the context of the
city. The World Bank approaches cities and urban and housing governance through the
economic reading of the sustainable development agenda. It posits that sustainable cities that
are livable, and well-governed and managed, are at the same time competitive and
bankable.142 In other words, to achieve sustainable development and elimination of poverty
within cities, private business actors need to be given the right framework to grow and
contribute to urban prosperity.143 It could be argued that the World Bank sees cities as micromarkets through which economic growth and prosperity can be achieved on the local level
and scaled up to the national, regional, and global levels. Because of that, the Bank
encourages municipal governments to become more productive, competitive, more
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profitable, and attractive to local, regional, and global private investment.144 Therefore, to
achieve sustainable development, the role of the public authority within cities must aid the
market.145 In its own words: ‘Without government regulations and incentives markets cannot
create well-functioning cities.’146
Therefore, the post-political trajectory of international law as global governance argues that
the city as a co-produced socio-political space managed through participatory governance can
lead to a harmonious relationship between the market, the civil society, and the state. It does
this through a mixture of elements of the sustainable development agenda, international
human rights law and norms of economic liberalism.

3.4 Conclusion

This chapter argued that the city as a discursive practice is a discursive effort to find a way to
overcome the discursive-structural tensions within international law as global governance.
The city discursively shaped through the international networked governance of urban and
housing issues has the role of a missing link within international law as global governance.
The actors in networked governance propose the city as a frame through which the
scalelessnes and fluidity of post-political trajectory of international law as global governance
with already defined normative direction can be anchored and grounded. International
human rights law norms, and the norms and policies of sustainable development agenda
created on the global scale, can be brought to the ground to communities around the world
through the ‘metabolism’ of the city. In a way, the city as a discursive practice connected to
the post-political trajectory of international law as global governance is a hegemonic attempt
to stabilize international norm-and-policy-making and make it more efficient and legitimate.
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This is especially visible through the development of the agency of the municipal government
in international law as global governance. The municipal government, envisioned as a
legitimate representative of ‘the city’, is a means for bringing (democratic) legitimacy and
organisational efficiency to the networked international norm-and policy-making. Being
endowed with a hybrid international/local agency, the municipal government offers a direct
connection between the global-intangible and local-tangible governance. And having a
combination of public authority with elements of an informal - civil society related- agency,
the municipal government brings both legal clarity, as well as agility to international normand policy-making. Through the inclusion of such an agent, the international networked
norm-and-policy-making gains legitimacy and effectiveness without changing in any way.
This harmonious role of the city as a discursive practice, on the one hand, means that the
central-state authorities can be bypassed with the inclusion of the municipal government in
the networked forms of international law as global governance. On the other hand, however,
through the concept of decentralization, the role of the state is envisioned as a benevolent
guarantor that enables international networked governance to continue with the same form
of networked norm-and-policy-making.
The status-quo that the city as a frame for international normative activities offers is also
visible in the manifestation of the city as a territorially defined socio-political organism.
According to a post-political harmonious understanding, the city takes up a role of a social
space that is small enough for a form of governance in which all kinds of actors easily
participate in co-production and co-management of society. Additionally, in this idyllic
understanding of a city, the market, the state and the civil society can be engineered to
harmoniously coexist.
The city, discursively shaped through the post-political (liberal) trajectory in international law
as global governance, therefore, offers an understanding of a world in which social and
political conflicts and tensions can be overcome and stabilized.
The next two chapters relativize this role of the city as a means of overcoming social tensions.
They engage with the inescapability of the hegemonic struggles within international law as
global governance and the role the city as a discursive practice plays within them. That does
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not mean that the post-political role of the city as a discursive practice doesn’t exist or is
somehow invalid. The argument is simply that the role of the city as a means for overcoming
conflicts of ordering coexists with other roles of the city as a discursive practice within
international law as global governance.
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Chapter 4 - City: a frame for discursive struggles

4.1 Introduction

The city as a discursive practice that arises of the activities of the international networked
governance of urban and housing issues can also be looked at from a radically different
perspective from the previous chapter. When the focus is on the diffuse trajectory within
international networked governance the city appears as a discursive practice through which
a hegemonic struggle over representation, legitimacy and authority takes place. In other
words, the discursively practiced city seen through this perspective acquires the role of a
discursive frame for a struggle over the consolidation of networked international law as global
governance. The post-political understanding of the city as a discursive practice, examined in
the previous chapter, reflects an effort to construct a cohesive and stable narrative of
international law as global governance. Whereas, the city examined in this chapter is a
discursive practice that reflects the instability and impossibility of closure in international law
as global governance. Therefore, this chapter argues that the role of the city as a coherent unproblematic - frame for stabilization that the previous chapter argued is developed
through a post-political understanding of international law as global governance is in tension
with its role examined here.
The city as a discursive practice through which a hegemonic contestation over representation,
legitimacy, and authority is articulated, is related to the instability of international law as
global governance. In particular, the city as a discursive practice is a specific expression of the
trajectory of diffusion and lack of consolidation in international law as global governance,
which was in the introduction identified as one of three trajectories that can be observed
through the networked governance of urban and housing issues. Through the discursive
practice of the city, one can observe how difficult it is to consolidate international ordering
due to the plurality of interpretations and the unfeasibility of creating singular objects and
subjects of international governance. The lack of consolidation also arises from the difficulty
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of reconciling the state-centric formal institutional structure, the post-political understanding
of international ordering, and the increase of voices that are, in one or the other way, part of
international law as global governance.
The hegemonic struggles concerning representation, legitimacy and authority manifest in
several ways through the city as a discursive practice. One manifestation concerns the
discursive representation of the city as an object and subject in international law as global
governance. According to critical urban theory, neither the municipal government nor any
other actor can claim to be a neutral representative of city-dwellers as a singular body-politic.
This chapter argues that the city, its collective agency, and its representation, are unable to
escape hegemonic contestation. The problem of representation becomes even more
complicated within the institutionalized world of the networked international law as global
governance, which is detached from the actual communities in cities. And the other
manifestation of the struggle over representation, legitimacy, and authority in international
law as global governance, is the relation of the city as a legitimate unit of representation in
comparison to other forms, such as the state, and the network. The city as a discursive
practice, through the municipal government, or a plurality of urban actors, competes with
these other forms of representation for legitimacy and authority, none of them being
‘naturally’ more legitimate than others.
The chapter examines these arguments in the following way. The first section briefly
introduces the afore mentioned discursive-structural tensions within international
networked governance. It argues that the contentious coexistence of a state-centric formal
trajectory, the diffuse trajectory, and the trajectory of post-political vertical consolidation of
international law as global governance also manifests itself through the hegemonic struggle
over representation, authority and legitimacy. This view then supports the central argument
in the chapter that the city as a discursive practice serves as a specific discursive frame for
hegemonic contestation over representation, legitimacy, and authority.
The second section forms the core of this chapter and argues that the city as a discursive
practice can also be seen as a manifestation of a struggle over who gets to speak in
international law as global governance and in what way. The section starts with a brief
anecdote from the UCLG World Summit that I visited in 2019. This anecdote serves as a
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concrete example of the struggles for representation and legitimacy that are part of the city
as a discursive practice. Then, this section argues that the city is a complex and pluralistic
phenomenon in which none of the actors who discursively practice it can claim neutral
representation. The relationship between the two manifestations of the city as a discursive
practice, the agency of the municipal government and the city as a socio-political space, point
to the difficulty of stabilizing the legitimate representation of the city through one single
actor, or a set cast of actors. This gets even more complicated when the city and the legitimate
representation of cities are practiced on the international level. The argument is that the
representation of the city as a subject and an object on the international level is even more
aggregated and is claimed and shaped by actors that operate a few institutional steps further
away from urban communities.
The second section concludes with a part exploring the limits of the representation of the city
in international law as global governance that is in substantial part still framed through the
formal state-centric institutional structure. The section argues that the city offers a frame for
opening the state-centric institutional framework of international law and empowering actors
who lack formal visibility. Nevertheless, the city is in the UN processes used primarily as a
legitimizing device, that arguably offers limited space for the empowerment of urban
populations and their representatives. This then indicates that the city as a discursive practice
has a role of a frame for hegemonic contestation, through which different visions of
international law and governance can be articulated in a particular way. In such a way, the
city as a practice arising out of networked governance that combines different
understandings of international law as global governance cannot escape the instability of
international ordering. In a plural governing space, which is networked and accomodates
different claims to legitimacy and authority, the city becomes one additional conduit for
hegemonic contestations.
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4.2 City as a discursive practice and the inescapability of the political

The understanding of the city as a discursive practice is based on discourse theory as
developed in the introductory chapter. Phenomena such as the city, international law and
global governance are made to exist and are shaped through discursive practices.1 This thesis
argues that the city as practice is shaped interactively through the activities of actors involved
in the international networked governance of urban and housing issues. These actors,
analysed in the second chapter, are UN-Habitat, UN Special Rapporteur for the Right to
Adequate Housing, the World Bank, UCLG, Habitat International Coalition and Slum Dwellers
International (as some of the most visible participants in the network).2
The second chapter argues that the international networked governance of urban and
housing issues examined in this thesis has two distinct attributes. The network brings together
actors with different institutional identities and structural positions within international law
as global governance. International institutions, intercity organisations, and international civil
society organisations also have different normative agendas through which they approach
the role of the city. This diversity of actors and views involved in the network arguably points
to expansion and diffusion of international law as global governance beyond the formal statecentric international institutional structure.3 At the same time, however, their shared use of
a mixture of sustainable development agenda, international human rights law, and economic
liberalism that is presented as providing an agreed direction to international ordering, points
to a post-political trajectory within international law as global governance. This post-political
trajectory is an attempt to consolidate and vertically align international law as global
governance.4
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4.2.1 Discursive practice of the city as a multi-layered phenomenon

The previous chapter explored the discursively practiced city as a means of stabilizing
discursive volatility that arises from within international law as global governance.5 In
particular, the chapter argued that most visibly, the city as a discursive practice is shaped
through the post-political understanding and trajectory within international law as global
governance. This post-political trajectory is articulated through a mixture of sustainable
development agenda, international human rights law, and economic liberalism. The
discursively practiced city has a role of reconciling tensions between state-centric, diffuse,
and post-political trajectories in international law as global governance.6
However, this thesis argues that the city as a discursive practice is a multifaceted
phenomenon that simultaneously reflects different trajectories within international law as
global governance, as well as the networked character of the governance form out of which
it arises. In addition to a post-political liberal understanding of a city, the city arguably also
reflects the trajectory in international law as global governance that shows diffusion and lack
of consolidation of authority. The previous chapter examined the discursively practiced city
as a means of consolidation. This chapter, by rereading the same activities of actors within
the international networked governance of urban and housing issues, examines the city as a
site of hegemonic struggle for the (not yet consolidated) direction of international law as
global governance.7 Therefore, in a way, this chapter problematizes, or better, puts the city
as a discursive practice that provides stabilization and grounding of international norm-andpolicy-making into a different perspective.
The possibility of coexistence of two very different interpretations of the role of the city
arising out of the same networked activities is based on what the discourse theory calls the
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inability of social ordering to escape the field of ‘the political’.8 The field of the political is the
fundamental trait of our discursively constructed world and signifies the always-present
possibility of a plurality of often conflictual views on how to govern and frame particular social
phenomena.9 However, as the introduction and in the previous chapter argued, attempts to
overcome the discursive instability and political contestation are at the centre of activities of
actors participating in international law as global governance. It is through particular
hegemonies that the meaning of the social – discursive – world is stabilized.10
Three crucial trajectories coexist and intertwine in discursive practices of international law as
global governance. State-centric, diffuse, and post-political trajectories allow for the
coexistence of different understandings and interpretations of how international law as
global governance operates. Additionally, this thesis argues that all of these trajectories are
intentional efforts to mould international ordering into something different. The state-centric
trajectory points to an understanding of a horizontal, formal order of states which is
otherwise exclusionary towards all other actors, processes and norms that are deemed
informal. The post-political trajectory points to a universal, normatively defined,
understanding of order articulated through a mixture of liberal frameworks. And the diffuse,
non-consolidated trajectory, points to a plurality of actors and visions, which compete to
provide authoritative frameworks for international ordering.11
Each one of these trajectories offers a different standing point and thus a different
interpretation of both international law as global governance as it currently operates, the
direction it takes and is supposed to take. This coexistence of different trajectories also allows
for different interpretations of the city as a discursive practice in international law as global
governance. And what is crucial for this thesis that sees both international law as global
governance and the city as a discursive practice as multifaced and dynamic phenomena,
different trajectories of international law as global governance get intertwined through the
activities of the same actors. On one level, the actors involved in the international networked
8
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governance of urban and housing issues merely participate in a state-centric institutional
structure. On the other level, these actors arguably engage in the creation of a narrative of a
city as a post-political stabilizing frame. Yet, on a different level, their activities, through which
the discursively practiced city is shaped, can also be analysed as an expression of a hegemonic
struggle between different ways of seeing international law as global governance.
The previous chapter analysed the discursively practiced city as an expression of a postpolitical hegemonic attempt of structuring international law as global governance through a
mixture of liberal frameworks. It is an attempt of increasing perceived legitimacy and
efficiency of a post-political liberal governing with the help of the city as a stabilizing frame.
However, this chapter focuses on the dynamic of diffusion and hegemonic competition within
international law as global governance as it materializes in the networked governance of
urban and housing issues.
The discursively practiced city is a specific expression of struggles between different
trajectories within international law. It is a complex phenomenon that if through the postpolitical understanding is a cohesive edifice, it is through the diffuse, nonconsolidated view
of international law as global governance also continuously disintegrating. This chapter
speaks directly to the previous one since it problematizes the city as a coherent post-political
frame for stabilization in international law as global governance. In other words, this chapter
analyses the discursively practiced city as a site of discursive struggles, which the post-political
understanding examined in the previous chapter attempts to overcome. This means that the
post-political (liberal) understanding of the city as a stabilizing practice is through the prism
of this chapter considered as only one hegemonic proposal in a contentious and ambivalent
dynamic of international as global governance.
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4.2.2 Claiming legitimacy, representation and authority

The hegemonic struggles, which are articulated through the city as a discursive practice within
international law as global governance, are in this chapter understood to revolve around the
questions of representation, legitimacy, and authority. The previous chapter already
mentioned the question of legitimacy when looking at the post-political understanding of
international law as global governance. It argued that the city as a discursive practice offers a
way of developing a more efficient and legitimate international networked norm-and-policymaking.12 This chapter emphasises the more volatile aspect of legitimacy and legitimation and
argues that the problems of legitimate authority and legitimate representation are at the
centre of hegemonic struggles within international law as global governance.
Laclau and Mouffe argue that our discursively constructed world, and the hegemonic
struggles through which it is shaped, are intimately connected to the struggle over
representation.13 The struggle over who, or what holds legitimacy and authority to claim
representation of others, and to order in the name of others, is arguably at the root of social
ordering.14 Very similarly, other scholars have argued that some of the central questions of
world politics concern who, through which institutions, norms and institutional processes
governs. Also, this concerns how ordering is received by other participants and addressees.15
What Laclau and Mouffe emphasise is that representation, legitimacy, and authority are
discursive phenomena, the normative measurements of which are shaped through the
articulations of concerned actors.16 As such, to claim legitimate representation and authority
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to govern over others means to make a hegemonic claim. This is important because many
authors begin their examination of the legitimacy of international ordering from a normative
standpoint usually grounded in democratic theory. Others, however, observe legitimacy as a
sociological phenomenon produced among actors according to different criteria, and, thus,
take a perspective that is much closer to discourse theory.17 This chapter follows scholars who
point to the inseparability of normative and sociological accounts of legitimacy. Legitimate
representation and legitimate authority are produced in a discourse according to certain
normative criteria.18 Scholars have also expanded the definition of legitimacy through a range
of other categories in the fields of international law and global governance.19 Legitimacy can
be grounded in legitimate outcomes of international ordering, or substantively, in the use of
legitimate norms. It can also be produced through legitimate ordering process that is
transparent, accountable, participatory, democratic, etc.20
What scholars also underline when they examine legitimate representation and legitimate
authority, is that these are dynamic discursive phenomena that change over time and vary
across different situations. Legitimacy is dynamic and depends on the community of actors
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that engage or are affected by certain norms, processes, or other ordering phenomena.21
Therefore, some authors put more emphasis on the process of legitimization of norms, and
actors and institutional forms.22 In the context of discourse theory, this means that the
processes of (de)legitimation are an expression of hegemonic struggles that shape our
collective ordering.
The previous chapter argued that the state is by many other actors no longer understood as
the only and the most legitimate representative of people’s interests.23 And it also argued
that post-political (liberal) networked norm-and-policy-making also struggles with democratic
legitimacy. The chapter then argued that as a response, the city as a discursive frame is
practiced to bring the democratic grounding and legitimacy to international networked
governance. Additionally, it argued that through a specific understanding of decentralization,
the city as a discursive practice also includes states and thus increases the legitimacy of
international networked governance even more.24 However, this chapter argues that the city
is a specific articulation of hegemonic struggles concerning legitimate representation and
authority. It is a frame for the process of legitimation, which, however, does not offer a final
reconciliation.
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4.3 Who gets to speak through the city as a discursive practice?

The city as a discursive practice was in the previous chapter argued to be a means of stabilizing
the post-political understanding of international law as global governance. Viewed in such a
way, the city brings democratic legitimacy into international norm-and-policy-making. It also
grounds it by giving voice to urban actors, and by highlighting the socio-political processes
within the city. The actors in networked governance, when operating in the context of the
post-political trajectory, think of the two manifestations of the city as a discursive practice in
international law as global governance, the agency of the municipal government and the city
as a socio-political organism, as being in harmony. These actors reason that the inclusion of
the municipal government, as a legitimate representative of the urban population, into
international law as global governance is a way to seamlessly translate international norms
and policies into a local form.
At the same time, the previous chapter argued that the city is given visibility in international
law as global governance as a socio-political space through which international norms and
policies can be framed in a concrete, local form. The actors in networked governance perceive
the city as a political frame that allows for a more compact decision-making process, in which
people and actors are in much closer proximity with each other. Because of this proximity,
the city offers a political frame in which the translation of international norms and policies,
can be done through a more efficient, participatory manner. This section, however,
problematizes this harmonious understanding of the city and argues that the discursive
practice of the city in international law as global governance is an expression of hegemonic
struggles.
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4.3.1 UCLG World Summit and the complexity of legitimacy and representation

Before examining different arguments through which the city can be seen as a more
contentious discursive practice, I want to give an account of my visit to the UCLG World
Summit, which took place in 2019, and with which I started the introduction.25 It is this vivid
example that helps to support the discussion that follows.
The UCLG Summit,26 was officially a gathering of mayors and other (municipal) local officials
from all around the world. They gathered together to elect a new leadership of their
organisation and also define their global agenda for the upcoming years. However, as it
turned out, it was the officials of the UCLG, some of them mayors, as well as other
international officials that articulated the UCLG global agenda. They were also the ones who
expressed the need to include municipal governments into international liberal agendas of
sustainable development and international human rights law. It was these institutional voices
that seemed to speak through the central slogan of the conference ‘Cities are Listening’ ‘and
its sister slogan ‘Listen to Cities’. These slogans expressed the understanding of the hybrid
international-local role of the municipal government, as well as an understanding that it is
the democratic representative of the urban population.
I participated in numerous sessions connected to social equality, human rights, and local
democratic and participatory governing, which rarely seemed bustling with energy. The
mayors and other local officials from around the world seemed to have limited interest in and
understanding of the right to the city, right to housing, and even sustainable development
goals. Many of the sessions had hardly any audience. It was because of this that I came to
reason that even though the mayors seated next to me at various sessions were the
embodiment of the municipal government, the reality was more complicated than that. In
the setting of the UCLG, and I would dare to argue that in other international settings as well,
it seems that the representatives of the international and transnational institutions are the
ones who most forcefully and convincingly shape the roles of the city and the municipal
government in international law as global governance. And the roles that the city and the
25
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municipal government arguably have in the context of sustainable development agenda,
international human rights law, and economic liberalism, exceed any articulation that a
random mayor at the UCLG Summit would give. Therefore, at the end of the UCLG Summit,
the city as a discursive practice in international law as global governance, instead of appearing
to be enacted by an ever-larger number of mayors and other urban citizens from around the
world, became for me an abstract international practice.
Furthermore, there is one more concrete example of the complexity and ambivalence
concerning how, by whom, and for whom the city is practiced in the international networked
governance of urban and housing issues that I witnessed in the context of my visit to the UCLG
Summit. At that event, the city, the municipal government, and the roles they have and
should have in international law as global governance were put front and centre. The slogan
‘Cities are Listening’ was promoted by the UCLG, which worked hard to present itself as
possessing democratic legitimacy by virtue of representing municipal governments which, in
turn, were argued to be legitimate representatives of urban citizens. Even more, the event
was envisioned as a space in which the UCLG invited a number of civil society organisations
to develop international urban agenda together with municipal governments in a
participatory manner.
The Durban political declaration accepted at the end of the event shows that the UCLG tries
to develop an inclusionary agenda. The UCLG
[e]ncourages the renewed municipal movement to promote bottom-up engagement
and follow-up in local, national, regional and international arenas. Enhancing the
voices of local and regional governments internationally is not an aim in itself. Rather,
achieving inclusive and just societies that allow our communities to meet their hopes
and aspirations is what we strive for.27
In the context of this inclusive, socially conscious, agenda, the host, the mayor of Durban
spoke about the proactive measures his municipal government had taken and would have
taken to better the lives of informal residents of his city. South Africa, where the event was
held has one of the most progressive constitutional protections of the right to housing in the
27
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world. Yet, at the same time, it also has a very large number of people living their lives in
informal, precarious, housing conditions where they are under threat of eviction.28
At the event, the mayor spoke as a legitimate representative of all urban dwellers and as a
figure that takes their needs and rights into account. The mayor had made visible this claim
for legitimacy of representation prior to that, in the context of the Municipalist declaration,29
described in the second chapter.30 Through this declaration, a number of mayors express their
willpower to change how housing is understood around the world and to help decommodify
it. The mayor of Durban is one of the signatories of this voluntary declaration, through which
he publicly binds the municipal government to respect the right to housing and the right to
the city. At the UCLG World Summit, representatives of the UCLG, the Special Rapporteur for
the Right to Adequate Housing, representatives of the Global Platform for the Right to the
city, representatives of Slum Dwellers International, and others all participated in the shaping
of the UCLG’s international agenda and helped to make the right to housing and the right to
the city visible in international law as global governance. Therefore, the event seemed to
show how inclusive the city as a discursive practice can be.
Yet, at the end of the event, I wanted to use the occasion of the UCLG World Summit to better
understand how the international networked global governance connects with the localurban – socio-political space. After all, the UCLG World Summit was an event through which
the international - scaleless - networked norm-and-policy-making literally and figuratively
touched the ground. I visited one of the largest civil society organisations in Durban that
represents the voices of informal dwellers, Abahlali baseMjondolo31 and speak to them of
what their take on the World Summit was. Abahlali baseMjondolo is a community-based
organisation with over seventy thousand members in different South African cities. They fight
against evictions and harassment of informal dwellers through collective action, and by using
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the language of human rights (and other more ‘radical’ left-leaning discourses). Their centre
of activities is in Durban.32
Here is a citation from a report of an incident that had happened in Durban a month before
the World Summit. I share it to visualize how ‘the city’ and the voices that it represents can
have a very different meaning for different urban actors. Abahlali baseMjondolo writes:
A few days ago the City arrived and, without explanation marked ten houses with an
‘X’. Today they destroyed these ten houses, and then continued to destroy another 5
houses before the community was able to organise resistance and save the last five
houses.33
I went to speak to them right after the end of the UCLG World Summit to get a sense of how
the conversations that had just taken place, and through which the city in international law
as global governance is shaped, relate to them and their struggle.34 I explained to the
representatives of Abahlali baseMjondolo that the UCLG international agenda accepted in
Durban, which the municipal government of Durban had signed as well, speaks about the
protection of human rights of all inhabitants in the city.
The four people representing Abahlali baseMjondolo who were sited around the table in front
of me smiled and looked in disbelief when I mentioned all of this to them. They said that they
had been invited by one of the international NGOs to visit the UCLG World Summit, but that
their two representatives had been turned away at the gates by the security. When asked
about the UN Special Rapporteur for the Right to Adequate Housing that had spent a few days
32
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in the city, they did not completely understand what that institution had to do with them.
When I asked them about other organisations at the Summit, that might be representing their
interests, they said that were none. For my interviewees, Slum Dwellers International, the
international federation of slum-dwellers, who were also present at the Summit, is
considered to be part of the international elite that has very little to do with their struggle.
These illustrations from the UCLG World Summit are meant to visualize the multi-layered
problem of legitimate representation when it comes to cities. What follows, are some core
arguments that show how the city is problematic and ambivalent as a frame for acquiring
legitimacy in international networked governance.

4.3.2 City and the problem of representation

Urban scholars argue that the city has in recent decades become an increasingly diffuse object
of research.35 It is difficult to make convincing claims about territorial boundedness, social
cohesiveness, and political, legal, and economic borders that define cities in our fluent global
age.36 This fluency and the resulting approach to cities as flows that cannot be thought of as
bounded phenomena,37 has also influenced the rise of the literature on global cities. Global
or globalizing cities are understood as spatial phenomena of the latest stage of planetary
capitalism, and as nodes in a networked economic, cultural and political flows that span the
globe.38 These cities are social and political forms, ordering of which seems not to be bounded
territorially, but is always partially grounded elsewhere. It is because of this fluency that some
scholars have called approaches that see the city as a cohesive object to be ideology.39
35
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Nevertheless, one of the most influential conceptualizations of the city was given by the
French intellectual Henry Lefebvre, who approached the city as an interaction of social factors
with the given space. According to him, people create and alter space to suit their needs and
behave in a certain way as a response to the built environment around them.40 This sociospatial perspective on urban development allowed other scholars to approach the city as a
complex organism developed through a web of actors and their interests, as was already
argued in the previous chapter. Economic actors and economic interests, municipal
government, civil society, as well as local culture and customs all contribute to the enactment
of the city.41 The city, thus viewed, becomes a dynamic network of actors interested in the
use of the urban space.42
Manuel Castells, another well-known urban thinker, in his co-authored book with Edward
Arnold, ‘The City and the Grassroots’,43 described the city as ‘a social product resulting from
conflicting social interests and values’.44 In his view, ‘[c]ities are living systems, made
transformed and experienced by people. Urban forms and functions are produced and
managed by the interaction between space and society […]. Urban issues are […] at the
forefront of contemporary political conflicts, and politics have become the core of the urban
process.’45 The city as a spatio-social organism is for Lefebvre and Castells, therefore, a site of
political struggle and a product of political struggle.
The city, in spite of its diffuse character, animates political thinking in a specific way and is
used as a cohesive and stable ordering frame (as the previous chapter argued).46 Warren
Magnusson, an urban scholar and political scientist, points out to ‘classic’ hierarchical - statecentric - approach that simplifies the city according to bureaucratic institutional vocabulary.
In this conception, the city is a hierarchically defined legal order and a predictable socio-
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political machine of sorts.47 Yet, to translate Magnusson’s arguments, the city so
conceptualized is a political intervention, one that imposes a certain understanding of a city
and obscures the political dynamics related to urban governance, at the same time. The
reason being, as Magnusson observes, is that the city
is too changeful, too multifarious to be described by any simple model. It cannot be
tamed to fit a particular model of authority relations. The question of who will have
the decisive authority or what regime will actually work will always remain open.48
Magnusson uses this argument not only to describe local political contexts but to argue that
the city conceptualized in this open manner now means a global urban condition, which
transcends the global-local divide.49 In a way then, he speaks about the non-consolidated
trajectory of diffusion of international authority, as explored in this thesis.
David Harvey, a critical urban scholar, has engaged with the traditional and problematic view
of the city as a collective actor, and a singular body politic. He approached the city as a form
of collective action organized around certain interests, problems and aspirations (public and
private but always particular and contested).50 For him, to approach the city as a body politic
means to be involved in the political contestation over for whom the city is governed.51 In
other words, when it comes to cities and to the question of legitimate representation of cities,
there are no neutral choices. Cities are shaped through hegemonic contestation of actors,
who represent partial views and interests.52 Taking these different scholarly views into
account, it becomes obvious that the city is a complex socio-political organism that is shaped
both hierarchically through formal institutional structures, and in more diffuse, horizontal
ways. Furthermore, the governing and the representation of cities is a conflictual and dynamic
effort shaped by many actors and in many places simultaneously. At the same time, governing
47
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and representing the city (and thus stabilizing it as an object) is a political activity, or better,
is at the core of hegemonic struggles. That is why the question of (legitimate) representation
of the city as an object and a subject is problematic and is translated into the discursive
practice of the city in international law as global governance.

4.3.3 Representation of the city in international law as global governance

The previous chapter argued that the municipal government is in international law as global
governance often understood as a local public authority that can be a neutral representative
of the inhabitants of the city.53 It argued that the municipal government is often presented as
an actor that can somehow stand above the political struggles within the city when it acts in
international norm-and-policy-making processes.54 As the UCLG (through the Global
Taskforce for Local and Regional Governments) claims, ‘[l]ocal and regional governments are
the closest level of government to the citizen.’55 [T]herefore, ‘[e]nhancing the voices of local
and regional governments internationally is not an aim in itself. Rather, achieving inclusive
and just societies that allow our communities to meet their hopes and aspirations is what we
strive for.’56
Other institutions have expressed similar views. Cities Alliance, for example, has produced a
report on the role of local authorities in the implementation of the SDGs. In it writes:
local and regional governments that engage in global processes do not usually
represent the interests of a particular group or electoral constituency, but advocate
for the interests of all citizens in their jurisdiction and on behalf of subnational
government as an institution in multi-scalar global and national governance regimes.57
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As the present chapter argues, this is a view that obscures the hegemonic contestation
involved in any kind of urban governing and representation. It also has a potential to elevate
the municipal government as a representative of the city in a realm beyond politics, thus
obscuring its embeddedness in urban political contestation. The anecdote from the UCLG
World Summit, with which this section started, exemplifies the problem of legitimate
representation of the city. The mayor of Durban presented himself and was accepted by the
actors at the Summit as the legitimate representative of the urban population. Yet, the
people, who live in informal housing and whose dwellings get destroyed, have a very different
view on this. As one scholar writes,
impoverished housing areas are commonly not a desired part of the cities, slums [are]
regularly depicted as chaotic, terrible places, plagued by disease and social problems.
Also, the economic activities of urban poor, such as street vending, are often
portrayed as unwanted, sometimes criminalised and subject to police harassment. As
a result, urban people in poverty are not treated as legitimate urban residents [and
lack legitimate representation].58
As scholars have argued, public governing institutions, including municipal governments are
not and cannot be populated by ideal rational people that raise beyond their social and
political embeddedness. Instead, they are very much part of the society and politics
surrounding them and make political decisions in that context. As Michele Grigolo writes in
the context of local application of human rights:
it is clear that municipalities should not be considered as collective actors with a
unified human rights agenda: different sectors, parties and bureaucracies inside them
may have different and sometimes conflicting ideological orientations, knowledge and
commitments in relation to human rights.59
Furthermore, as the previous chapter argued, decentralization of the state varies around the
world.60 Municipal governments have varying levels of fiscal and administrative autonomy
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from central state authorities. Mayors and city councils directly elected by the urban citizens
are not common around the world (if one decides to take the criterium of the liberal view of
democracy as a yardstick for legitimate representation).61 Therefore, it becomes even more
problematic to claim that the municipal government is and should be a legitimate
representative of the urban population.
Gilles Pinson has recently written about the problems of thinking about cities as international
or global actors. He recognizes the capacity of municipal governments to be more assertive
on the international stage and create their policy agendas. However, he argues that giving
agency to the municipal government in global governance can result in giving space to the
voices and interests of elites. These elites are often capable and willing to capture the
decision-making levers of the city and ‘gain precedence over others to voice and embody this
agency.’62 In such a way, the disadvantaged and dominated groups can easily become silenced
in global governance.63 Additionally, Michele Acuto and Steve Rayner have recently argued
that intercity organisations should not be looked at as the representatives of the voices from
below but rather as representatives of the voices from the middle.64
One could argue that the manner in which the municipal government is debated in the
international networked governance of urban and housing issues in a way addresses this
problem. For example. through the documents of UCLG,65 UN-Habitat,66 and the New Urban
Agenda,67 the municipal government is considered as a legitimate representative only if it
embodies the democratic, participatory, and inclusive ideals. But this leads to a different
problem of distinguishing between municipal governments that are worthy, and a large
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majority of others that, because of the structure of governance in their state, and the
‘imperfect’ process of decentralization, automatically lose legitimacy to represent the city in
international law as global governance. Nevertheless, the previous chapter argued that the
awareness of this complexity concerning the representation of the city has made its way into
the international networked governance of housing and urban issues. Therein the city is also
approached as a socio-political space.68 As such it is practiced as a political and social form
that cannot be simply reduced to representation through an administrative and legal unit of
public authority. Instead, it is a socio-political organism in which all inhabitants form part of
the political struggle.
At one occasion Habitat International Coalition wrote that ‘A key concern is giving all groups
a say in shaping the kind of city they want to see. […] We need a multitude of perspectives in
participation to ensure we are building inclusive, resilient cities with social cohesion’,69 and
‘Activists, communities and grassroots organizations are key protagonists of the current
progressive transformations our human settlements are facing and they should be recognized
and supported as such.’70 When elaborating on the concept of the right to the city, Habitat
International Coalition also explained that
We understand democracy not only as elections and representation by political
parties. What we mean is democracy being practiced by all institutions, all the time;
democracy in the streets, with the people at the grassroots level, at the
neighbourhood level. People as individuals, but also as collective organisations ought
to have the right to participate in decision-making processes and in the monitoring of
public policies. … The city [is understood] not as an entity limited by administrative
boundaries, but as a territory, as an ecological area, as an ecosystem.71
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Similarly, the Global Platform for the Right to the City sees the city as a political community
in which ‘all inhabitants, present, future, permanent, temporary [have a right to] inhabit, use,
occupy, produce, transform, govern and enjoy just, inclusive, safe sustainable and democratic
cities,… defined as essential common goods for a decent life that should be shared by and
benefit all members of the community’.72
Additionally, the panel appointed by the UN Human Rights Council, when specifically focusing
on the role of local government in the promotion and protection of human rights, could not
avoid approaching the governance of cities in a wide sense:
Civil society should actively be involved in human rights planning and implementation
at the local level. It can pressure local authorities into adopting a human rights-based
approach and making them more engaged. It also has an important monitoring role
and can provide independent information and assessment. … Civil society
organizations may also work directly with local government to strengthen its human
rights expertise and awareness. … Local public officials should keep up ongoing
dialogue with citizens and with civil society. … Measures should be taken, both
nationally and internationally, to strengthen civil society capacity to monitor and
engage with local government.73
In these documents produced by different actors in the networked governance of urban and
housing issues, the city is, therefore, not necessarily seen as a hierarchical administrative unit
of governance with clear separation of public authority from the urban politics. Instead, the
city as a frame of governance is less hierarchical and more horizontal. The municipal
government as a local public authority thus becomes less an entity above the social and
political currents within the city and more an element in a more diffuse continuous decisionmaking process in which public and private governing are more difficult to disentangle.
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A concrete example of the international role of the Slum Dwellers International74 shows the
complexity of the relationship between different approaches to the representation of the city
in the international networked governance of urban and housing issues. As explained in the
second chapter, this is a federation of slum dweller organisations from hundreds of cities in
the Global South. Their work is focused on giving a political voice in international forums to
slum dwellers, who are usually excluded from the political process in cities.75 Slum Dwellers
International (SDI) has developed several initiatives through which its members have
conducted governing in the city from bellow. Through the campaign ‘Know Your City’, they
have engaged with data collection and analysis to negotiate greater inclusion in political
processes.76 They have also established the ‘Urban Poor Fund International’ that offers
microcredits to slum dwellers, who otherwise cannot access funding through other
channels.77 Sometimes these initiatives take place in cooperation with municipal authorities.
But often they are a means to force the municipal government to act when it is unwilling to
do so by itself.78 In the context of this chapter, it is crucial that these initiatives have made SDI
a partner of UN-Habitat and the World Bank and have brought it legitimacy and authority on
the international level.79 Through its initiatives and cooperation with international
institutions, it could be argued that Slum Dwellers International have become a legitimate
representative of a specific part of the urban population, and as such an alternative authority
to the municipal government.
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4.3.4 International representation of the city and institutional layers

This chapter, therefore, argues that the city is a problematic frame for representation because
of its diffuse nature and because the representation of the city is never neutral. It argues that
this is visible in how in the international networked governance of urban and housing issues,
the city is represented through the municipal government on the one hand, yet, is, on the
other hand, also understood as a socio-political organism that evades singular, hierarchical
accounts. So far, the problematique of legitimacy concerned the difficulty of representing the
city. However, the problem of who and how gets to represent the city becomes even more
complicated when one looks at additional institutional layers that separate the city as a
discursive practice in international law as global governance from cities as concrete urban
socio-political spaces.
International governance, and specifically, the international networked governance
examined in this thesis, consists of actors which are capable and willing to participate in these
ungrounded processes. The UCLG, the Slum Dwellers International, and the Habitat
International Coalition base their legitimacy not only on claims that they represent their
narrow constituency. They base their legitimacy on claims of being universal representatives
of specific types of urban actors. The UCLG claims to represent most of the municipal
governments around the world, the HIC presents itself as a global network of NGOs, and SDI
claims to be the voice of slum dwellers in international norm-and-policy-making.80 Arguably,
they are better seen as institutions with hegemonic claims that are several institutional steps
removed from concrete political activities in cities. And thus, these organisations and the
officials operating through them have difficulty claiming that they directly represent urban
communities.81 For example, although the UCLG arguably has the greatest democratic
legitimacy of all the intercity organisations,82 and has mayors involved in its decision-making,
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it is still managed by a mixture of unelected officials, and executive leaders elected by
representatives of national municipal organisations. These officials are far detached from
urban populations (or even from mayors) from around the world whom they claim to be
representing.
Moreover, keeping with the example of the municipal government, as an agent, it is primarily
included in international networked governance indirectly. During my interviews, both an
official from the UN-Habitat and an official from Cities Alliance explained that they interact
with municipal governments primarily through representatives of the UCLG and other
intercity organisations.83 Here is an example from UN-Habitat, which in its current Strategic
Plan that talks primarily of cooperation with networks and not directly with representatives
of municipal governments:
By catalysing networks of partners, including local authorities and policymakers, in
leading the implementation of cutting-edge solutions at scale, UN-Habitat will be able
to bring about transformational change for the benefit of millions of people globally,
ensuring that no one and no place is left behind.84
Similarly, as presented in the anecdotical account of the UCLG World Summit that started this
section, Slum Dwellers International do not represent voices of all slum dwellers. They are,
like all other actors active in the international networked governance of urban and housing
issues through which the city as a discursive practice arises, officials that cannot claim to be
legitimate representatives of urban communities across the world. During the interview, the
representatives of Abahlali baseMjondolo, when asked to elaborate further on SDI, explained
that some years ago, the representative of SDI publicly claimed to be speaking for them in
certain conversations with public authorities. But since Abahlali baseMjondolo never agreed
to this, they forcefully rejected the legitimacy of SDI. They felt as if their organisation, and the
work it does, was used only to legitimize someone else’s ambitions.85 This example also points
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to another aspect of representation of the city in international law as global governance. The
hegemonic struggle concerning legitimacy and representation in international law as global
governance can have political effects within cities.86 In other words, defining urban political
relationships on the international level, for better or for worse, means connecting the
international governance with local political struggles.
Nevertheless, the city as a discursive practice does also offer a wider circle of actors a means
to participate in international law as global governance. Initiatives mentioned in this thesis,
such as the Global Platform for the Right to the City,87 ‘Make the Shift’ campaign,88 the World
Urban Campaign,89 are all open to actors from the civil society that want to represent the
interests of urban populations. World Urban Forums,90 HABITAT III,91 and the recent UNHabitat Assembly,92 all had space created for the plurality of actors that claim to represent
voices from cities. Therefore, instead of claiming that the city as a discursive practice is
exclusive, it is better to argue that it is ambivalent and pulled into different directions at the
same time. Or in other words, as this chapter has argued from the beginning, the city as a
discursive practice is a frame for hegemonic contestation. On the one hand, the city as a
discursive frame offers a way of opening and pluralising international norm-and-policymaking. On the other hand, however, the representation of the city in international normand-policy-making is also an exclusionary discursive activity with limited participation.
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A good example of this ambivalence is the HABITAT III conference in Quito in 2015. Its formal
- state-centric - character meant that civil society organisations and intercity organisations
had a limited role. In spite of that, all the institutional actors analysed in this thesis, the UCLG,
HIC and SDI, did participate at those parts of the conference that were open for the
engagement of non-state actors. However, HABITAT III conference was a conference that
developed a certain post-political understanding of the city based on a compromise between
sustainable development agenda, international human rights law and economic liberalism.93
While it was taking place, there were at least two concurrent alternative civil society forums
organised. In these alternative forums actors expressed demands for a more radical, more
horizontal, more democratic, and more social understanding of the city than what the New
Urban Agenda envisioned.94 Those more radical voices stayed outside of the formal event.95
For them, the vision of cities and urban development developed through the New Urban
Agenda was not legitimate and did not represent their voices.
This sub-section, engaged with the problem of legitimacy of actors who claim to represent
the interests of urban populations, in a similar way to how scholars debated the concept of
the ‘global civil society’ a decade or two ago.96 It is easy to draw parallels between the city as
a discursive practice and the global civil society as a discursive practice in international law as
global governance. Consisting primarily out of international NGOs, scholars argued that the
global civil society is, on the one hand, a means to democratize international norm-and-
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policy-making.97 Yet, on the other hand, it is a flawed discursive frame that has offered limited
representation to the voices of peoples from around the world.98 As Charlotte Dany and Katja
Freistein explore through the mythologization of the global civil society:
the establishment of ever more inclusively designed global governance forums and
institutions has reinforced exclusionary tendencies of civil society participation.
Participation in global governance has unleashed conflicts and reproduced power
hierarchies within civil society itself. This explains why the representation of
marginalized actors through civil society organisations (CSOs) is often biased and why
CSOs have been found to reproduce the North–South divide in international politics.
We also find that CSOs do not routinely serve as oppositional or corrective forces to
official politics.99
These two perspectives of global civil society, arguably also apply to the city as a discursive
practice in international law as global governance.

4.4 Ambivalence of the city as a discursive practice

This final section examines one wider view of the city as a contested practice in international
law as global governance. So far, this chapter has argued that a city is an ambivalent object
that is difficult to represent cohesively. When actors attempt to do so, the proposed frame of
representation is a hegemonic view of the city from a particular political position. This chapter
has also argued that the ambivalence is visible in how the city is represented in international
law as global governance. There is a tension between seeing the city primarily through the
municipal government and seeing it as a socio-political organism with a plurality of actors.
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Additionally, institutions engaged in international networked governance can have difficulty
claiming to be representatives of concrete communities in cities.
One more aspect exacerbates this ambivalence of how and by whom the city is practiced in
international law as global governance. As this thesis argues throughout, the city as a
discursive practice arises, for example, through the international networked governance of
urban and housing issues. Thus, it is arguably also shaped by the tension between the three
trajectories of international law as global governance, revisited at the beginning of this
chapter.100 As it is practiced in the international networked governance of urban and housing
issues, the city is a frame for hegemonic contestation between state-centric understanding
of international governing, a post-political understanding, and a possibility of opening-up and
diffusing the authority in international law as global governance. The previous chapter argued
that the networked practicing of the city, which spans formal and informal types of normative
activities is seen as reconciled through a post-political trajectory of international law as global
governance.101 Through that post-political prism, legitimacy and authority that ‘non-state’
actors gain by participating in the discursive practice of the city are arguably reconciled with
the otherwise exclusionary formal international institutional structure. Yet, this chapter, that
looks at the city as a frame for hegemonic struggles in international law as global governance
puts forward a contrary view.
The UCLG World Summit was an event at which actors shaped the city as a discursive practice
in international law as global governance outside of the state-centric institutional
structure.102 They put the municipal government front-and-centre and spoke about it as one
of the pillars of sustainable development, international human rights law, and economic
progress.103 That event indicated that political spaces, which are outside the state-centric
international institutional structure partially shape the city as a discursive practice. These
political spaces point to the diffusion of international law as global governance and
proliferation of spaces of authority and views on international ordering. After all, the UCLG
World Summit was a place where actors discussed international governing through a
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particular, municipalist, point of view,104 and not from a viewpoint of the state. Thus, the city
as discursive practice in international law as global governance offers a sort of legitimacy and
authority to actors that would otherwise remain hidden within a formal state-centric
institutional structure.
The situation, however, changes as soon as one turns the gaze towards how the city is
practiced in the more formal - state-centric - venues, many of which have been examined in
the second chapter.105 HABITAT III,106 the first UN-Habitat Assembly,107 UN High-Level Political
Forum in 2018,108 and other institutional processes orchestrated by the UN, show that there
are limits to the involvement of municipal governments (through their intercity organisations)
and other non-state actors representing urban voices. In the context of the sustainable
development agenda, states have quite successfully limited the international agency of
municipal governments and their intercity organisations.109 As David Satterthwaite, an urban
scholar and activist writes:
One of the hot issues in discussions of the SDGs, the Paris Agreement and now the
New Urban Agenda is the extent to which local governments should be considered as
leaders in making and addressing the commitments and the extent to which national
governments allow (or actually support) this. City governments are not recognised as
part of ‘government’ at inter-governmental meetings within the UN. Official
development assistance agencies can only fund city governments with the approval
of national governments. Achieving most of the commitments in these three agendas
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depends heavily on city or municipal governments and local civil society – but these
were not allowed to help draft these commitments.110
And yet, this thesis has argued throughout that municipal governments are, through their
intercity organisations and other actors representing urban voices, very eager to acquire
more legitimacy and authority in international ordering. Thus, it seems that in spite of the
attempts to harmonize it through a post-political liberal trajectory, the relationship between
the city as a discursive practice and actors who positions themselves through it in
international law as global governance is in tension with the role of the state.111 In the context
of this chapter, this is argued to be an indication of hegemonic struggle over authority and
legitimacy within international law as global governance.
One could also argue that the struggle over the legitimacy of the international agency of the
municipal government is analogous to the traditional struggle over its status within the state.
Gerald Frug, an urban legal scholar, wrote that the municipal government is always shaped
from two opposite positions. On the one hand, it is shaped as a bureaucratic entity through
which centrally developed policies get implemented. This bureaucratic view understands the
municipal government as an executioner and not as a decision-maker. On the other hand, the
municipal government is also conceptualized as a democratic entity through which local
communities execute their self-rule. In this democratic conception, the municipal
government is a decision-maker and a legitimate representative of the urban population.112
The struggle between these two roles seems to have been translated to the international
level, where in state-centric institutional processes municipal governments are welcome as
rule takers, for as long as they do not interfere with decision-making processes.
Furthermore, as the second chapter argued, international networked governance has
partially developed because of the perceived unwillingness of states to keep up with the
desired norm-and-policy-making envisioned by other actors.113 The development of the
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autonomous agency of the municipal government and other urban actors offers a means to
bypass central-state organs114 by the creation of a willing network of actors. It is especially
the shaping of the autonomous agency of the municipal government, with state-like qualities,
which offers an alternative to state involvement.115 Yet, as one scholar has argued, ‘any global
governance initiative that seeks to transform how state apparatuses operate will be assessed
for its impact on rival coalitions’ power and resources, and attract local support and
opposition accordingly.’116
This hegemonic struggle for authority and legitimacy is also visible in the use of the concept
of decentralization, with the help of which the actors in networked governance rethink the
relationship between the state, the municipal government and international networked
governance. The previous chapter argued that the use of the concept of decentralization
through the lens of a post-political liberal trajectory does not lead to a diminished role of the
state. Instead, it can be seen as an invitation for greater involvement of the state in
international law as global governance in a different shape or form.117 Yet, often scholars have
understood the demand for decentralization as a desire to disempower the state in
international governance.118 For example, decentralization has often been promoted as a
cure against the inefficiency of state bureaucracies.119 As a call for rescaling public authority,
this chapter argues that decentralization is a direct intervention into the political struggle for
legitimacy and authority within the state as well as outside it. One of the explanations is that
as critical political geographers have long emphasised, the scale at which an issue is
governed – whether local, provincial, national, regional, or global – is never neutral,
but is one of the most important factors shaping the outcome of social and political
conflict. […] Shifting from a national scale to a new functionally delimited space [in
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which the municipal government and other urban actors act autonomously] can
dramatically change the configuration of actors, resources, political opportunity
structures, costs and benefits, and thereby political outcomes. Accordingly, political
forces will support or resist global governance initiatives depending on whether the
rescaling involved advances their interests and normative agendas.120
Therefore, this chapter argues that instead of being only a stabilizer, the city is also a
contested discursive practice. As such, it points to the more ambivalent and conflictual
character of international law as global governance.
And the reasoning in this chapter concerning the conflicting nature of the city as a discursive
practice invites one final question. As the chapter argues, the city as an object and subject of
representation is ambivalent and claiming representation of the city means making a
hegemonic claim for legitimacy and authority. This is especially visible in the space of
international law as global governance where discursive development is aggregated and far
detached from communities in cities and, yet, claims of universal legitimate representation
are made. How does the city, then, distinguish from the state and the network as the two
flawed discursive frames for governance and representation in international law as global
governance, which it is meant to supersede, or transform?121 The discussion on legitimacy,
representation and authority in this chapter shows that there is no clear answer. The city as
a contested discursive practice suffers from the same criticisms concerning legitimacy and
representation that can be (and are) levelled at the state and the network.122 The best answer
to this would be that international law as global governance itself is a plural phenomenon
that cannot escape hegemonic struggles through which social ordering is formed. It is because
of this, that whichever organising frame, be it the city, the state, or the network, is practiced
through it, it reflects the underlying structural hegemonic tension and ambivalence.
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4.5 Conclusion

The arguments in this chapter were meant to show that the city is a problematic object,
subject, and frame of governing. It is problematic because presenting it as a cohesive and
intelligible frame of representation means embracing a particular point of view on what the
city is and should look like. This also means that any attempt of representation of this plural,
fluent phenomenon through a single narrative, a single actor, or a set cast of actors, is a
political act, and as such a means of making a hegemonic claim.
The previous chapter, which engaged with the post-political trajectory of international law as
global governance, understood the municipal government as an agent standing above the
political processes of the city, and the city as a dynamic socio-political organism, as being in
harmonious relationship. However, this chapter that examined the city through the diffuse,
non-consolidated trajectory in international law as global governance, argued that the city as
a discursive practice also frames a more ambivalent relationship between different
understandings of ordering. Representation of the city through both a hierarchical,
administrative structure and more diffuse structuration indicates that the city as a discursive
practice in international law as global governance is a complex - conflicting - phenomenon.
It is a phenomenon that brings another layer of ambivalence and hegemonic contestation in
international law as global governance. This ambivalence is then also visible in how the city
as an ordering frame fits into the state-centric and other understandings of ordering.
This chapter argued that the city is a discursive phenomenon that cannot be easily grasped.
If the previous chapter presented the city as a cohesive discursive practice, this chapter
presented it as a discursive practice that cannot be consolidated. This hybrid nature of the
city that actors in networked governance discursively practice as a consolidated phenomenon
and a non-consolidated one, might be something that makes it so compelling. The city is an
inviting discursive frame for hegemonic contestation over legitimacy, representation, and
authority since it offers both a possibility of hegemonic closure and a possibility of nonconsolidation of international ordering.
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Chapter 5 - City: a means of articulating a counter-hegemonic
narrative

5.1 Introduction

This chapter argues that the city as a discursive practice in international law as global
governance also serves as a means of articulating a hegemonic struggle between competing
market-centred and people-centred rationalities of governing. This struggle concerns the
extent and borders of public governing (Where does the private economic sphere begin?),
and the rationale guiding public governing (Is it used for the public good or the market?). And
it is the international governance of urban housing that can visualise the struggle most vividly.
Therefore, this chapter examines the ambivalence and tension of the city as a discursive
practice specifically through the contentious coexistence of market-centred and peoplecentred approaches to housing. (Urban) housing can be seen as a basic human need, a human
right and a public good, on the one hand, and as a commodity and an investment opportunity,
on the other hand. As such, governing cities and urban housing within them can be seen as
being pulled into two different directions and shaped through the hegemonic contestation
between them.
The activities of the international networked governance of urban and housing issues through
which the city arises as a discursive practice offer a particular point of view of the hegemonic
contestation between market-centred and people-centred rationalities of governing. It is a
point of view of a network of actors who see global governance of cities and housing as
dominated by the market - profit-seeking - rationality. As a response to this, they use the
frame of the city in international law as global governance as a means to develop counterhegemonic alternatives to the perceived domination of economic liberalism. These
alternatives are articulated through the elements of international human rights law,
sustainable development agenda, the right to the city and other concepts. Thus, this chapter
examines the hegemonic contestation between the governing rationality of the market and
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its alternatives as a discursive creation within networked governance itself and not as
something that necessarily exists outside of this specific networked interaction. In other
words, actors within networked governance themselves shape the narrative of hegemonic
contestation. Nevertheless, this chapter argues that the shaping of the hegemonic
contestation through the discursive frame of the city reflects broader tensions in international
law as global governance.
This chapter continues as follows. The first section connects discourse theory to the central
argument of this chapter. Discourse theory as employed in this thesis helps to analyse the city
as a discursive means of creating a narrative of hegemonic contestation over global public
goods and the limits of publicness of governing in international law as global governance. To
support the main argument the second section takes a step back and presents the
ambivalence that is inherent in governing cities and housing within them. It argues that urban
governing is both a combination of market-centred and people-centred governing rationales
and productive interaction between them. The section shows the ambivalence of governing
through the example of urban housing, as a core issue of political struggles over governing of
cities. This helps to use differently the argument made in the previous chapter that taking a
position in regards to governing of cities and housing means making a hegemonic claim.
The longer section 3 engages with the core argument, which is the creation of a counterhegemonic claim through the practice of the city in international law as global governance. It
argues that actors in networked governance make a clear distinction between marketcentred and people-centred governing rationales. They present them as two sides of a
hegemonic struggle that shapes cities and housing. Then, actors in networked governance
position themselves within this struggle and make counter-hegemonic demands of ordering.
More specifically, the actors accomplish this by creating a background narrative of the global
market dominance over urban and housing development against which they create an
alternative. What the actors in networked governance argue against is a decades-long trend
of privatization, reregulation and marketization of urban housing provision. Not only a local
problem, the actors argue that housing problems around the world are an expression of the
trend of the global neoliberal economic rationale of governing. Through such a narrative, the
globalization of cities has resulted in international commodification and financialization of
housing. Also, they argue that the globalization of cities has adjusted urban public governing
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to the logic of the market. Constructing a narrative of the dominance of the market allows
the actors to articulate a counter-hegemonic claim. It is against the internationalization of
market-dominated understanding of public governing of cities (and housing within them) that
the actors within networked governance develop their people-centred alternatives. They
develop a counter-hegemonic people-centred rationale of governing through a combination
of international human rights law (right to housing), right to the city, and elements of the
sustainable development agenda.

5.2 Discourse theory and the role of the city as a means of articulating a hegemonic
struggle

This chapter employs elements of discourse theory to explain the use of the city as a
discursive practice for constructing a counter-hegemonic narrative.1 As a discursive practice,
the city is shaped interdependently and interactively through activities of actors involved in
the international networked governance of urban and housing issues. The actors that this
thesis focuses on are UN-Habitat, UN Special Rapporteur for the Right to Adequate Housing,
the World Bank, UCLG, Habitat International Coalition and Slum Dwellers International (as
some of the most visible participants in the network).2 The interactive practice of the city in
international law as global governance is pulled into different directions and has a multitude
of meanings.3 In other words, the thesis emphasises that any phenomenon in our discursively
constructed world is constructed through the field of the political. Because of that, there
exists a plurality of often conflictual views on what a particular phenomenon means.4

1

Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics
(Second Edition Verso 2001); Jacob Torfing, New Theories of Discourse: Laclau, Mouffe and Zizek (Blackwell
1999)
2
See Chapter 2
3
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ambivalence.; See also: Klaus Dieter Wolf, ‘Emerging patterns of global governance: the new interplay
between the state, business and civil society’ in Andreas Georg Scherer and Guido Palazzo (eds), Handbook of
Research on Global Corporate Citizenship (Elgar 2008), p.226; Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Hegemony
and Socialist Strategy, (supra fn 1), p.96
4
Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, (supra fn 1), p. xii;
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At the same time, this thesis emphasises that the discursive stability and order are possible,
and are, in fact, the core goal of actors engaged in discursive ordering.5 Discursive stability
and order are created and maintained through hegemonic practices that succeed in
marginalizing other competing and conflicting narratives of ordering.6 Thus, this thesis looks
at the city as a practice in international law as global governance as being both an ambivalent
frame for hegemonic struggles, and a means of stabilizing them. This plural and ambivalent
view on the city as a practice is in this thesis argued to be related to the three trajectories
that pull international law as global governance into different directions and allow for
different interpretations of international legal dynamic. These three trajectories are the statecentric formal international institutional structure, post-political vertical understanding, and
a diffusion of international governance through a plurality of actors and spaces of authority.
And it is through the dynamic of these three trajectories that the city as a discursive practice
is moulded.7
Chapter 3 examined the role of the city in international law as global governance as a
stabilizing discursive frame.8 It argued that the role of the city is used as a discursive tool for
a post-political reconciliation of post-sovereign and state-centric trajectories in international
law as global governance. That chapter argued that the role of the city is shaped as a missing
link within a post-political liberal understanding of international law as global governance. It
is a missing link that brings additional legitimacy and effectiveness to a vertically consolidated
understanding of international networked governance.9 Chapter 4 focused the analysis on the
opposite interpretation of the role of the city in international law as global governance.10
When looking through a prism of the trajectory of diffusion of international law as global
governance, the city is interpreted as an ambivalent discursive frame for hegemonic struggles.
The city from this perspective is a discursive frame that does not offer an escape from political

5

See Chapter 1, section 1.4 Hegemonic contestation and thinking politically about the world.; See also:
Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, (supra fn 1); Jacob Torfing, New Theories
of Discourse: Laclau, Mouffe and Zizek (Blackwell 1999); Chantal Mouffe, Agonistics: Thinking the World
politically (Verso 2013); Chantal Mouffe, The Democratic Paradox (Verso 2000); Chantal Mouffe, The Return of
the Political (Verso 1993)
6
Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, (supra fn 1)
7
See Chapter 1, section 1. 3. The dynamics of international law as global governance.
8
See Chapter 3.
9
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contestation. Therefore, Chapter 4 understood the city as an ambivalent discursive practice
through which different approaches to representation, legitimacy, and authority in
international law as global governance compete. In this ambivalent role of the city, the liberal
hegemonic understanding presented in the third chapter is only one of the hegemonic
possibilities. This chapter, however, analyses the role of the city as a combination of both,
hegemonic stability and discursive ambivalence. It argues that this specific role of the city is
shaped as a discursive frame for the articulation of a hegemonic contestation between
market-centred and people-centred rationalities of governing. As such the city is a discursive
frame for a struggle over global commons.
This chapter understands the rationality of governing as
a way or system of thinking about the nature of the practice of government (who can
govern; what governing is; what or who is governed), capable of making some form of
that activity thinkable and practicable both to its practitioners and to those upon
whom it was practised.11
Other terms could also be used to designate the same discursive process, such as governing
logic, governing mentality, governing practice.12 They all point to an approach of governing
or ordering that is discursively structured according to certain principles, values and goals.
So far, this thesis has engaged with different trajectories of international law as global
governance which are also connected to different governing rationales. The state-centric
understanding sees international order based on a formal horizontal framework of states. The
post-political understanding sees international order as being vertically aligned around a
liberal vision, articulated through a mixture of sustainable development agenda, international
human rights law and economic liberalism. And the diffuse trajectory points to a multitude of
understandings of international ordering that each offers a different governing rationale.13
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This chapter, however, examines a hegemonic struggle, which is taking place between the
shaping of international law as global governance through the private-profit seeking
economic rationale and through a rationale that puts the wellbeing of people first. The
struggle is articulated over where the border between these two governing rationales should
be placed. It is also articulated over what the public sphere of governing should be used for.
Is the public sphere of governing used to support the market and the search for the profit, or
is it a means to promote individual and collective wellbeing and put the consideration for the
public good first?14 As any other discursive phenomena, the city, and housing, as a core issue
of urban governing, are ambivalent and are always shaped through a mixture of marketcentred and people-centred rationales of governing. To identify the border between public
and private spheres and determining the character of publicness of governing is to be
engaged in hegemonic (political) activity.15 In other words, the border between the private
and public spheres, and the character of publicness of governing, do not have some objective
quality but are context-specific and created through social practices.16
The principal argument in this chapter is that the city as a discursive practice offers a frame
to the actors in the international networked governance of urban and housing issues to
conceptualize this hegemonic struggle in a particular way and position themselves within it.
In other words, the actors in the international networked governance of urban and housing
issues use the city as a frame to articulate a hegemonic contestation between different
rationales of governing itself. Then, they crystallize their perceived counter-hegemonic
discursive position within this contestation. Therefore, this chapter does not follow the
preceding one in using the concept of the hegemonic contestation as a descriptive term for
the dynamic of the discursive articulation. Instead, it views the hegemonic contestation as
something performative. In other words, actors that shape the city as a discursive practice
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create the hegemonic contestation purposefully to give a direction and meaning to their
activities.
The counter-hegemonic people-centred understanding of what public governing should be
for is primarily constructed against the perceived hegemonic dominance of market-centred
visions and the failures of public governing dominated by economic neo-liberalism. The
people-centred understanding is articulated through international human rights law, right to
the city, and elements of sustainable development agenda. However, crucially, the city as a
discursive practice offers a frame for simplifying and uniting the endless multiplicity of local
problems of governing as well as a myriad of local alternatives within a global struggle against
what is perceived as a rampant neoliberal economic rationale of governing. Therefore, the
ambition of the actors involved in the international networked governance of urban and
housing issues
is not simply a matter of shifting responsibilities from one pre-existing (private)
domain to another (public) one. Nor is it simply a question of expanding the scope of
the public. It is instead a set of practices that seek to claim particular problems, actors,
or processes as public – or of common concern – and in doing so, that effectively work
to constitute those issues as public [in the way that suits them].17
In a way, the articulation of the hegemonic struggle examined in this chapter recreates the
traditional Weberian distinction of social spheres (the state - civil society - the market).
However, if previous chapters analysed the role of the state as being struggled over, this
chapter examines the hegemonic struggle between the perceived interests of the people and
the market.18 The role of the state is in this context understood as an institutional frame for
public governing (one of many possible ones, as was argued in the previous chapter), which
can be moulded according to different rationales of governing.19 Crucially, this chapter does
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not examine the interests of the public and of the market, and the hegemonic contestation
between them, as something that exists ‘out there’. Instead, it understands them to be
articulated by the actors, engaged in shaping the role of the city in international law as global
governance. The city as a discursive practice is thus a means and a focal point through which
the hegemonic contestation becomes more concrete and centred.
Additionally, the city as a discursive practice can be seen as a means of constructing a
discursive space for the articulation of a struggle for global commons20 and a new
‘contestatory cosmopolitan political rationality’.21 As Andrew Cumbers, a professor of
regional political economy, writes:
Commons […] are viewed as collective spaces created “outside” of the workings of
capital where different social relations and norms, based upon reciprocity, trust and
care – rather than individualism, competition and self-interest – can be nourished. In
other words, the “commons” here is cast in opposition to the “enclosure” of capitalist
practice.22
As the chapter argues, in the context of global commons, the city as a discursive practice
offers a frame for constructing a counter-hegemonic narrative that is local and global at the
same time. Concepts such as the right to the city allow for an articulation of people-centred
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governing rationale embedded in concrete communities but reflecting inclusiveness and
global solidarity at the same time.23

5.3 Housing and the complex dynamics of publicness of governing of the city

Before examining the articulation of a hegemonic struggle by the actors involved in the
international networked governance of urban and housing issues, this section engages with
the integral ambivalence in defining and governing of cities and urban housing. Urban housing
through the international governance of which the city as a discursive practice arises in
international law as global governance is introduced in this section as a central issue of urban
governing.24 The argument presented here is that the city, urban housing (as the built
environment), and the urban public governance are understood to be complex cultural,
social, and political phenomena. They are shaped by both by market-centred and peoplecentred rationalities of governing, as well as the hegemonic contestation between them.
Ultimately, this section argues that the governing of cities and defining urban housing issues
are discursively undecidable and fluent. The rationale of why and how housing is an issue of
public governing is something that cannot be decided in advance. Instead, it is something that
is shaped through hegemonic struggles and arises out of discursive practices.
Discursively, the city as a concept carries a plurality of meanings.25 On the one hand, it can be
seen as a living space of citizens, which share an identity and culture. As such, the city is a
social organism shared by all inhabitants, which should be managed and governed for public
benefit. When approached in such a way, the city is a common good belonging to everyone
who feels part of it. Its primary function is to satisfy collective needs, which must be defined
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with broad participation.26 On the other hand, the city is also seen as a socially produced
space in which a high density of people means dense economic activity. Cities grow and
flourish, and they die or wither through their economic fortunes, which can be seen as an
agglomeration of private economic interests.27 This economic view can in its extreme
conceptualizes cities as growth machines that enable expansion of capitalist production and
consumption.28
The public governance of the city oscillates between satisfying broadly defined collective
needs and enabling the unobscured growth of capital production within the city. These two
governing rationales, one serving the common good, and the other serving the market and
profit-seeking private interests, are in continuous tension with one another. At the same time,
they are also intertwined: ‘the capital uses the city [as in public government] to promote
private agendas and the city uses capital to promote public ones.’29 Therefore, the city, as a
socio-political organism evolves around the shaping of private interests and public concerns.
Business actors, the municipal government, the civil society, as well as local culture and
customs are contentiously coproducing the social organisation of the city.30 The publicness of
the city (how far it extends into the private sphere, and what is it used for, the market or the
people) is at the centre of the discursive dynamic between public authorities, civil society
actors, and actors representing the capital. It can be said that the urban space itself is
produced through this discursive dynamic.31
It is through public governing of urban housing and land that one can very easily observe the
discursive interaction and contestation over publicness of the city. Housing by itself is difficult
to define since it has so many different cultural forms around the world.32 In cities and
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communities around the world there exist innumerable forms of housing, such as various
types of private ownership, public ownership, rental property, community-owned property,
and others. Housing, thus, encompasses everything from single-family houses in suburbs of
American cities, to shacks built by pavement-dwellers on the streets of large Indian
metropolises.33 Each type of housing is related differently to the person residing in it, and
each has a different social and legal meaning. In such a way, housing is at the same time a
private issue and an issue defined and managed through public governance. States or other
authorities guarantee the security of tenure, or protect private property rights, define legal
standards for rental housing, create proactive housing policies, prevent or permit evictions,
chase homeless people from the streets, or provide them with shelter, and regulate housing
markets and housing finance, such as mortgages. Even not doing anything proactive about
housing can be considered a public policy in itself, since it affects the wellbeing of certain
groups of people.34
Housing can be viewed as a basic need of every human for a place to reside in. As such it is a
precondition for self-fulfilment and for participation in almost all social, political and
economic activities.35 At the same time, housing is also a form of physical structure connected
to the land on which it stands and is, therefore, part of the physical space of cities. It was
through the work of Henri Lefebvre,36 the famous urban theorist, that the land, the space,
and the physical development of cities together with social factors became crucial for
understanding the dynamics of urban development, and its relationship with capitalism.
Through the ideas developed by Lefebvre, the city is seen as an interaction of social factors
with the given space. According to him, people create and alter space to suit their needs, and
behave in a certain way as a response to the built environment around them.37 And it is
through this interaction between people and space that inequalities, discrimination and
uneven development can become imprinted in the urban fabric.38 The city, thus viewed,
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becomes a dynamic network of actors interested in the use of the urban space.39 According
to Lefebvre, it is the physical space, the real estate that is the crucial point of discursive
contestation in cities due to its perceived value within the urban economy.
Thus, housing, as a social, cultural, and physical element of the city, is at the centre of
contestation over urban governing. Peter Marcuse and David Madden, two critical urban
scholars, explain this discursively contested meaning of housing. Housing means
many things to different groups. It is home for its residents and the site of social
reproduction. It is the largest economic burden for many, and for others a source of
wealth, status, profit, or control. It means work for those who construct, manage, and
maintain it; speculative profit for those buying and selling it; and income for those
financing it. It is a source of tax revenue and a subject of tax expenditures for the state,
and a key component of the structure and functioning of cities.40
Housing, thus, holds a multitude of meanings and is an issue through which different interests
within the city intersect. On one hand, housing is seen as a human need and a human right of
every person, and a cornerstone of the welfare state.41 In such a way, housing has a social
value. On the other hand, housing is also seen as a commodity with an economic, monetary,
value. The monetary value is based on the worth as an object of trade and consumption, and
on its profit-making potential. These two approaches to housing are in tension since they
strive towards different goals, the satisfaction of social needs, and the maximisation of
profit.42 Yet, these two approaches are also intertwined. Housing can be sold and bought
because it has social value for buyers. In addition, in a capitalist society, many believe that
the social aims of accessibility, affordability and adequacy of housing are best achieved
through unobstructed functioning of housing markets. According to many policy-makers and
economists, the dynamics of demand and supply within an unobstructed housing market that
offer the most optimal distribution, accessibility and affordability of housing.43
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Any decision about governing of housing issues is, therefore, always contentious and
ultimately approached through a combination of values and desired outcomes. The questions
of inequality of housing, (in)adequacy of housing, inhumaneness of housing conditions,
accessibility of affordable housing, and acceptability or unacceptability of homelessness are
all defined through discursive contestation between different governing rationales.
Governing of housing issues, thus, exemplifies how the governing of cities is continuously
formed through a complex interaction between different governing rationales, some of them
people-centred and others market-centred. Housing also shows how the publicness of
governing of cities is both difficult to define and is at the same time at the centre of
hegemonic contestation that shapes the city. What is the public governing for (the market or
the common good) and how far does public governance extend into the private sphere (or
how far does the private sphere extend into the public one) are issues at the core of governing
of the city.44

5.4 City: a discursive frame for hegemonic contestation between people-centred and
market-centred governing rationalities

This chapter argues that the city as a discursive practice in international law as global
governance serves as a means to articulate a narrative of hegemonic contestation between
the people-centred and market-centred governing rationalities, with which they give meaning
and direction to their practices. As this section attempts to show, the people-centred
governing rationale is constructed through the counter-hegemonic opposition to the global
dominance of the market-centred approach to governing of cities and housing.45 To put it
differently, the actors in networked governance use the city as a discursive frame to articulate
44
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a hegemonic contestation within which they can position themselves and their activities.
Therefore, the city as a discursive practice has a role of a frame through which a seemingly
cohesive counter-hegemonic governing rationale is developed, which simplifies and
surpasses the discursive complexity and ambivalence described in the preceding section.
The counter-hegemonic narrative begins with a simple moral view that it is unacceptable that
one billion people live around the world in overcrowded housing, which lacks basic services,
such as running water and which is without legal protection from evictions. UN-Habitat
predicts that if nothing will be done about this, the number of people living in inadequate
housing will raise to three billion in the coming decades.46 More than that, according to the
UN Special Rapporteur, homelessness is rising both in the Global North and in the Global
South and there are now 100 million homeless people around the world, a large majority of
them living in cities.47 These numbers, therefore, present the global housing problem, with
which the actors in the networked governance of urban and housing issues are operating.
What these numbers also indicate, is that the hegemonic struggle is considered to be local
and global at the same time.48 Since it transcends spatial scales it must also be opposed with
both, individual local, and collective global governing rationality. The ambition is, therefore,
to connect local housing problems with the global economic conditions, and define housing
as a universal issue in need of a radically people-centred approach (as is discussed below,
actors do not have exactly the same visions).49 What also matters, is that the actors in
networked governance do not understand the global housing crisis as a product of some
natural economic condition. Instead, they reason that the dominant market-centred
governing rationale is made and kept through social practices and as such can be altered.50
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In international law as global governance, the global housing crisis is acknowledged by the
Sustainable Development Agenda 2030 and related SDGs, through international human rights
law, as well as the right to the city. The actors in networked governance use these discursive
frameworks and vocabularies to challenge the perceived dominant neoliberal economic
rationale of governing that they argue is causing the global housing problem. The next
subsection examines the narrative of the failure of market-centred governing rationale, which
the people-centred governing rationale aims to replace.

5.4.1 Housing and the neoliberal governing rationality

To illustrate the narrative of hegemonic contestation that the actors in networked
governance present, this subsection begins with a longer citation from one of the reports
published by Miloon Kothari, an urban scholar and housing activist, in his role as the UN
Special Rapporteur. He writes:
In the late 1970s a dramatic shift occurred in housing policies, starting with North
America and Europe, followed later by developing countries in Latin America, Asia,
Africa and by formerly planned economies. This shift, supported by predominant
economic doctrine, called for the transfer of activities from State control to the private
sector and for unrestricted free markets and free trade. This view soon gained
hegemony, shaping the policies of States, international financial institutions and
development agencies. … A growing consensus was formed, according to which
Governments should renounce their role as suppliers of affordable housing and
become facilitators, supporting market demand rather than directly providing
outcomes. […] This new role implies creating conditions, institutions and regulations
aimed at supporting housing finance systems to promote homeownership under the
neoliberal dogma of reliance on private property and market forces.51
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Many of the other actors participating in the international networked governance of urban
and housing issues share this articulation of the causes of the global housing crisis. According
to the Habitat International Coalition (HIC), states have ceased to act as guardians of the
welfare of the people and have let business actors transform urban and housing development
into a process that benefits few.52 The poor are left to themselves, especially in the developing
world where ‘between 50% and 75% of the available living space is the result of people’s own
initiatives and efforts, without any – or with very little – support from governments and other
actors.’53 When public housing is provided, the policies are often designed centrally, and not
according to the needs of the local communities they are meant to serve. And even more than
that, these public policies are created in such a way that brings profit to the real-estate
developers and building corporations.54 UN-Habitat writes of the global trend in a very similar
way:
as the state has shrunk in so many developing countries, the private sector has been
left to take up the initiative in formal housing supply, which in reality mostly provided
just for the more profitable and solvent top few per cent of the population, with
privileged access to services and in the best location.55
The central argument made by these actors is that housing is never governed only locally
through local political contestation. Instead, one can observe global trends and even
connectedness of local housing situations to a global political and economic structuration.56
Housing policies, even though they are always local in character, are often politically defined
on the level of the state and are dependent on economic development that is not local at all.
It is states that usually define housing standards, regulate housing finance, define the
protection of the private property and develop national public housing policies.57
Additionally, even though the division of labour, between local, national and global levels of
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housing governance is dynamic, and above all, context-specific, housing crises can be seen as
part of a global housing crisis.58 This is important because
the scale at which an issue is governed – whether local, provincial, national, regional,
or global – is never neutral, but is one of the most important factors shaping the
outcome of social and political conflict. To claim that a problem is transnational and
thus requires governance at a scale beyond the nation state is to demand a change in
the scope of the politics surrounding it.59
Critical urban and housing scholars (whose insights are used by the actors in networked
governance) have argued that there has been a long-lasting global trend towards the
dominance of market-centred governing of housing.60 This trend has been articulated through
different concepts, of which the marketization and commodification of housing are best
known.61 David Madden and Peter Marcuse explain that commodification of housing means
that a structure’s function as real estate takes precedence over its usefulness as a
place to live. When this happens, housing’s role as an investment outweighs all other
claims upon it, whether they are based upon right, need, tradition, legal precedent,
cultural habit, or the ethical and affective significance of the home.62
The commodification of housing is tightly connected to the process of marketization of
housing. The latter signifies a process through which housing has been made into an issue
that is foremost organised through the governing rationale of the market.63 After the second
world war, in the growing economies of the US and Western Europe, as well as in the socialist
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and post-colonialist parts of the world, housing provision is argued to have had a significantly
de-commodified character. National and local government-built housing accounted for most
of the residential growth.64 Public approaches to housing provision did have their differences
and depended on the context of different types of welfare-state systems, such as liberal,
continental-European, social-democratic, Confucian, post-socialist, Mediterranean, etc.65 Yet,
since the ninety-seventies, critical urban scholars argue, the free-market neoliberal approach
has completely reshaped the public approaches to housing in all of these different types of
welfare-state systems.66 The global trend of scaling-back of public welfare projects has left
the majority of housing provision in the hands of private markets. Affordable housing and
social housing programmes have been recognized as counterproductive and often the
existing public housing stock has been privatized.67 States, if and when taking a proactive
approach, have decided to subsidize private housing projects or enable private housing
financing, and thus approach the alleviation of the housing crisis in their cities with the help
of private, profit-seeking, actors, rather than managing and building new affordable or social
housing units themselves.68
On the legal level, states have also often deregulated or reregulated the management of
housing markets to accommodate the interests of housing investors, financial institutions and
landlords. This has led to more a limited protection of tenant’s rights, including limiting the
protection against evictions.69 It has also meant that housing finance, such as mortgages,
became much less strictly regulated,70 and has often been left to be developed by and for
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private profit-seeking actors.71 This development is described as a transformation of the state
from the provider of goods and services to the enabler of their private-market provision.72 As
scholars point out, in many parts of the world, this transformation of the state according to
the market-centred governing rationale has left local authorities lacking funds for the
provision of public services that have been entrusted to them. Municipal public authorities
are encouraged to act as private actors, to market themselves and compete with other cities
inside of the nation-state and internationally to attract the capital needed for public
services.73 This leads municipal governments to invent ever novel ways of attracting
investments and be competitive not just in the national context but also in the context of the
global economy.74 They are encouraged to offer tax breaks to investors, simplify
administrative procedures for them and offer them undervalued public real estate on which
they could build. This also means selling off public infrastructure (such as social housing) with
the hope that it will be properly managed by private companies.75 All of this means that the
priorities in urban development become geared towards private interests, on which the
public governance of cities is dependent. As critical urban scholars argue, the poor and the
disenfranchised residents of cities, which are meant to enjoy the trickle-down effect of such
local economic development76 are often left forgotten.77
Going back to housing, David Madden and Peter Marcuse argue that the market-centred
governing rationality of housing has led to a permanent crisis that is
a predictable, consistent outcome of a basic characteristic of capitalist spatial
development. Housing is not produced and distributed for the purposes of dwelling
for all; it is produced and distributed as a commodity to enrich the few. Housing crisis
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is not a result of the system breaking down but of the system working as it is
intended.78
The above-described dynamic is something that the actors in international networked
governance understand as an expression of the dominance of market-centred governing
rationality of housing. As UN-Habitat states:
there is a general acknowledgement that enabling the market has failed to provide
affordable, adequate housing for the predominant low-income households in the
rapidly urbanizing parts of the world.79
Marketization, commodification, privatization, reregulation, lack of supply of housing, and
the focus on home-ownership are considered to be at the root of the global rise of
homelessness, forced evictions and inadequate housing conditions. They also contribute to
the creation of slums and informal settlements and widening inequality in cities as well as the
exclusion of poor urban dwellers from a meaningful participation in urban public processes.80
These are the foundations on which actors in networked governance develop a counterhegemonic people-centred narrative through the frame of the city as a discursive practice in
international law as global governance.

5.4.2 Simultaneous localization and globalization of housing governance

Critical urban and housing scholars, and actors in networked governance, argue that housing
governing around the world has experienced a trend of decentralization.81 In the past,
governing of housing, especially the provision of social housing, which was usually managed
on the level of the state, has often been perceived as rigid and not adapted to the local urban
needs. To alleviate the rigidness, nation-state authorities promoted decentralization of
78
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housing governing as they transformed themselves from providers of services to enablers of
markets.82 Scholars, see this process of decentralization of housing as part of the
transformation of the state towards better economic efficacy and higher growth.83 This often
meant that together with the devolution of public governance tasks (such as housing
governance) to subunits (such as municipal governments), the state has simultaneously
engaged in a process of privatization of service provision and publicly owned property.84 Local
governance units have been given more autonomy, but together with that, they have also
been transformed into much less comprehensive providers of public services. They were
reimagined as enablers of private competition instead of providers of public services.85 In such
a way, cities, in their public and private dimension, were encouraged to open-up to the
capital.
This trend of localization and privatization of governing of housing was joined by a trend of
its simultaneous globalization. One way in which housing around the world has been argued
to be included in global economic flows is through internationalised real estate investment.86
Financial institutions and other global economic actors have become investors in housing
around the world, especially in attractive global cities.87 One corporation advising potential
international real estate investors states that
the proportion of deals done where buyers originate in different countries has
increased from a low 17% in 2009 to 20% in 2015. Over the same period, cross-border
volumes have grown by 334% from $65 billion to $217 billion.88
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However, some scholars argue that the most visible (and devastating) manner in which local
housing has become global is through the financialization of housing. Financialization of
housing, although a concept with many interpretations,89 means a transformation of housing
into a mechanism for value capture, which is not based on its use as a commodity but on its
use as a liquid tradeable income-yielding asset.90 Most prominently, it is the financial
instruments of housing, such as mortgages, that have become a tradeable asset.91
Through the deregulation and their subsequent expansion, mortgage markets which used to
be tightly controlled by states, have been encouraged to grow with the money offered by
local, and international financial firms. Banks, private equity funds, pension funds, etc, buy,
sell, finance, own, and speculate on the housing markets with the sole purpose of profit
accumulation.92 Especially mortgages, the most widespread and liquified form of housing,
have been, through complex financial operations of repackaging, bonding and securitizing,
traded around the world with little oversight.93 Starting from the turn of the century, the
financialization of housing has become an important element in the global economy. The
interdependency of increasingly financialised global economy and local housing markets has
made the latter exposed to global economic shocks.94 As Manuel Aalbers, an expert on the
financialization of housing and a critical urban scholar says, ‘the rules and logics of Wall Street
are increasingly becoming the rules and logics outside Wall Street.’95
The embeddedness of housing into the global capitalist circulation has brought incredible
wealth to some (global) cities and has at the same time exposed the fabric of cities to
speculation and global economic dynamics with devastating consequences for local
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communities, as the financial crisis of 2008 has shown. For example, in the years after the
financial crisis (2008-2011), 166.716 people were evicted from their homes in Spain alone.96
The financial crisis of 2008, which ravaged housing markets in many states and cities around
the world, offered the actors in the networked governance of urban and housing issues a
concrete example of the dangers of the market-centred governing rationale. It was the
devastation of housing markets that was local and global at the same time, and as such
transcended scales, which catalysed the outrage and enabled these actors to articulate clear
demands for a more radical public intervention against private financial markets.97

5.4.3 City as the setting of the marketization of housing

The hegemonic struggle against the market-centred governing rationale of housing that the
actors in international networked governance are articulating, is considered to be linked to
the hegemonic struggle over the direction of governing of cities more generally. The global
housing crisis, that was in the previous section argued to serve as a catalysator for actors who
create a counter-hegemonic narrative, is understood to be connected to the global - poorly
managed - process of urbanisation.98 However, what is understood to contribute both to
unmanaged urbanisation and the global housing crisis, is the role given to cities in the global
liberal economic transformation. In the past, the city was understood as an isolated organism
in which its governing and its development were decided upon locally. However, now, the
city is in urban sociology approached as a phenomenon, the fabric of which, is influenced
through local, national, and global scales.99 This means that to analyse the political economy
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of urban development, one needs to account for the interplay of local, national, and global
cultural, political, economic, and social interests and forces.
As urban scholars argue, the reorganisation of the state from a provider to an enabler and its
concurrent decentralization, privatization, deregulation and reregulation100 opened up the
national economies to foreign capital and investments and exposed cities to international
flows of capital.101 Through the rescaling of states from within, and opening national
economies to the world, cities, as the centres of production, consumption and investments,
became accessible to and dependant on the global flows of capital, goods and services.102 It
is the analysis of the global city scholars, that offers the most profound insights into the
process of the integration of the city (and housing governance within them) into the global
liberal (capitalist) economy. It was especially with the analytical insights of urban sociologist
Saskia Sassen103 that the global role of cities as nodal points in the ever-more interconnected
global economy, gained a powerful analytical value. In the early nineteen-nineties, she coined
the term global cities to create an urban analytical model in which Tokyo, London and New
York were recognized as the command centres in the new globalized economic network of
capital flows. She argued that even though the capital has become rapidly globalized and
unconstrained by nation-state borders, it still needs command centres-strategic sites, from
where it can operate globally and offer financial and other specialized services.104
The conceptualization of the role of cities in the global economy has expanded in subsequent
years. Building on the ideas of scholars such as Jane Jacobs, the famous urban theorist who
saw the world as a network of urban economies, and not nation-state economies,105 urban
scholars analysed the strategic role of cities for all kind of global economic activities. Thus,
100
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they argued that through increasing interconnectedness of the global economy, various cities
can act as local markets for global services and goods, perform the role of local production
centres for goods that will be traded globally, etc. Eventually, urban sociologists, such as Peter
Marcuse,106 have used the term globalising cities to acknowledge that probably every city in
the world is somehow affected by the increasing global connectedness of economic or
ideational flows.
However, it is the other side of the research agenda of global city scholars that is important
for understanding how the global housing crisis relates to the role of cities in the global
economy. Saskia Sassen and other global city scholars argued that global economic
development adversely affects the urban fabric within these globally connected cities.107 The
globalization of cities driven by opening up of national economies and transforming the public
governance according to the ideas of market-centred governing rationale made cities
themselves global commodities. Municipal governments have been encouraged to turn their
cities into commodities and compete with others to attract investments.108 In a global sense,
urban scholars argue that this has created tiers of cities,109 where global investments pour
into elite cities and regional hubs for capital and trade, thus creating enormous pressure on
their urban fabric.110 At the same time, a great majority of other cities are left on the
periphery and remain starving of investments.111 One consequence of this competition of
cities is the so-called race to the bottom, where municipal governments, in the desire to
attract investment, develop the urban fabric in a way that benefits the investors and not
necessarily other city-dwellers.112
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However, these are only some examples of the changes to urban development which have
taken place with the inclusion of cities in the global flows of capital.113 David Harvey argues
that the urban space has become one of the central means of the global capitalist expansion
in the late twentieth century and early twenty-first century.114 And Neil Brenner, another
influential critical urban scholar, argues that the rescaling of the global economy has made
the capitalist urban transformation and the globalization of cities, phenomena that transcend
scales. As Brenner writes:
under contemporary circumstances, the urban can no longer be viewed as a distinct,
relatively bounded site; it has instead become a generalized, planetary condition in
and through which the accumulation of capital, the extension of industrial
infrastructure, the regulation of political-economic life, the reproduction of everyday
social relations, the production of socionatures and the contestation of humanity’s
possible futures are simultaneously organized and fought out.115

5.4.4 International housing governance and the quest to humanise cities and governing of
housing

It is based on these insights that the actors in the international networked governance of
urban and housing issues have framed a hegemonic contestation between market-centred
and people-centred governmental rationalities and have articulated their position within it.
This final subsection examines the frameworks and initiatives that are used by the actors in
networked governance to articulate the people-centred governing rationale within this
hegemonic struggle. The subsection argues that articulating a collective position against the
market-centred rationale of governing is a process of creating various initiatives,
experimenting with conceptual language, and negotiating among different conceptual
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frameworks. This means to rearticulate state-centric languages of international human rights
law and sustainable development and bring in new vocabulary such as the right to the city.
The ambition is to create a mutually shared people-centred governing rationale with which
the perceived dominance of the market-centred governing could be challenged.
The most elaborated and institutionalized alternative to the market-centred rationale of
governing used in the hegemonic struggle is the international human rights law. In the
networked governance of housing and urban issues, it is the institution of the UN Special
Rapporteur within the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights that promotes
international human rights law as the most important articulation of a challenge to the
dominant market-centred governing rationale. International human rights law, through the
codification and institutionalization of the human right to adequate housing, offers the most
cohesive people-centred understanding of housing governance.
Through the codification in the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights and subsequent General Comments of the UN Committee on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights, every person has a right to adequate housing. For housing to be adequate, it
must have facilities essential for health, security, comfort and nutrition, be affordable,
habitable, accessible, culturally adequate, and allow access to employment options, healthcare services, schools, childcare centres and other social facilities. In addition, the tenure of
people living in it must be secure.116 Furthermore, the international human right to adequate
housing imposes on states an obligation to respect, an obligation to protect and an obligation
to fulfil117 and thus to progressively realize the right to the maximum of their abilities.118
UN Special Rapporteur has since its creation twenty years ago, produced a report after a
report in which he/she articulated the right to housing in light of specific issues of governing.
These reports, among other issues, focus on defining people-centred housing strategies that
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states should implement,119 defining the obligations of municipal governments,120 shining
light on the problems of insecurity of housing and land tenure.121 They also focus on rising
levels of homelessness,122 the financialization and commodification of housing123 and the
problems that arise when homeownership is promoted at the expense of other forms of
housing.124 The previous UN Special Rapporteur also initiated less formal campaigns such as
‘Make the Shift’ with which she attempted to articulate a more activist initiative to challenge
the worldwide commodification of housing.125 This brought her closer to other actors in the
international networked governance of urban and housing issues who use international
human rights law through their own initiatives and relate it to other concepts such as the right
to the city.
Connected to the ‘Make the shift’ campaign is the ‘Municipalist Declaration for the Right to
Housing and the Right to the City’,126 through which several mayors articulated their
transitional initiative against market-centred governing rationale that is affecting their cities.
In this declaration, they attacked the lack of national and state funding for public housing, the
deregulation of the housing market, growing power of global corporations, and increasing
competition for scarce real estate, which all negatively affect the social fabric of their cities
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by limiting the access to affordable housing and by increasing homelessness.127 Through the
declaration, the mayors positioned themselves at the centre of the global struggle to protect
the right to housing. The declaration stated that in this struggle ‘local governments cannot
stay on the side-lines, and need to take a central role’.128 To support their claim, mayors
demanded more powers for local authorities to better regulate the real estate market in their
cities, as well as more funds to improve public housing stock. At the same time, the mayors
also argued that there is a need to strengthen the link between local and international
struggles against the dominance of market-centred governing rationale. The Municipalist
declaration was aligned with the UN Special Rapporteur’s ‘Make the Shift campaign’ and the
activities of UCLG. The event marking the launch of the Declaration was an occasion to show
how it was a part of a larger articulation of the hegemonic struggle against the market-centred
governing rationale. Speeches at this event were made by mayors such as Ada Colau, then
the mayor of Barcelona and a vice president of UCLG, the general secretary of the UCLG, UN
Special Rapporteur, the director of Cities Alliance and the director of Habitat International
Coalition.129
There are several other initiatives within the networked governance of urban and housing
issues that use international human rights law as a means of articulating a people-centred
governing rationale. There are initiatives of human rights cities and networks being created
through which municipal governments declare that their policies will align with human
rights.130 UCLG has, for example, adopted the Global Charter-Agenda for Human Rights in the
City.131 This is an intercity human rights agreement, which also includes the right to housing
and domicile.132 In addition, the permanent UCLG’s Committee on Social Inclusion,
Participatory Democracy and Human Rights develops housing policies further, promotes the
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right to housing,133 and also localises the SDGs.134 Also, UCLG has included respect for the
right to housing within its overarching agenda the ‘Global Waves of Action’135 and has recently
included the right to housing and the right to the city into the Durban political declaration
through which UCLG defined its current global agenda.136
An important articulation of the people-centred governing rationale that is outside of, but
related to international human rights law, and has found a place in the international
networked governance of urban and housing issues, is the right to the city.137 The concept of
the right to the city is used by Habitat International Coalition,138 as well as UCLG,139 has been
promoted through the Global Platform for the right to the city, and has even been mentioned
in the New Urban Agenda.140 Its conceptual origins are rooted in Henri Lefebvre’s cry for a
different urban life, one that is not rooted in capitalist exploitation and exclusion through
material and cultural stratification of societies.141 The right to the city, as used by the political
activists, is first and foremost a rallying cry against the privatization and commodification of
cities, especially in regard to housing.142 Habitat International Coalition identifies several
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elements to the right to the city that in many ways overlap with the people-centred governing
rationale enshrined in international human rights law. The elements are:
Full exercise of human rights in the city; The social function of the city, of land and of
property; Democratic management of the city; Democratic production of the city
and in the city; Sustainable and responsible management of the commons (natural,
public heritage and energetic resources) of the city and its surroundings; Democratic
and equitable enjoyment of the city.143
Because of its close connection to international human rights law, the right to the city has
often been rearticulated as demand for the respect and enforcement of (all) human rights
within cities.144 But the right to the city has at the same time enabled experimentation and
expression of concepts that are too ‘exotic’ to be captured through the framework of
international human rights law. One example is the demand made by Habitat International
Coalition of social production of housing and cities, which are part of ‘caring economy’ or part
of ‘social and solidarity economy’.145 Additionally, these debates articulated through the right
to the city are closely related to other counter-hegemonic articulations of a struggle against
the dominance of neoliberal urban and global ordering. These counter-hegemonic
articulations are expressed through the struggle against enclosure and commodification of
commons global/local/urban commons, mentioned at the beginning of this chapter.146 They
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are also expressed through the struggle for a concrete utopia of ‘postcapitalism’ or a socially
useful economic production.147
There is one crucial aspect of the city as a discursive practice in international law as global
governance through which a counter-hegemonic narrative can be developed more
convincingly. It is the city as a setting, that in spite of its innumerable local manifestations, is
an experience of living that a large number of people around the world can relate to. And by
being an easily relatable frame of experience, the city offers a way of translating concrete
examples of local counter-hegemonic activities and initiatives to other activists around the
world. Maybe the most famous example is Porto Alegre, a city in Brazil that became a
‘counter-hegemonic global city’ as someone has called it.148 Porto Alegre is a city that has
concretely shown how cocreation of a city through participatory budgeting and participatory
decision-making can offer a different path of urban development.149 Through the municipal
political process:
The local administration and social movements were able to disarticulate concepts
like decentralization and local control that were appropriated by neoliberal discourses
and rearticulate them to their roots in popular struggles for radical and participatory
democracy.150
Another example of an effort to change the current neoliberal economic of urban
development is Amsterdam’s effort to develop a doughnut economy. Doughnut economy is
based on a simple premise that ‘the goal of economic activity should be about meeting the
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core needs of all but within the means of the planet.’151 A more visible recent example is
Barcelona, that elected Ada Coalu as a mayor after the global financial, and then housing
crisis, which had devastating consequences for Spanish communities. Ada Colau made her
name as one of the leaders of the Spanish anti-eviction movement after the global housing
crisis.152 However, she became globally relevant by becoming a mayor/activist, elected on the
promise to tackle housing and other issues head-on.153 Her election, thus, pointed to a
possibility of transcending the state-civil society divide in a global city such as Barcelona,
which is embedded in global capitalist networks and expressed through negative effects of
tourism, for example.154 She, thus, represents a very visible example of how a counterhegemonic movement shaped outside of the formal institutional structure of the state can
acquire levers of formal power and attempt to change whom a global city serves.155
But the influence of Ada Colau also rests in her being a vice president of the UCLG. At the
UCLG, she, some other mayors and other like-minded officials at the secretariat were
fundamental for putting the right to the city and the right to housing at the centre of UCLG’s
agenda, while also influencing the shaping the New Urban Agenda.156 Additionally, Ada Colau
is one of the most outspoken voices behind the rise of the global ‘Fearless cities movement’
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that through a project of ‘New municipalism’ argues for local control of global financial actors,
and for globalization based on solidarity.157 As one scholar writes,
new municipalists are united by two distinct features: first, harnessing the urban or
municipal scale to achieve strategic ends which – secondly – vary from ‘pragmatic’ and
‘entrepreneurial’ municipalisms, representing more constrained, reactive responses
to neoliberal austerity urbanism. [They articulate] more proactive, contentious,
expansive programmes for transformation of state/capitalist social relations[.]158
The counter-hegemonic narrative presented here through different initiatives indicates how
the discursively practiced city offers a frame for a fluent connection between very different
actors. These actors are protest movements (such as Occupy that developed (and faded) in
the US and elsewhere after the global financial crisis),159 community-based organisations,
such as Abahlali baseMjondolo presented in the previous chapter,160 municipal authorities,
such as the municipal government of Barcelona led by Ada Colau, and international
institutions, such as the UN Special Rapporteur for the right to adequate housing. At the same
time, the city as a discursive frame also enables a continuous effort (and possibility) to
translate local idiosyncratic activities into a global counter-hegemonic narrative against
neoliberal exploitation.161 Additionally, one can also observe how the discursive frame of the
city offers a means of inserting the concept of the right to the city, and a more activist ‘radical’
use of human rights into international law as global governance.

157

Bertie Russell, ‘Beyond the local trap: New Municipalism and the rise of the Fearless Cities’ (2019) 51
Antipode 989; Kate Shea Baird and Marta Junque (eds), Fearless Cities: A guide to the global municipalist
movement (New Internationalist Publications Ltd, 2019)
158
Matthew Thompson, ‘What’s so new about New Municipalism?’ (2020) 20 Progress in Human Geography 1
159
Judy Lubin, ‘The ‘Occupy’movement: emerging protest forms and contested urban spaces’ (2012) 25
Berkeley Planning Journal 184; Justus Uitermark and Walter Nicholls, ‘How local networks shape a global
movement: Comparing Occupy in Amsterdam and Los Angeles’ (2012) 11 Social Movement Studies 295
160
See the fourth chapter, section 4.3.1 UCLG World Summit and the complexity of legitimacy and
representation.; Jackie Dugard, Tshepo Madlingozi and Kate Tissington, ‘Rights-compromised or rights-savvy?
The use of rights-based strategies to advance socio-economic struggles by Abahlali baseMjondolo, the SouthAfrican shack-dwellers’ movement’ in García H A, Klare K and Williams L A (eds), Social and Economic Rights in
Theory and Practice: Critical Inquiries (Routledge 2016)
161
Peter Herrle, et al (eds), From Local Action to Global Networks: Housing the Urban Poor (Ashgate 2015)

209

However, it also has to be underlined that using the city as a discursive frame for constructing
a counter-hegemonic narrative in international law as global governance is an ongoing
process resting on the shoulders of a rather limited number of activist voices.162 This counterhegemonic narrative is finding its way into international law as global governance through
the voices such as Ada Colau, the Special Rapporteur, a limited number of people at the UCLG
secretariat, people shaping the Global Campaign for the right to the city, the HIC, and certain
people in other institutions. The next subsection examines how the counter-hegemonic
narrative competes with other, more pragmatic, narratives within the context of the city as a
discursive practice developed through the networked governance of urban and housing
issues.

5.4.4.1 Sustainable development and pragmatic approaches to the housing crisis

International human rights law and the right to the city seem to complement each other in
the practices of the networked governance of urban and housing issues examined above,
even though they do emphasise different aspects of housing. For example, the right to
housing focuses on the individual’s right, and the right to the city approaches housing and the
built environment from a more collective perspective.163 But they are not the only vocabulary
used to articulate the people-centred governing rationale of housing and cities. Sustainable
development, articulated through Agenda 2030 and the New Urban Agenda, takes a different,
more pragmatic, approach to the question of publicness of governance. Sustainable
development agenda is the main normative framework through which the UCLG, UN-Habitat,
the World Bank, and other developmental actors articulate their global policies and thus also
shape the city as a discursive practice in international law as global governance.164 One of the
targets in SDG 11 on sustainable cities and communities is to address the inadequacy of
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housing across the world.165 The New Urban Agenda, the document accepted at the HABITAT
III conference, articulates these housing goals even more extensively.166
Sustainable development can be viewed as the most dynamic framework through which
people-centred housing governing rationale is articulated on the international level and
through which of the city as a practice is shaped. As argued when presenting the liberal role
of the city as an anchor for a post-political liberal trajectory,167 sustainable development
offers a hegemonic compromise through which, both the people-centred and the marketcentred governing rationales can be reconciled. It is a normative framework that tries to
pragmatically unite the three Ps, people, planet and profit.168 In that sense, sustainable
development agenda offers a different way of overcoming the basic ambivalence and tension
that affects the publicness of governance of cities and housing. International human rights
law and the right to the city, used by part of the networked governance as a counterhegemonic narrative, aim to articulate a clear opposition to what is perceived as the
dominance of market-centred governing rationale. The sustainable development agenda, on
the other hand, aims to resolve the tensions between them by finding a pragmatic common
ground.169
The actors in the networked governance of urban and housing issues make use and combine
elements of all of these different discursive frameworks and vocabularies, international
human rights law, right to the city, and sustainable development. New Urban Agenda, for
example, even though it is firmly situated in the sustainable development agenda, includes
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both, the right to the city and international human rights law.170 UCLG also articulates its
agenda through a combination of all three frameworks.171 Nevertheless, the relationship
between the sustainable development agenda and international human rights law and the
right to the city is far from harmonious. On the one hand, the tension with the sustainable
development agenda is in a way productive for articulating specific aspects of the counterhegemonic narrative examined in the previous section. On the other hand, the existence of
different vocabularies shows that this narrative examined in the previous section is not the
central people-centred approach to housing and cities in the international networked
governance of urban and housing issues.
New Urban Agenda and other documents through which the sustainable development
agenda is articulated do not exclusively treat housing as a human right, nor the city as a
common good. Instead, according to Margit Mayer, critical urban scholar, the elements of the
right to the city are translated into a demand for ‘neoliberalism with a human touch’:
[S]trengthening civil society networks is regarded as positive because it enhances
efficiency; collaboration of urban residents and municipalities is good because it
furthers endogenous potentials and local growth; in this perspective we can reconcile
local autonomy with international competitiveness, and sustainability with economic
growth, we can have neoliberalism with a human touch. This, of course, constitutes
one of the most powerful mystifications of the contemporary era; exposing this
mystification and proposing the radical right to the city instead, would seem to be the
logical conclusion from the above analysis of the macro trends shaping the current
period.172
In the process leading up to following after the HABITAT III conference, actors who use human
rights and the right to the city, heavily criticized both the HABITAT III process and the New
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Urban Agenda, as the most visible articulation of the sustainable development agenda for
cities and housing.
Habitat International Coalition and UN Special Rapporteur for the right to adequate housing
were both of an opinion that the New Urban Agenda gives too much space to market-centred
governing rationale.173 This was one of the core reasons why the UN Special Rapporteur
initiated its ‘Make the Shift’ campaign when the New Urban Agenda was accepted. It is worth
giving some space to the UN Special Rapporteur’s criticism. She stated:
Habitat III must undergo a significant SHIFT - away from extolling the virtues of profits
and prosperity and toward the individuals and communities whose human rights are
at stake. As it stands, the New Urban Agenda includes an unqualified interest in
economic growth and the financial dimensions of urbanization without effectively
addressing the tension between these policies and the enjoyment of human rights by
the most marginalized. The New Urban Agenda must challenge, not pander to, real
estate agents, developers, contractors, and investment funds using housing and land
as an asset for personal gain. It must also challenge the multilateral banks and financial
institutions which continue to fund urban projects and infrastructure developments
that lead to forced evictions, displacement, ghettoization and further exclusion.174
The criticism expressed by the UN Special Rapporteur is an echo of long-standing arguments
made by various scholars. The sustainable development agenda has been accused of using
concepts such as ‘good governance’175 to promote public-private compromises of
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governing,176 with the participation of ‘all stakeholders.’ This was understood to lead to
disguising the existing power imbalances and thus perpetuating the status quo of inequality
in cities.177 There are, however, scholars who point out that sustainable development agenda
is not a static framework and that in recent years a different, more people-centred governing
rationale has been articulated through it.178
Criticism has also been directed specifically at the role of the World Bank, one of the key
development banks through which sustainable development projects come to life. World
Bank approaches cities and housing through the sustainable development agenda. Yet, it sees
them both as primarily private phenomena.179 World Bank sees cities as products of markets,
and as micro-markets through which local, national, regional and global economic growth and
prosperity can be achieved. It encourages municipal governments to become more
productive, competitive, more profitable, and attractive to local, regional and global private
investment.180 According to the World Bank, the role of public governing of cities is to aid the
market: ‘Without government regulations and incentives markets cannot create wellfunctioning cities.’181 Sustainable cities for the Bank are liveable, competitive, well-governed
and managed, and bankable at the same time.182 The Bank, therefore, gives a visible marketcentred flavour to the governing rationale articulated through sustainable development.183
The criticism that scholars make, is that the Bank sees the city primarily as a local market, the
regulation of which needs to be aligned with the currents of the global economy.184
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Additionally, the understanding of urban reforms for improving the lives of the poor that the
Bank puts forward keeps the redistributive role of the public governing at the minimum.185
Here is an excerpt from a UN-Habitat’s publication expressing this criticism:
since 1992, the World Bank made a major shift from pro-poor housing investment, in
slum upgrading plus sites and services schemes, to focusing on housing finance,
institutional strengthening and shelter-related disaster relief. Its focus has swung from
poor to middle-income countries, from small to larger loans, from sites and services
or slum upgrading to mortgage refinancing.186
Other actors in networked governance have also seen the World Bank as not promoting the
people-centred governing rationale. UN Special Rapporteur for the Right to Adequate
Housing made a submission reminding the Bank to conduct its projects in accordance with
international human rights law.187
The tension between interpretations of the sustainable development agenda and
international human rights law and the right to the city show that defining a people-centred
alternative to the perceived dominance of a market-centred governing rationale of cities and
housing is, therefore, not a settled process at all. Instead, the city as a discursive practice in
international law as global governance serves as a frame for actors in the networked
governance of urban and housing issues to engage in a search for people-centred governing
rationality. Some of them, construct a counter-hegemonic people-centred narrative against
the market dominance, whereas others take a more pragmatic approach that arguably keeps
the status quo intact. In a way, this dynamism shows that the city as a discursive practice
reflects the ambivalence of the city as an object of representation, which cannot be pinned
down through a single narrative.
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5.5 Conclusion

This chapter argued that the role of the city as a discursive practice in international law as
global governance serves as a means to articulate a hegemonic contestation concerning the
extent and the meaning of publicness of governing. Additionally, the city as a discursive
practice then serves as a frame to propose a counter-hegemonic people-centred governing
rationale against the domination of the neoliberal market-centred understanding of urban
development. Housing and cities are ambivalent phenomena that are shaped through a
combination of different governing approaches, both people-centred and market-centred.
Therefore, to create a counter-hegemonic governing rationale, several actors participating in
the international networked governance of urban and housing issues engage in an effort to
articulate a narrative of a clear destructive causality between the global housing crises, and
global trends of commodification, marketization, financialization, reregulation and
privatization of housing and cities. In this narrative, it is cities as globalized phenomena that
arguably serve as spaces of global neoliberal development.
After identifying the cause, actors articulate a counter-hegemonic people-centred governing
rationale through international human rights law, the right to the city, and also sustainable
development. These normative frameworks offer conceptual tools to articulate global
demands and to frame concrete local initiatives as part of a global counter-hegemonic
struggle. Therefore, the city as a discursive practice is arguably also shaped through the
articulation of a hegemonic contestation through which actors participating in the
international networked governance of urban and housing issues can position themselves and
their activities.
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Chapter 6 - Conclusion

This concluding chapter allows me to revisit the research question that I presented at the
beginning of this thesis in a more comprehensive manner and in the light of the developed
arguments. The research question that has led me through this thesis is: What role(s) does
the city as a discursive practice have in international law and governance?
Before giving a substantive answer to the research question, I invite the reader to reread one
more time the poem right at the beginning of this thesis. After having taken the journey with
me and having engaged with the arguments presented in the preceding chapters, the poem
might evoke a very different response than before. Revisiting the poem at the end of this
thesis is also useful to get a sense of how winding the path to answering the leading question
was. An even more important reason for rereading is that it conveys one of the central insights
of this thesis in words that flow more elegantly than anything written in the following
paragraphs.
The path paved by the pre-existing debate on cities and international law seemed well defined
when I started my research. There were cities, as more-or-less well-defined objects and
subjects, and there was international law as a more-or-less well-defined normative and legal
frame in which they operate.1 Yet, the closer I came to these established research markers
the more nebulous and unstable they became. In that sense, I could say that I walked the path
towards answering the research question through tall grass and shrubs, clearing them as I
moved along. Having said that, I have, nevertheless, arrived at certain conclusions of what
the role of the city as a discursive practice in international law as global governance is. My
most concise answer to the research question is that the city as a discursive practice is a
political intervention into the dynamic of international legal ordering. In other words, the city
is a discursive frame through which actors who use it pose demands on how international law
should operate and what their position within it is and should be. At the same time, the city
is also a discursive practice that reflects the tensions and ambivalence within international
1

See Chapter 1, fns 29 to 52
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legal ordering. What I, therefore, showed through this thesis, is that the relationship between
the city and international law is dynamic and plural and that the role the city plays in
international ordering cannot be described in a stable singular manner.
These arguments are tightly connected to three choices through which I shaped my research.
One is the choice to analyse the role the city has in international law with the help of elements
of discourse theory. This methodological choice opened up possibilities on how to examine
both the city and international law. It enabled me to pay attention to the dynamic between
discursive structuration and concrete activities of actors as they articulate and respond to the
world around them through the city and international legal ordering. Through this
methodological choice, I also became attuned to the plurality of voices and the ambivalence
of social ordering. Most importantly, I became attuned to how both the city and international
law are shaped through hegemonic contestations and the attempts to stabilize them.
The second choice was to use the example of governance of urban and housing issues as a
case study through which I tested my hypotheses. Especially housing as an issue that
represents the governing of cities more generally puts into sharp focus both the ambivalence
and the hegemonic contestations shaping the city as a discursive practice in international law.
My third - related - choice was to give visibility and space to the networked character of
governance through which the city as a discursive practice arises.
These three choices allowed me to explore the tensions and the ambivalence of the city as it
is discursively practiced within international legal ordering. And these choices also permitted
me to examine the role of the city in international law through bodies of scholarship that, in
spite of belonging to different traditions, complement each other well. I grounded my
arguments in a combination of elements of discourse theory, global governance theory,
critical international legal studies and critical urban studies.2 I would argue that combining
them helped me to analyse the city in international law very differently from other authors
who have engaged with the topic before. With the help of insights of these bodies of
scholarship, I was able to argue that separately the city and international law are both

2

See Chapter 1.
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produced through political struggles and that the city as a discursive practice in international
law and governance shares this characteristic.

6.1 Networked practice of the city

I began this thesis with a longer description of the UCLG World Summit that I visited in 2019
to give a rendering of a concrete discursive space through which the city is practiced at the
international level. I have then used this example throughout the chapters to illustrate the
different arguments made. My choice to visit that event came under the influence of the
scholarship engaging with the relationship between cities and international law, international
relations and global governance that I had read at the beginning of my research. In large part,
this stream of scholarship focuses on the international agency of municipal governments
when it engages with the international role of cities.3 Yet, by the time I got to go to Durban, I
had already reasoned that the city is a wider discursive phenomenon, which cannot be
reduced to a single agency. Or put differently, I had already thought that seeing the city
through one type of agency is part of political contestation that shapes the city as a discursive
practice in international law and governance.
Looking at all the institutional actors present at the UCLG World Summit helped me visualise
my understanding that the city as a discursive practice is a networked phenomenon. I,
therefore, argue that taking into account the networked form of governance is fundamental
for understanding the roles that the city as a discursive practice has in international law and
governance. I dedicated the second chapter to the examination of the actors and their
activities that form the international networked governance of urban and housing issues.
Therein, I was interested in how this network through which the city is shaped, operates. I
made several claims about the character of this particular international network, which built
on the elements of existing theories of networked governance and developed them further.
I argued that this example of networked governance combines international institutions and
‘non-state’ actors such as intercity organisations, NGOs and community-based organisations.
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Out of a multitude of institutional actors with different agendas and characteristics, I chose
to focus on a few most visible ones through the rendering of whom, I argued, the main
characteristics of the network that can be observed. The actors that I chose are international
institutions (UN-Habitat, UN Special Rapporteur for the right to adequate housing, the World
Bank), United Cities and Local Governments as the most visible intercity organisation and civil
society organisations (the Habitat International Coalition and Slum Dwellers International).
These actors employ different normative vocabularies, namely international human rights
law, the SDGs and the right to the city when they engage in international norm-and-policymaking related to urban and housing issues. Also, they bring with them their understandings
of the shape and desirable direction of international ordering. Whilst, all of their interaction
is closely related to the state-centric international structure, states are not the central and
hierarchically elevated actors in this network. The choice of the actors through which I made
the network visible shows it to be transcending the formal-informal international legal divide.
I argued that the observed network is not horizontal but is, instead, shaped dynamically in a
governing space produced through the tension between hierarchy and formalism, on the one
hand, and diffusion and horizontality, on the other. I interpreted this combination of stability
and fluency of the network as a particular enactment of a larger discursive-structural dynamic
of international law and governance. My claim was that through the networked governance
of urban and housing issues one can vividly observe the shaping of international law as global
governance through three trajectories. Through the international networked governance of
urban and housing issues, one can observe the contentious coexistence of the state-centric
institutional structure, the diffusion of international authority and the vertical alignment
around post-political global governance. The state-centric formal trajectory shapes
international ordering through an institutional system based on the horizontal equality of
states, and the informality, and exclusion, of all other actors and normative practices. A
second trajectory, indicates a simultaneous diffusion of international ordering through a
proliferation of spaces of authoritative norm-and-policy-making, outside of the state-centric
international institutional structure. A multiplication of actors and vocabularies pulls
international ordering into different directions and points to its lack of consolidation. And the
third is the post-political trajectory that indicates the effort to vertically consolidate
international ordering around an already-defined - liberal - normative path. These
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trajectories contentiously coexist and interact through the activities of the networked
governance of urban and housing issues. I argued that the dynamic between them results in
both cooperation and hegemonic struggle. More crucially, I argued that on the discursivestructural level, these three trajectories constitute the city as a discursive practice in
international law as global governance. They also indicate that the city as a discursive practice
is a complex phenomenon that oscillates between stability and instability and, thus, cannot
be reduced to a singular interpretation.

6.2 Instrumentality of the practice of the city

The city as a discursive practice is a political intervention shaped through a networked
international governing space. In other words, I argue that actors in the networked
governance of urban and housing issues instrumentalize the city as a discursive frame to
intervene in international ordering. I interpreted this instrumentality of the city through three
chapters. Each chapter showed a different side of the city as a discursive means for affecting
international law as global governance. In the third chapter, I argued that the city as a
discursive practice has the most visible role of a post-political stabilizer, which is used to
anchor the scalelessness of international networked governance.4 The city is a discursive
means that the actors in networked governance use to connect the ‘abstract’ international
networked norm-and-policy-making with the ‘concrete’ communities around the world. It is
a means of making international norm-and-policy-making more legitimate and effective.
I maintained that this role of the city as a stabilizing practice is connected to a post-political
understanding of international ordering that is promoted by the UN institutions and is in
many ways embraced by other actors in networked governance. By combining sustainable
development agenda with elements of international human rights law and economic
liberalism, it is especially the UN that envisions a reconciliation between the state-centric
institutional structure and other (competing) spaces and networked forms of international
norm-and-policy-making. Additionally, the post-political understanding, by proposing a ‘third’
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way, also offers a way of thinking beyond the conflict between market-centred and peoplecentred (and environment-centred) approaches to development and governance. I argued
that the city as a discursive practice, through the agency of the municipal government, the
concept of decentralization, and by giving visibility to the city as a distinct socio-political space
offers a means to alter the ineffectiveness of networked norm-and-policy making, and keep
the existing status quos intact. By using the post-political understanding of the city as a
discursive frame, the actors in international networked governance leapfrog the tension
between formality and informality, the lack of access to communities, and the absence of a
willing and eager state in international networked norm-and-policy-making. This postpolitical city is, therefore, envisioned as a missing piece, and a cohesive and solid discursive
frame that can help lead to a non-conflictual direction of international ordering.
It was in the fifth chapter that I also analysed a very visible instrumentalization of the city as
a discursive practice, although one that is very different from the post-political one. Many of
the actors in the networked governance of urban and housing issues very forcefully use the
frame of the city to articulate a counter-hegemonic opposition against the perceived global
dominance of neoliberal market-centred governing rationale. With the discursive frame of
the city (which I examined specifically through the example of housing governance) they try
to reshape the relationship between discursive elements of the market and the people. In
other words, the city as a discursive frame is a means of articulating a simplified narrative of
a hegemonic contestation between two opposite understandings of international ordering, a
market-centric and a people-centric. This then allows many actors in networked governance
to position themselves and their activities within a narrative of a counter-hegemonic struggle.
The UN Special Rapporteur for adequate housing, Habitat International Coalition and voices
within the UCLG and UN-Habitat all use the city to question what the publicness of governing
is for, the public good or the private interests. In other words, they use the city as a symbolic
arena of struggle that is concrete and universally applicable at the same time. The city is used
as a means to ground a more radical interpretation of the norms of international human right
law, elements of sustainable development agenda and the concept of the right to the city.
Both instrumentalizations of the city as a discursive practice are political interventions into
international ordering. The main difference between them is that the post-political one is
shaped through the effort to overcome the hegemonic tensions on the international level,
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while the counter-hegemonic one embraces them head-on. As I have shown, these two
interventions are intertwined in the networked governance of urban and housing issues and
contentiously coexist together. They do, however, also relate to international ordering in
some similar ways. Through them, the city as a discursive frame offers a reconsideration of
the role of the state in international law as global governance. It is a shared understanding of
the state that is no longer the central organising frame of international ordering. In relation
to this, the city as a discursive frame also offers a reconsideration of the relationship between
the elements of the state, the market and the civil society. The city as a frame questions the
formality, informality, legitimacy and effectiveness of international normative action, and
allows these to be explored in a novel way. Likewise, it challenges the distinctions between
public and private, and international, national and local spheres of governing. The questioning
of these ordering concepts is, as I argued, a product of intentional, directed use of the city as
a discursive practice. However, I posit that the discursively practiced city is more complicated
than that.

6.3 Ambivalence and tension within the practice of the city

The city as a discursive practice is a means for political interventions into international
governing. These political interventions make the city an unstable frame constructed and
deconstructed through hegemonic contestation. It was especially in the fourth chapter that I
examined the city as a contentious frame that cannot be easily stabilized. Therein, I explored
how the city frames the hegemonic contestation concerning the questions of legitimacy,
representation, and authority. I argued that the city, as a frame for contestation, can be
observed through different layers. For example, to propound the city as a cohesive object
that can be represented through one actor, is a hegemonic act that neglects its plurality and
ambivalence. This hegemonic contestation over representation is visible in international law
as global governance, in which the city is embodied in the municipal government, and at the
same time also exists as a socio-political organism. The struggle for representation of the city
is, thus, also a struggle for legitimacy and authority to order in the name of others in
international law as global governance. I argued that an additional layer of complexity arises
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when one looks at the element of aggregation of voices that gives legitimacy to institutional
actors in international networked governance. The municipal government, the urban activist,
and the slum-dweller are all argued to be present in the international institutional processes
framed by the city as a discursive practice. It is through the claims of being legitimate
representatives of these voices, that UCLG, HIC, SDI and other institutional actors claim their
authority. Yet, as I argued in the fourth chapter, the collective self-legitimation of these actors
becomes ambivalent as soon as one looks outside of their echo chamber. The institutions that
on the international level claim to represent the city are far detached from concrete situations
in the multitude of cities around the world and the multitude of voices that are part of political
processes in these cities.
Therefore, in the fourth and partially in the fifth chapters, I argued that the city can also be
understood as a very unstable practice shaped through hegemonic contestations. In other
words, I argued the city to also be a disruptive frame that brings new tensions in international
law as global governance and replicates some existing ones. It was the example of the
municipal government and the construction of its international agency that allowed me to
show this. I argued that in a post-political understanding of the role of the city, the municipal
government is a neutral actor that brings stability. Yet, in the fourth chapter, I showed that
the agency of the municipal government is, in spite of all efforts to the contrary, given a
carefully measured role of a rule-taker, and not a rule-maker in state-centric institutional
processes. This, I argued, signifies the ambivalence within international ordering instigated
by the rigidity of the state-centric formal institutional structure, which is closed to the
expansion of the agency. And it shows that the city as a discursive practice is shaped in the
shadow of the state-centric hierarchy of international law.
Additionally, the example of the agency of the municipal government pointed to another type
of ambivalence in the city as a discursive practice in international law as global governance. I
argued that its agency is shaped collectively through networked governance and is not
produced by a single type of actor. Put differently, I argued that the agency of the municipal
government is in crucial ways produced by institutional actors within networked governance
and not by mayors from around the world (in spite of it often being presented in such a way).
To give a role to the municipal government and claim it to be a neutral representative of the
urban population on the international level is, therefore, problematic and not straightforward
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at all. The shaping of the agency of the municipal government as the representative of the
city on the international level is a hegemonic political intervention in a combined contentious
political dynamic of cities and of international law.
Furthermore, I showed the ambivalence and tension of the shaping of the role of the city in
international law as global governance through the example of housing as an issue of
governance. Especially in the fifth chapter, I argued that housing, as a core issue of urban
governing is always shaped through a combination of market-centric and people-centric
governing rationales. Governing of housing and, therefore, cities is conducted by a multitude
of voices, interests and points of view through hegemonic struggles. This allows me to make
an argument that neither governing of housing issues nor practicing the city as a discursive
frame in international ordering is horizontal. Instead, I argue, they are shaped through
imbalances of social and institutional power. Which brings me to the normative implications
of my research.

6.4 Normative implications of the research

In the introductory chapter, I explained that my examination of the role of the city as a
discursive practice in international law has a normative component. The questions leading
this aspect of my inquiry were: What kind of international ordering is justified through the
city as a discursive practice? Does the city, as it is practiced, give voice to the ‘voiceless’? Does
it offer a discursive space in which material redistribution is considered? I explained that this
normative aspect of the thesis is inspired by the ‘agonistic’ project proposed by Mouffe.5 The
main aspiration of the agonistic project is to find a way to order our interdependent society
while recognizing pluralism and conflict of worldviews. This means to negotiate a way for their
conflictual coexistence, while simultaneously exposing and addressing the power imbalances
and exploitation. This agonistic project tries to strike a balance between the desire to stabilize
social antagonism and to acknowledge the pluralism of worldviews. As Mouffe writes, the
normative project seeks ‘to provide the institutions which will permit conflicts to take an
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‘agonistic’ form, where the opponents are not enemies but adversaries among whom there
exists a conflictual consensus.’6
I argue that the city as a discursive practice in some ways is such an ‘institution’. It offers a
more pluralistic, radical democratic version of international law as global governance. As a
frame for hegemonic contestation, and the development of counter-hegemonic narratives it
opens up, politicizes and challenges the perceived structural exclusions. However, as seen
through the struggle concerning legitimate representation and authority, the city is practiced
on such an aggregate discursive level that it almost caricaturises urban citizens. They are far
detached from international networked activities through which the city as a discursive
practice arises. In the context of the city as a discursive practice, the local voices become
transformed into a generic city, generic partner, generic community, generic slum-dweller,
and so on. The city as a discursive practice does not seem to offer an escape from this trait of
international norm-and-policy-making that makes everyone faceless. Additionally, I argue
that the city as a discursive stabilizing frame within a post-political liberal understanding of
international law as global governance presupposes not only that the reconciliation of
conflicting interests and views can be accomplished, but that it largely already is. What is
needed now, is an improved, more diligent implementation of agreed norms through the
participation of ‘everyone’. This vision offers a way of looking beyond the hegemonic
contestation and political particularities around the world. But because of that, it risks to
neglect, hide and thus perpetuate unaccounted imbalances of power.7
Therefore, the city as a discursive practice is an ambivalent frame. It gives a platform for a
counter-hegemonic people-centred narrative of governing through human rights, the right to
the city and elements of sustainable development agenda. But at the same time, all of that is
done ‘about people, without people’ to paraphrase the famous slogan used by social
movements.8 The city as a discursive practice is too complex, with too many interpretations
and uses, to be considered as a means of giving a platform to the ‘voiceless’ and taking into
account their versions fairness and (material) justice. Nevertheless, one could argue that this
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complexity and ambivalence is also the advantage of the city as a discursive frame since it
allows institutional actors with different projects to communicate with each other.

6.5 Final considerations
I argue that the city as a discursive practice is a multifaceted and complex phenomenon that
enables different visions of international ordering to be articulated through it. As a political
intervention, the city as a discursive practice is both a reflection of the structural dynamic of
international law as global governance and an additional layer of complexity. It is both a
means of keeping status-quos and disturbing them. Therefore, as a discursive practice, the
city does not have a single role, and thus reflects an international law as global governance
that does not have one single trajectory. Any future research building on the recognition of
the city as a networked discursive practice shaped through hegemonic contestations could
examine other fields of international governing, most visibly environmental, and climate
change governance. A broader examination of the discursive practice of the city through
different fields of governance would give a more nuanced view of how it relates to the
dynamic of international ordering. A more nuanced examination would also include actors
and spaces of discursive action that I have not included in this thesis. Juxtaposing actors from
the global business community, with the actors examined in this thesis, could even more
forcefully and clearly show the practice of the city as a site of hegemonic struggles.
Additionally, giving space to the diversity of views of state officials from around the world
that in one way or another contribute to the discursive practice of the city would give a more
nuanced analysis of the relation between the role of the city and the role of the state within
international law as global governance. I would argue that the city as a networked discursive
practice would also benefit from an examination through different methodological
frameworks. The closest, easiest, and most beneficial possibility would be the use of a
Foucauldian examination of changing governmentality that the city as a discursive frame
inserts into international law as global governance. Additionally, using a Foucauldian
methodological framework could allow for a more explicit examination of the power relations
that are formed through the frame of the city as a discursive practice. This could then be
combined with a more material examination inspired by Science and Technology Studies (and
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Agent-Network theory) which would show how the city as a discursive-governing practice is
embedded in technological and material networks around the world, that co-determine the
development of the discourse.
To conclude, with this thesis I propose some answers to what roles the city has as a discursive
practice in international law and governance. As a complex discursive practice, the city has
several roles that are in contradiction with one another. Therefore, the city is both a reflection
of the contentious dynamic of international law and governance and an intervention within
it.
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Summary
Role of the City as a Discursive Practice in International Law and Governance

This thesis examines the city as a discursive practice in international law and governance. It
argues that actors who participate in the international networked governance of urban and
housing issues use the city as a discursive frame for international norm-and-policy-making.
The city as a discursive practice is, therefore, tightly connected to international networked
governance.
In recent years, cities have gained visibility as subjects and objects in international law and
governance. Municipal governments have become participants in international normative
processes led by the UN, such as those connected to the sustainable development agenda.
Additionally, they have also become actors that through their intercity organisations develop
transnational policies and standards. It is this international agency of municipal governments
that has raised the interest of international legal scholars as well as scholars of international
relations and global governance. Through the activities of municipal governments, they have
observed the rise of cities as subjects and objects of international regulation and contributors
to global governance regimes.
This thesis builds on the insights of these scholars but approaches the city as a discursive
phenomenon, which is in international law and governance shaped by a wider network of
actors. The city is practiced as an organising frame for international norm-and-policy-making
by international institutions, intercity organisations, international non-governmental
organisations and other institutional actors. To show the networked complexity of the city as
a discursive practice, this thesis focuses specifically on the international networked
governance of urban and housing issues. The case study of this networked field of
international governance clearly shows how involved actors articulate the international role
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of the city through the agency of municipal governments, the use of the concept of
decentralization as well as the visibility of the city as a distinct socio-political space.
Additionally, the analysis of the city as a discursive practice as it arises within the international
networked governance of urban and housing issues shows it to be defined by a particular
discursive dynamic of international law. The thesis argues that the city as a discursive practice
is shaped through the contentious coexistence of three discursive trajectories of international
law that are visible in this networked field of international governance. The state-centric
formal trajectory of international law, the trajectory of diffusion of international legal
authority, and a post-political trajectory of vertical - normative - consolidation interact in
networked governance and shape the role(s) of the city.

Chapter 1 – Introduction
The first chapter introduces the main concepts of the research framework through which the
thesis examines the role of the city as a discursive practice in international law and
governance. It introduces the elements of discourse theory that help interpret both the city
as a discursive practice and international law as a discursive framework.
The chapter begins with a brief sketch of the United Cities and Local Governments World
Summit, an event, which serves as an illustration of the activities of the international
networked governance of urban and housing issues. It then continues with the presentation
of the research question, which asks what the role(s) of the city as a discursive practice is in
international law and governance. Following that, the chapter constructs a methodological
framework based on discourse theory through which different chapters of the thesis answer
the research question. In particular, it presents the fundamental oscillation between
discursive stability and instability of social ordering through which both the city and
international law are seen as dynamic discursive phenomena. Additionally, the chapter also
argues that the role(s) of the city as a discursive practice in international law is shaped through
hegemonic contestation between different approaches to international ordering. These
different approaches, that affect the city as a discursive practice are presented through three
trajectories of international law. One is the state-centric formal trajectory of international
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law. The second is the trajectory of diffusion of international legal authority. And the third is
the post-political trajectory of vertical normative consolidation of international ordering. All
of these three trajectories are intertwined through the activities of the international
networked governance of urban and housing issues through which the city as a discursive
practice arises.

Chapter 2 - International networked governance of urban and housing issues
Chapter 2 presents the international networked governance of urban and housing issues. It
argues that through the network of institutions that forms this field of governance the city as
a discursive practice arises in international law and governance. The chapter maps networked
governance through the examination of some of the most visible institutional actors that
participate therein. These actors are international institutions (UN-Habitat, UN Special
Rapporteur for the Right to Adequate Housing and the World Bank), the largest intercity
organisation (United Cities and Local Governments), an international non-governmental
organisation focused on housing and habitat (Habitat International Coalition) and an
international community-based organisation that represents slum dwellers (Slum-Dwellers
International). Within this networked governance, these institutional actors articulate urban
and housing issues through vocabularies of international human rights law, the Sustainable
Development Goals, the concept of the right to the city and the norms of economic liberalism.
The chapter argues that networked governance is shaped through the contentious
coexistence of the state-centric international institutional structure with ‘post-sovereign’
forms of global governance. In other words, the networked governance of urban and housing
issues is shaped through the interaction of state-centric formal international law, diffusion of
international legal authority and a post-political trajectory of vertical consolidation of
international law. The final part of the chapter illustrates this networked interaction through
which one can observe the discursive practice of the city through various interlinked
initiatives that have taken place since 2015 and the acceptance of the UN’s Sustainable
Development Agenda 2030.
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Chapter 3 - City: a missing link in international law as global governance
The third chapter presents the most visible role of the city as a discursive practice in
international law and governance. This is the city as a stabilizing frame for international normand-policy-making used within a post-political understanding of international ordering.
Institutional actors in the networked governance analysed in the preceding chapter use the
frame of the city as a missing link that can ground and concretize the scaleless international
norm-and-policy-making. In such a way, the discursive frame of the city increases the
efficiency and legitimacy of international norms and policies by addressing the tensions and
faults of existing international networked governance.
This post-political role of the city as a discursive practice has several manifestations that fit
harmoniously together. The actors in the networked governance of urban and housing issues
endow the municipal government with a hybrid agency. On the one hand, they shape the
municipal government as an international-local actor that enables a direct link between urban
communities and the international networked norm-and-policy-making processes. On the
other hand, they endow the municipal government with an agency that combines elements
of formal public authority and informality of a civil-society actor. As the chapter argues, in
such a way, institutional actors include the municipal government to increase efficiency and
legitimacy of the networked governance without altering its character in any profound way.
This role of the city as a means to increase efficiency and legitimacy is also visible through the
use of the concept of decentralization. Through decentralization, the actors in the networked
governance reapproach the role of the state in international norm-and-policy-making. With
the promotion of the concept of decentralization, they envision an increased autonomy of
the municipal government and visibility of the city in international law and governance.
According to this vision, the decentralized and disaggregated state is meant to interfere with
the international networked governance only in a limited way. It retains the role of a
benevolent guarantor that enables the international networked norm-and-policy-making to
operate smoothly without directly interfering with it.
The third manifestation of the city as a stabilizing frame is the city as a socio-political space.
The actors in the networked governance believe that if they frame international norms and
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policies through the political context of the city, global problems could be more efficiently
resolved. The chapter argues that all these manifestations of the city as a discursive practice
fit harmoniously together within a post-political understanding of international law and
governance. Thus, the actors in the networked governance use the city as a means to increase
legitimacy and efficiency of already agreed international normative agendas.

Chapter 4 - City: a frame for discursive struggles
Chapter 4 argues that through these same activities of the networked governance of urban
and housing issues the city also has the role of a discursive frame for hegemonic struggles
between different visions of international ordering. Thus, the city as a discursive practice can
be seen as both a post-political stabilizing frame, examined in the previous chapter and a
destabilizing frame, which reflects the diffusion and lack of consolidation of international law
and governance. Specifically, this chapter examines the city as a discursive frame for a
struggle over legitimacy, representation and authority in international law and governance.
It starts with an argument that the city is an ambivalent object that is difficult to represent
cohesively. When actors attempt to do so, the proposed frame of representation is a
hegemonic view of the city from a particular - political - position. This is especially visible in
how the city is represented in international law and governance. There is tension between
the city, which is seen primarily through the agency of one urban actor, the municipal
government, and the city, which is seen as a socio-political space shaped by a plurality of
actors. Additionally, the chapter argues that within the international networked governance
of urban and housing issues, the involved institutions have difficulty claiming to be
representatives of identifiable communities in cities. The involved actors are operating on a
level of institutional aggregation that has little connection to the cities around the world. The
concluding part of the chapter maintains that the relationship between the roles of the state
and the city shaped within networked governance are also a source of contention. Thus, the
chapter concludes that the city as an ambivalent and contentious discursive practice. As such,
it reflects the broader discursive dynamic of international law and governance and
contributes to it.
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Chapter 5 - City: a means to articulate a counter-hegemonic narrative
The fifth chapter argues that the city is also a discursive frame that many actors in the
networked governance of urban and housing issues use as a means to articulate a simplifying
narrative of hegemonic contestation. The city is a discursive frame to articulate a hegemonic
contestation between two opposite - market-centric and a people-centric - understandings
of ordering. The city, used in such a way, allows the actors in the networked governance to
position themselves and their activities through a counter-hegemonic people-centred
governing rationale developed against the global dominance of neoliberalism. The city is, in
this sense, a discursive frame that enables a cohesive as well as a universally applicable
articulation of this narrative of hegemonic contestation and a counter-hegemonic vision
within it. In other words, many actors in networked governance use the city as a symbolic
arena of struggle that is concrete and universally applicable at the same time.
The focus of Chapter 5 is on housing as an issue of governance that is at the centre of urban
governing issues. Through governance of housing, the chapter gives a more focused rendering
of the dynamics of the hegemonic struggle, as it is constructed through the discursive frame
of the city. It argues that housing, as a representation of governing of cities more generally,
is an ambivalent issue of governing that is created through a combination of market-centric
and people-centric governing rationales. In spite of its ambivalent nature, the governing of
housing is, through the discursive frame of the city, articulated as something that can be
approached primarily through a people-centred governing rationale. This rationale, through
which then both the governing of cities and international ordering are assessed, is grounded
in international human right law, elements of sustainable development agenda, and the
concept of the right to the city. The chapter also shows that the actors in networked
governance use the counter-hegemonic narrative to contest the vision of the city developed
through Sustainable Development Goals. They contest a vision that attempts to reconcile the
people-centric and market-centric understandings of the development of cities.
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Chapter 6 – Conclusion
The final chapter concludes by arguing that the three roles of the city as a discursive practice
in international law and governance examined in this thesis are closely connected to the
networked form of governance out of which they arise. Through the activities of institutional
actors within the networked governance of urban and housing issues, the city is practiced as
a discursive frame that evades singular interpretation. Affected by different trajectories of
international ordering that contentiously coexist within networked governance, the
discursive frame of the city is both a stabilizing and a disrupting element in international law
and governance. The chapter also looks at the normative implications of the ambivalence of
the city as a discursive practice. It argues that the discursive frame of the city offers a limited
possibility for the emancipation of the voices from below. The chapter concludes by giving
some pointers for future research.
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Samenvatting

De rol van de stad als discursieve praktijk in internationaal recht en bestuur

Dit proefschrift onderzoekt de stad als een discursieve praktijk in het internationaal recht en
mondiaal bestuur (global governance). Het stelt dat actoren die deelnemen aan het
internationale bestuursnetwerk voor stedelijke en huisvestingsvraagstukken de stad
gebruiken als een discursief kader voor internationale norm- en beleidsvorming. De stad als
discursieve praktijk is daarom nauw verbonden met internationaal genetwerkt bestuur.
In de afgelopen jaren hebben steden zichtbaarheid gekregen als rechtssubject en -object in
internationaal recht en bestuur. Gemeenten zijn bijvoorbeeld deel gaan nemen aan
internationale normatieve processen onder leiding van de VN, zoals in het kader van de
agenda voor duurzame ontwikkeling. Daarnaast zijn ze ook actoren geworden die via hun
inter-stedelijke

organisaties

normen

en

transnationaal

beleid

ontwikkelen. Deze

internationale bedrijvigheid van gemeentelijke overheden heeft de interesse gewekt van
zowel internationale rechtsgeleerden als wetenschappers op het gebied van internationale
betrekkingen. Door de activiteiten van gemeentelijke overheden zijn zij de opkomst van
steden gaan zien als onderwerp en object van internationale regelgeving en als bijdrage aan
mondiale bestuursregimes.
Dit proefschrift bouwt voort op de inzichten van deze wetenschappers, maar benadert de
stad als een discursief fenomeen, dat in het internationaal recht en mondiaal bestuur wordt
gevormd door een breder netwerk van actoren. De stad wordt door internationale
instellingen, inter-stedelijke organisaties, internationale niet-gouvernementele organisaties
(Ngo’s) en andere institutionele actoren gebruikt als een organiserend kader voor
internationale norm-en-beleidsvorming. Om de genetwerkte complexiteit van de stad als een
discursieve praktijk te laten zien, richt dit proefschrift zich specifiek op het internationale
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genetwerkte bestuur van stedelijke en huisvestingsvraagstukken. Deze casestudy van
genetwerkt internationaal bestuur laat duidelijk zien hoe betrokken actoren de internationale
rol van de stad articuleren. Zij doen dit op basis van het handelen van gemeentelijke
overheden, inzet van het begrip decentralisatie en door gebruik te maken van de
zichtbaarheid van de stad als een duidelijke sociaal- politieke ruimte.
Bovendien blijkt uit de analyse van de stad als een discursieve praktijk, zoals die zich voordoet
binnen het internationale genetwerkte bestuur van stedelijke en huisvestingskwesties, dat
deze wordt gedefinieerd door een bepaalde discursieve dynamiek binnen het internationaal
recht. Dit proefschrift stelt dat de stad als discursieve praktijk wordt gevormd door het
controversiële naast elkaar bestaan van drie discursieve trajecten van internationaal recht,
die zichtbaar zijn in dit genetwerkte veld van internationaal bestuur: het staatsgerichte,
formele traject van het internationaal recht; het traject van diffuse internationale juridische
autoriteit; en een post-politiek traject van verticale -normatieve -consolidatie. Deze drie
trajecten komen samen in een genetwerkt bestuur en beïnvloeden de rol(len) van de stad.

Hoofdstuk 1 – Inleiding
Het eerste hoofdstuk introduceert de belangrijkste concepten van het wetenschappelijk
kader waarbinnen het proefschrift de rol van de stad als discursieve praktijk in internationaal
recht

en

bestuur

onderzoekt. Het

introduceert

de

elementen

van

de

discourstheorie die helpen bij het interpreteren van zowel de stad als discursieve praktijk, als
het internationaal recht als discursief kader.
Het hoofdstuk begint met een korte schets van de United Cities and Local Governments World
Summit, een evenement dat dient ter illustratie van de activiteiten van het internationale
genetwerkte bestuur van stedelijke en huisvestingsvraagstukken. Het hoofdstuk vervolgt met
de presentatie van de vraagstelling, die vraagt wat de rol(len) van de stad als een discursieve
praktijk is in internationale recht en bestuur. Daarna zet het hoofdstuk het methodologisch
kader uiteen, gebaseerd op discourstheorie. Op basis hiervan beantwoorden de verschillende
hoofdstukken van het proefschrift de onderzoeksvraag. Het hoofdstuk vestigt de aandacht op
de fundamentele oscillatie tussen de discursieve stabiliteit en instabiliteit van sociale
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ordening waardoor zowel de stad als het internationaal recht worden gezien als dynamische
discursieve fenomenen. Daarnaast betoogt het hoofdstuk ook dat de rol(len) van de stad als
discursieve praktijk in het internationaal recht wordt gevormd door een hegemonische strijd
tussen verschillende benaderingen van de internationale orde. Deze verschillende
benaderingen, die de stad als discursieve praktijk beïnvloeden, worden gepresenteerd
middels de drie trajecten van het internationaal recht. Eén daarvan is het op de staat gerichte
formele traject van het internationaal recht. Het tweede is het traject van diffuse
internationale juridische autoriteit. Het derde traject is het post-politieke traject van verticale
normatieve consolidatie van de internationale orde. Al deze drie trajecten zijn met elkaar
verweven door de activiteiten van het internationale genetwerkte bestuur van stedelijke en
huisvestingsvraagstukken waardoor de stad als discursieve praktijk ontstaat.

Hoofdstuk 2 - Internationaal genetwerkt bestuur van stedelijke en huisvestingsvraagstukken
Hoofdstuk 2 presenteert het internationaal genetwerkte bestuur van stedelijke en
huisvestingsvraagstukken. Het stelt dat de stad als discursieve praktijk in internationaal recht
en bestuur ontstaat door het netwerk van instellingen dat dit bestuursterrein vormt. Het
hoofdstuk brengt genetwerkt bestuur in kaart door onderzoek naar enkele van de meest
zichtbare institutionele deelnemende actoren. Deze actoren zijn internationale instellingen
(UN-Habitat, de speciale VN-rapporteur voor het recht op adequate huisvesting en de
Wereldbank), de grootste intercityorganisatie (United Cities and Local Governments), een
internationale niet-gouvernementele organisatie gericht op huisvesting en leefomgeving
(Habitat International Coalition) en een internationale maatschappelijke organisatie die
sloppenwijkbewoners vertegenwoordigt (Slum-Dwellers International). Deze institutionele
actoren verwoorden stedelijke en huisvestingskwesties binnen dit beleidsterrein door middel
van vocabulaires ontleend aan internationale mensenrechtenwetgeving, de VN Duurzame
Ontwikkelingsdoelen, het concept van het recht op de stad en de normen van economisch
liberalisme.
Het hoofdstuk stelt dat genetwerkt bestuur wordt gevormd door de controversiële coexistentie van de op de staat gerichte internationale institutionele structuur enerzijds en

xlvii

'post-soevereine' vormen van mondiaal bestuur anderzijds. Met andere woorden, het
genetwerkte bestuur van stedelijke en huisvestingskwesties wordt gevormd door de
interactie van staatsgericht, formeel internationaal recht, diffuse internationale juridische
autoriteit en een post-politiek traject van verticale consolidatie van internationaal recht. Het
laatste deel van het hoofdstuk illustreert deze genetwerkte interactie van de discursieve
praktijk van de stad met verschillende onderling verbonden initiatieven die hebben
plaatsgevonden sinds 2015, waaronder de ontvangst van de Duurzame Ontwikkelingsagenda
2030 door de VN.

Hoofdstuk 3 – De Stad: een ontbrekende schakel in internationaal recht als mondiaal bestuur
Het derde hoofdstuk presenteert de meest zichtbare rol van de stad als discursieve praktijk
in internationaal recht en bestuur. Dit is de stad als stabiliserend kader voor internationale
norm-en-beleidsvorming binnen een post-politiek begrip van internationale ordening. De
institutionele actoren geanalyseerd in het vorige hoofdstuk, gebruiken het frame van de stad
als een ontbrekende schakel die de schaalloze internationale norm-en-beleidsvorming kan
onderbouwen en concretiseren. Op deze manier verhoogt het discursieve kader van de stad
de efficiëntie en legitimiteit van internationale normen en beleid door de spanningen en
fouten van het bestaande internationale genetwerkte bestuur aan te pakken.
Deze

post-politieke

rol

van

de

stad

als

discursieve

praktijk

kent

meerdere

verschijningsvormen die harmonieus bij elkaar passen. De actoren in het genetwerkte
bestuur van stedelijke en huisvestingsvraagstukken schenken het gemeentebestuur een
hybride functie. Enerzijds vormen zij het gemeentebestuur als internationaal-lokale actor die
een directe link tussen stedelijke gemeenschappen en de internationaal genetwerkte normen beleidsvormingsprocessen mogelijk maakt. Anderzijds verlenen ze het gemeentebestuur
een functie die elementen van formeel openbaar gezag combineert met de informaliteit van
een maatschappelijke actor. Zoals het hoofdstuk betoogt, omvatten institutionele actoren op
een dergelijke manier de gemeentelijke overheid om de efficiëntie en legitimiteit van het
genetwerkte bestuur te vergroten zonder het karakter ervan op een diepgaande manier te
veranderen.
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Deze rol van de stad als middel om efficiëntie en legitimiteit te vergroten is ook zichtbaar door
het gebruik van het begrip decentralisatie. Door decentralisatie benaderen de actoren in het
genetwerkte

bestuur

de

rol

van

de

staat

binnen

internationale

norm-en-

beleidsvorming. Door het promoten van decentralisatie beogen ze een grotere autonomie
van de gemeentelijke overheid en zichtbaarheid van de stad in internationaal recht en
bestuur te bewerkstellen. Volgens deze visie is het de bedoeling dat de gedecentraliseerde
en gedesaggregeerde staat zich slechts in beperkte mate bemoeit met het internationale
genetwerkte bestuur. Het behoudt de rol van een welwillende garant die de internationale
genetwerkte norm-en-beleidsvorming in staat stelt soepel te werken zonder zich er
rechtstreeks mee te bemoeien.
De derde manifestatie van de stad als stabiliserend kader, is de stad als sociaal-politieke
ruimte. De actoren in het genetwerkte bestuur zijn van mening dat mondiale problemen
efficiënter kunnen worden opgelost door toepassing van internationale normen en beleid in
de politieke context van de stad. Het hoofdstuk stelt dat al deze manifestaties van de stad als
een discursieve praktijk harmonieus passen binnen een post-politiek begrip van
internationaal recht en bestuur. Zo gebruiken actoren de stad als middel om de legitimiteit
en efficiëntie van reeds overeengekomen internationale normatieve agenda's te vergroten.

Hoofdstuk 4 – De Stad: een kader voor discursieve strijd
Hoofdstuk 4 betoogt dat door dezelfde activiteiten van het genetwerkte bestuur van
stedelijke en huisvestingskwesties de stad ook de rol heeft van een discursief kader voor
hegemonische strijd tussen verschillende visies op internationale ordening. De stad als
discursieve praktijk kan dus worden gezien als zowel een post-politiek stabiliserend frame,
zoals onderzocht in het vorige hoofdstuk en als een destabiliserend frame, wat de diffusie en
het gebrek aan consolidatie van internationaal recht en bestuur weerspiegelt. Concreet
ondervraagt dit hoofdstuk de stad als een discursief kader voor een strijd om legitimiteit,
vertegenwoordiging en gezag in internationaal recht en bestuur. Het hoofdstuk begint met
het argument dat de stad een ambivalent object is dat moeilijk samenhangend kan worden
weergegeven. Pogingen tot weergave geven veelal een hegemonisch beeld van de stad vanuit
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een bepaalde -politieke - positie. Dit is vooral zichtbaar in hoe de stad wordt
vertegenwoordigd in internationaal recht en bestuur. Er bestaat een spanning tussen de stad,
die voornamelijk wordt bezien door de tussenkomst van één stedelijke actor, de
gemeentelijke overheid en de stad, die wordt gezien als een sociaal-politieke ruimte die wordt
gevormd door een veelvoud aan actoren. Bovendien stelt het hoofdstuk dat binnen het
internationale bestuur van stedelijke en huisvestingskwesties, de betrokken instellingen
moeite hebben de claim hard te maken vertegenwoordigers te zijn van identificeerbare
gemeenschappen in steden. De betrokken actoren opereren op een niveau van institutionele
aggregatie, waarop weinig verbinding is met steden elders in de wereld. Het afsluitende deel
van het hoofdstuk stelt dat de relatie tussen de rollen van de staat en de stad, gevormd
binnen genetwerkt bestuur, ook een bron van discussie is. Het hoofdstuk concludeert dus dat
de stad een ambivalente en controversiële discursieve praktijk is. Als zodanig weerspiegelt
het de bredere discursieve dynamiek van internationaal recht en bestuur en draagt het
daaraan bij.

Hoofdstuk 5 – De Stad: een middel om een contra-hegemonisch verhaal te verwoorden
Het vijfde hoofdstuk stelt dat de stad ook een discursief kader is dat veel actoren in het
genetwerkte bestuur van stedelijke en huisvestingskwesties gebruiken als een middel om een
vereenvoudigd verhaal van hegemonische strijd te articuleren. De stad is een discursief kader
om een hegemonische strijd tussen twee tegengestelde begrippen van bestuur: marktgericht
en mensgericht. Op deze manier stelt de stad actoren in het genetwerkte bestuur in staat
zichzelf en hun activiteiten te positioneren door middel van een contra-hegemonische, op
mensen gerichte regeringsgrondslag tegenover de wereldwijde dominantie van het
neoliberalisme. De stad is in die zin een discursief kader dat een samenhangende en
universeel toepasbare articulatie mogelijk maakt van dit verhaal van hegemonische strijd en
een contra-hegemonische visie daarop. Met andere woorden, veel actoren in het
bestuursnetwerk gebruiken de stad als een symbolische strijdarena die tegelijkertijd concreet
en universeel toepasbaar is.
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De focus van hoofdstuk 5 ligt op huisvesting als centrale bestuurskwestie van
stadsbestuur. Door analyse van huisvesting als bestuurskwestie, geeft het hoofdstuk een
meer gerichte weergave van de dynamiek van de hegemonische strijd, zoals deze
wordt geconstrueerd via het discursieve kader van de stad. Het betoogt dat huisvesting, als
representatie van het bestuur van steden in het algemeen, een ambivalente bestuurskwestie
is die wordt gecreëerd door een combinatie van marktgerichte en mensgerichte
overwegingen. Ondanks het ambivalente karakter, laat het discursieve kader van de stad zien
dat huisvesting in de eerste plaats door een mensgerichte overweging wordt benaderd. Deze
grondgedachte, aan de hand waarvan vervolgens zowel het bestuur van steden als de
internationale

ordening

worden

geanalyseerd,

is

ontleend

aan

internationale

mensenrechtenwetgeving, elementen van de agenda voor duurzame ontwikkeling en het
concept van het recht op de stad. Het hoofdstuk laat ook zien dat de actoren uit het
bestuursnetwerk het contra-hegemonische verhaal gebruiken om de visie van de stad,
ontwikkeld op basis van duurzame ontwikkelingsdoelen, te betwisten. Ze betwisten te meer
een visie die probeert de mensgerichte en marktgerichte opvattingen over de ontwikkeling
van steden met elkaar te verzoenen.

Hoofdstuk 6 – Conclusie
Het laatste hoofdstuk besluit met de stelling dat de drie rollen van de stad als discursieve
praktijk in internationaal recht en bestuur, die in dit proefschrift worden onderzocht, nauw
verbonden zijn met de genetwerkte vorm van bestuur waaruit ze voortkomen. Door de
activiteiten van institutionele actoren binnen het genetwerkte bestuur van stedelijke en
huisvestingskwesties, wordt de stad gebruikt als een discursief kader wat niet enkelvoudig
kan worden geïnterpreteerd. Beïnvloed door verschillende trajecten van internationale
ordening die naast elkaar binnen genetwerkt bestuur bestaan, is het discursieve kader van de
stad zowel een stabiliserend als een destabiliserend element in internationaal recht en
bestuur. Het hoofdstuk gaat ook in op de normatieve implicaties van deze ambivalentie van
de stad als discursieve praktijk. Het betoogt dat het discursieve kader van de stad een
beperkte mogelijkheid biedt voor de emancipatie van verschillende stemmen. Het hoofdstuk
wordt afgesloten met het geven van enkele aanbevelingen voor toekomstig onderzoek.
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Appendix: Glossary
This glossary gives an overview of the main theoretical terms that this thesis uses.
•

City as a discursive practice

This thesis understands the city as a discursive phenomenon practiced by a network of actors
that participate in the international networked governance of urban and housing issues. The
city is a discursive means of interpreting and putting demands on the world. In other words,
it is a discursive device for social organising that gives meaning to and frames social activities.
Therefore, the city as a practice is neither just an idea, nor just a material thing. It is discursive
phenomenon that exists as a socially comprehensible practice that is enacted/performed by
individuals, institutions and other collective actors.
The city as a discursive practice exists through social/discursive performances, activities,
actions and articulations of the international networked governance of urban and housing
issues.
•

Networked governance of urban and housing issues

The thesis uses the governance of urban and housing issues as a case study for the
examination of the city as a discursive practice in international law and governance. The thesis
argues that its form as a network, which includes different kinds of institutional actors that
interact among each other and straddle the formal/informal border of international law is
crucial for understanding the role of the city. The thesis, therefore, looks at concrete activities
and articulations of the actors involved in this network.
•

Concrete presentations and articulations of the city as a practice in international law
as global governance

The chapters in this thesis argue that the city as a discursive practice is articulated in several
ways. The actors in the international networked governance of urban and housing issues
articulate the city as a subject and object of international ordering, especially through the
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agency of the municipal government. They also articulate the city as a distinct socio-political
space and a territorial unit relevant for international law and governance. Institutional actors
in the network also shape the city as a practice through the concept of decentralization.
•

The role of the city as a discursive practice in international law as global governance

Through the case study of the networked governance of urban and housing issues, the thesis
examines the purpose(s) of the city as a discursive practice in international law as global
governance.
•

The structural context of international law as global governance through which the
city as a discursive practice arises

The city as a discursive practice arises out of the activities of the networked governance of
urban and housing issues. This thesis argues that to understand its role it is necessary to take
into account the structural context of international law as global governance as it materializes
through networked governance. It also argues that the role(s) of the city as a discursive
practice are related to this structural context. Below are some of the central theoretical
concepts that this thesis employs to describe the international legal dynamic that influences
the city as a discursive practice.
Discourse theory: the analytical framework/theory through which this thesis
researches/conceptualizes the city as a practice within international law as global governance
Hegemonic contestation: a basic assumption of the discourse theory, describing the
fundamental tension in the ordering of our discursively created world. Through hegemonic
contestation, this thesis understands the world as discursively constructed through the
competition of different visions of ordering
The political: the underlying assumption of discourse theory that social ordering
always revolves around a multiplicity of possibilities. Therefore, any social activity is also a
political intervention that aims to stabilize or change existing social ordering.
International governance/governing: the most generic concept that encapsulates the
norms, institutions and practices of ordering on the international/global scale/level. This
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thesis uses it only in the first part of the introductory chapter. Later it replaces it with the
more focused term international law as global governance, which specifies the dynamics of
international ordering.
International law as global governance: the concept with which this thesis signifies
and concretizes the structural dynamic of international ordering. It emphasises the
contentious coexistence of three trajectories in international ordering:
State-centric international law: a trajectory within the dynamic of international
law as global governance expressing a formal sovereignty-and-consent-based
institutional structure of international ordering.
Diffuse global governance: a trajectory of international governance which
expresses dispersal and pluralisation of authority away from the nation-state to a
variety of other actors and levels or ordering (public, private, international, national,
local, networked, multilevel). In other words, it signifies a non-consolidated aspect of
international ordering.
Post-political global governance: a trajectory within the dynamic of
international law as global governance which understands the direction of
international ordering as already settled. It signifies substantive consolidation and
stability of international governance. Most concretely, this thesis observes it through
the liberal global governance agenda, understood as a mixture of economic liberalism
with a particular interpretation of human rights, with added elements of sustainable
development agenda. The post-political trajectory in this thesis also overlaps with,
what scholars have termed the post-Washington consensus in international ordering,
which merges economic liberalism with human rights. Furthermore, the post-political
trajectory of international governance in this thesis also signifies a governing rationale
of managerialism, technocracy, and a search for effectiveness and legitimatization of
existing institutional and normative framework. In this post-political understanding,
state-centric and diffuse forms of international governing are employed to promote
efficiency and legitimacy of the liberal global governance agenda.
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