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Policy Mobility and Postcolonialism: The
Geographical Production of Urban Policy
Territories in Lusaka and Sacramento

Matthew Lane

School of Geosciences, University of Edinburgh, UK

The geographical literature on urban policymaking has made a considerable contribution to enabling

understandings of the relational processes involved in assembling local policies. Reviewing this literature’s

journey from its origins in political science to its recent embrace of poststructuralism, this article argues that

the debates and discussions involved have arrived at a point of core epistemological tension. Taking its own

conceptual inspiration from thinking interurban space topologically, the article thus raises a number of

questions regarding the assumptions associated with terms such as mobility and circulation, persistent in the

languages of policy research and practice. Exploring these questions through a post-colonial ethnography of

sustainable city visions in Lusaka, Zambia, and Sacramento, California, the article subsequently makes a

series of contributions regarding the way policymaking regimes remain powerfully situated in space and time.

To properly account for the workings of power and its ability to colonize policy practices, the article

challenges us to therefore reflect on the value of transitioning away from thinking about policy ideas as

capable of being mobile, circulated from place to place, and to instead unpack how particular territorial

representations of place are (re)produced (including by geographers) within the confines of hegemonic ideas

about city futures. Key Words: city making, place, power, topology, urban sustainability.

T
he phenomenon of urban policy mobility

increasingly transcends its status as an inter-

disciplinary area of academic study concerned

with mapping the geographies of neoliberalism.

More and more, the practice of urban and regional

policymaking is actively encouraged to draw together

lessons from elsewhere and mobilize good ideas into

the governance of local jurisdictions (Okitasari

2016). Related, recent years have seen the emer-

gence of influential networks of good practice (e.g.,

C40 cities, 100 resilient cities) premised on facilitat-

ing interurban circulation, particularly in the areas

of sustainability and climate change (Bulkeley 2006;

Rapoport 2015; Nielsen and Papin 2020; Acuto and

Leffel 2021). As a result, and in contrast to previous

global regimes of developmentalism, the pursuit of

sustainable urbanism seemingly operates on some-

what of a leveled playing field, as cities north, south,

east, and west alike strive to be both importers and

exporters of the latest policy ideas in the “global

age” (McCann and Ward 2011).

In this article I draw on postcolonial perspectives

on knowledge (and post-colonial experiences in

urban policymaking1) to problematize the often

taken for granted notion of global policy circula-

tions and the seemingly footloose nature of the

knowledge claims that underpin them (Baker and

Walker 2019). Instead, I argue that the presence

of particular ideas in particular places is very

much conditioned on that location’s place in the

world, with the city’s existing and future identities

forged through the interpretive framework offered

by the policy idea in question. More fundamental,

I argue that urban policy ideas, practices, and

knowledges do not (indeed logically cannot) move

from place to place but, rather, said places are

continually produced and reproduced within the

very confines of the ideas we seek to attribute

with a “mobile” identity. To demonstrate this

argument, I draw on multicited ethnographic

research carried out in the cities of Lusaka,

Zambia, and Sacramento, California.
Like many cities around the world, the govern-

ments of Lusaka and Sacramento have taken leader-

ship in committing to long-term sustainability

visions (Huxley, Owen, and Chatterton 2019).
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Rather than approaching such visions as opportuni-

ties for reestablishing local ownership of urban

futures and as vehicles for embracing “mobile” poli-

cies, however (Robinson 2011; Rapoport 2015;

Côt�e-Roy and Moser 2019), here I present them as

the ultimate manifestation of topological power struc-
tures, anchoring cities and their futures in space and

time. Stabilizing particular interpretations of cities as

part of a sustainability truth regime, it is only within

the confines of these discursive structures that seem-

ingly powerful actors and the policy ideas that they

promote are able to gain traction. Building on the

work of Allen (2016) and Prince (2017), I pose the

question of what the geographies of contemporary

urban policymaking actually do beyond serving up

seemingly “global” ideas worthy of scholarly atten-

tion. What role does geography play in framing local

policymaking practices and determining which poli-

cies are able to be “arrived at” (Robinson 2015) in a

given location?
The article’s contribution, derived from addressing

this question, is threefold. First, I affirm the

“situatedness” of urban policymaking and the fact

that the supposed agency of local policy actors in

looking elsewhere for inspiration is conditioned by

embedded geohistorical power structures that do not

merely frame what goes where but that construct a

“where” (territory) within the boundaries of the

“what” (policy) in question. Second, and demon-

strating the value of adopting a postcolonial framing

for understanding urban policy both in and beyond

the Global South, I illustrate how the relational

production of space inherent in what I call contem-

porary ‘city-making’ processes enacts considerable

discursive violence on how we come to understand

the urban. Third and finally, I argue for an approach

to urban policy research and practice capable of dis-

rupting the colonizing “topos of sovereignty”

(Mbemb�e 2003, 13) associated with these existing

city-making practices.
The article is structured as follows to present

these arguments. First, I chart the evolution of an

influential body of scholarship broadly interested in

the phenomena of policy “mobility,” mapping its ori-

gins in political science and its arrival at contempo-

rary desires to embrace the lessons of more

poststructural philosophies. I then present the empir-

ical and analytical methodology used to generate a

topological understanding of the various geographies

involved in the development of sustainable city

visions in Lusaka and Sacramento. After that, I pre-

sent the results of this analysis, illustrating the ways

in which the two cities’ identities as unsustainable

are suspended in their respective space and time,

constructed in relation to exemplars from contrasting

topographical distances but equally inescapable

topos. A concluding discussion then reflects on some

of the implications of these findings for how we

understand contemporary urban policymaking and

the role of geographical research in furthering these

understandings, particularly with regard to the com-

plex relationship between place and territory.

The Relational-Territorial Geographies of

Policy Mobility

[I]t endeavors to advance a theorization of urban

policymaking and place making that understands both

as assemblages of “territorial” and “relational”

geographies.

—McCann and Ward (2011, 167)

A Geography of Policy beyond Mobility?

In the introduction to their recent collection Public
Policy Circulation: Arenas, Agents and Actions, Baker
and Walker (2019) stated that they intend:

the notion of policy circulation to be largely agnostic

(in ontological, epistemological and methodological

terms), but it is inescapably orientated toward the work

involved in moving policy and the ongoing nature of

such efforts. (2, italics added)

Despite Baker and Walker’s articulation to the con-

trary, and as a means of formulating a conceptual

framing for interpreting the empirical material to be

presented later, here I argue that there exists signifi-

cant epistemological tension within the multidisci-

plinary conversation around the concepts of policy

mobility and circulation. Moreover, to identify a way

out in pursuit of the transdisciplinary agenda the

authors admirably seek to build (Baker and Walker

2019), I argue why it is vital that we engage with

the ontological assumptions (and thus the practical

implications) associated with a world in which pol-

icy can be made mobile.
The diverse body of scholarship known as policy

mobility continues to play an influential role in

shaping geographical approaches to researching

urban policymaking (Ward 2006; Peck and
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Theodore 2010; McCann 2011b; McCann and Ward

2011; Peck and Theodore 2015). In fleshing out its

theoretical origins, a number of prominent authors

working within this conceptual space have articu-

lated its mandate in relation to what has come

before; namely, political science scholarship on

“policy transfer” (McCann and Ward 2011; Wood

2016; Baker and Walker 2019). Taking steps to

problematize how space is (not) theorized in this

prior work, the argument presented is that ideas

of policy transfer “focused too little on the way

[policies] mutate as they move” (Cook 2015, 835)

and assume “politically neutral truths” (Wood

2014, 1241).
Subsequent theoretical and empirical engagement

with the concept of policy mobility has therefore led

to the development of an expanded body of scholar-

ship that adds the idea of mobility (and associated

terms such as mutation) to more established work on

policy transfer and policy diffusion (Marsh and

Sharman 2009). This is premised on more accurately

capturing the complex ways in which policy ideas

from one place find themselves being applied and

adopted in another (Peck 2011b; Wood 2016).

When adopting a broader perspective (and in light

of the agnosticism described by Baker and Walker

earlier), however, the difference between these liter-

atures seems subtle, with their respective terminolo-

gies and contributions born out of disciplinary

differences, rather than profound epistemological or

ontological traditions (Mukhtarov 2014). As a result,

a number of critiques have been leveled at a body of

work seen to be interested in “joining the dots”

between different locations, before writing in a “back

story of connection, translation and arrival” (Jacobs

2012, 418; see also Lieto 2015). The suggestion here

is that, by prioritizing a focus on “mobility” from

place to place, a number of powerful forces risk

being overlooked (Adey 2006; Faist 2013).

Existing debates regarding the relative speed of

policy adoption—for example, “fast” transfer (Peck

and Theodore 2015) versus “slow” learning (Wood

2015)—privilege an attention to the issue of time

while overlooking the question of how supposed spa-

tial distance is constructed for mobility to even be

conceivable. Interested in opening this up, rather

than adopting the all-encompassing approach of a

discipline interested in relational and territorial geog-

raphies, how might we understand the relationship

between these two important concepts (territory and

relationality) as they pertain to geographically

informed understandings of urban policymaking? To

address this question, it seems crucial to also unpack

the interwoven relationship between policymaking

and place making. Here, then, I will designate the

simultaneous construction of urban policy and the

place to which that policy pertains as an exercise in

‘city-making’. The following section illustrates

why understanding city-making’s functionality in

practice requires a geographical conceptualization

beyond mobility.

The Stabilization of Networked Territory

It is possible to identify two broad forms of policy

mobility scholarship in its empirical manifestation.

The first is work that focuses on a particular policy

or “type” of policies, charting their travels to differ-

ent locations. Examples include business improve-

ment districts (Ward 2006), value-capture financing

(Baker et al. 2016), drugs policy (McCann 2011a),

creative class clusters (Peck 2011a), and bus rapid

transit (Wood 2014, 2015). In contrast to this

approach, and in part stimulated by some of the cri-

tiques presented earlier, the second form of scholar-

ship is those that start not with a particular policy

but with a particular place, seeking to understand

how a policy idea with salience beyond that specific

location comes to be located there (Brill and Conte

2020; Croese 2018; Ward 2018; Leducq and

Scarwell 2020). Helpfully, we might think through

the difference between these approaches in the ter-

minology of Smith and Doel (2011), who contrasted

the notion of seeing cities as located in networks

(through which policy ideas and knowledges would

flow from city to city) with seeing cities as networks,

where, in the terms of Robinson (2015), policies are

“arrived at” from below through a myriad of relation-

ships and agencies.
Despite Jacobs’s (2012) argument that these two

approaches to “thinking cities relationally” operate

with what she called “irreconcilable grammars”

(412), theoretical efforts have been made to bridge

the gaps and unite the two perspectives. One impor-

tant example is the way in which policy mobility

scholarship has embraced, to a certain extent, the

concept of assemblage. Rooted in the materialist

ontologies of Deleuze and Guattari (1987), according

to McCann and Ward (2011, xv), the idea of assem-

blage offers a “rubric under which to frame” policy

Policy Mobility and Postcolonialism 3



mobilities. As with Baker and Walker’s (2019) asser-

tion earlier, however, a desire to broadly sidestep the

ontological claims made by assemblage theorists

(McCann 2016) means that assemblage thinking

often plays a primarily heuristic role within much

policy mobility scholarship to date.
An important exception to this is the work of

Prince (2016, 2017). Revisiting the poststructural ori-

gins of the assemblage concept (and drawing on the

earlier work of Smith [2003] and others), Prince (2017)

engaged in a more thoroughgoing assessment of the

implications of the concept’s ontological and epistemo-

logical roots for how we think about the geographies of

policymaking. Describing how a global–local binary

continues to “haunt” the policy mobility literature,

Prince instead invoked a topological understanding of

space and relations (335). In doing so, he demonstrated

how powerful manifestations of the city-territory as a

relational network (assemblage) lead to assumptions

being made about their supposed presence in networks

of mobile policy. Put differently, it is only by taking for

granted the existence of distinct, mutually exclusive

and separate policy territories that we can make any

assertation about the relative ability of policies, knowl-

edges, and ideas to “move.” In doing so, such assump-

tions thus overlook the important conceptual work

done to illustrate that network and territory are catego-

ries best understood as intimately related to one

another, rather than as distinct, separate phenomena

(Painter 2010).

Following Prince (2017) and also Robinson (2015),

I argue here that topology is a concept that can be

inserted helpfully into the relationship between net-

worked-relational and situated-territorial policymaking

practices. As described by Allen (2008), in a

“topological landscape, fixed distances and well-defined

proximities fail to convey how the specific relational

ties of power are established” (4). The implications this

has for how we understand the relationship between

geography and policy are profound and encourage a

much deeper engagement with the materialist ontolo-

gies from which concepts such as assemblage and topol-

ogy have been productively harvested by geographers

(Paasi 2011). As Bousquet and Curtis (2011) argued,

we need to get beyond merely the invocation of meta-

phor and fundamentally reassess what the assemblage

thinking of Deleuze and Guattari (1987), and subse-

quently of DeLanda (2006), means for the assumptions

underpinning urban and regional studies (see also

Anderson et al. 2012). This “truer” application of

assemblage thinking creates space for an unpacking of

the very material legacies of scalar and temporal power

relations through which the local, regional, national,

and global become “topological matters, intra-actively

produced through one another, so that an increase in

the flow of information and goods across national

boundaries does not in and of itself constitute the obso-

lescence of the nation-state” (Barad 2007, 246).
The lingering topological presence of power is per-

haps most viscerally evident in the production and

maintenance of geohistorical territories via European

imperialism. Here, according to Allen (2008), the

extension across great distances of sovereign power

allowed various empires to reach in and govern the far-

away as if it were close to home. This was facilitated

through the production of a “stable, ordered,

arrangement” that facilitated the mobilization of a bun-

dle of “objects, knowledges and mappings” as tools of

governance (Allen 2008, 132). With the legacies of

such arrangements still manifest across the world today,

revealed through a rich and increasingly drawn on post-

colonial urban geography literature (Robinson 2003), it

remains necessary to apply such perspectives to our

understanding of contemporary city-making practices.
Reflecting on the phenomena of colonial occupa-

tion, Mbemb�e (2003) argued that the “writing of new

spatial relations (territorialization) was, ultimately, tan-

tamount to the production of boundaries and hierar-

chies, zones and enclaves” as well as “a large reservoir

of cultural imaginaries” (25). To what extent, then,

can we conceptualize today’s urban policymaking as

having escaped the material or indeed the imaginary

nature of these territorial legacies? Long before the

onset of policy circulations as part of what has been

described as the “global age” (McCann and Ward

2011), cities across the world have been webbed into

complex power topologies to which we must remain

attentive when undertaking contemporary geographical

theorizing. Rather than pursuing what Saldanha (2009)

described as “postmodern forays into the infinite sump-

tuousness of representation” (306), how can (and

should) we account for the very material reproduction

of urban policy territories?

Methodology

Embracing the implications of the previous sec-

tion’s topological framing of city-making geogra-

phies, in the rest of this article I take forward the

assertion of Baker et al. (2016) that policy mobility
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scholarship must “take postcolonial critiques serious-

ly” (461). Here, I adopt this critique in two impor-

tant ways. I will shortly describe how the

postcolonial critique was incorporated into a dis-

course analytical approach to interpreting empirical

material. However, this was first embraced through

the deliberately provocative selection of cases on

which the article is based. As will be articulated in

what follows, the master plans for the cities of

Lusaka and Sacramento simultaneously offer corrobo-

rating experiences of the city-making phenomena

under investigation and yet do so in a manner that

skewers presuppositions about the differential experi-

ences of cities in the Global North and South.

The Case Studies

Lusaka. Lusaka, Zambia, is, arguably, the quin-

tessential colonial city. Established as a European

settlement in 1913 and designated the new capital

of then Northern Rhodesia in 1931, the city was

built on a site formerly belonging to the Soli people

and named after its chief headman, Lusaaka

(“Lusaka City to Clock 100 Years” 2013). Rigorously

preplanned, Lusaka was first conceived by Professor

Stanley Adshead, a planner at the University of

Liverpool, who envisaged the city as primarily an

administrative center of the then British colony

(Mulenga 2003). The plan was subsequently deliv-

ered by the colonial administrator and gatekeeper of

the “moral rightness of British Imperial Culture,”

Eric Dutton (Myers 1998, 1). Influenced heavily by

Ebenezer Howard’s famous garden city model and

framed by the controlling, racialized, power-driven

ideology of the colonial project, the new capital was

to be generous and spacious in style (Rakodi 1986;

Mwimba 2002). Today, informal compounds serve as

a powerful reminder of the original city design’s

emphasis on spatial segregation and the enduring

legacy this maintained in shaping processes of urban-

ization that have seen approximately 2.5 million

people assimilate themselves into a city space origi-

nally designed for a fraction of that amount.
In 2010, spurred on by concomitant global narra-

tives of preparing for the burden of further increases

in urbanization rates and the desire to achieve sus-

tainable city status, Lusaka once again embraced the

mantra of the garden city. This time, the evocatively

titled ECHO Garden City Vision was designed

and developed by the Japanese International

Cooperation Agency (JICA) and was to be delivered

by the Lusaka City Council. To develop the plan,

JICA facilitated access to a group of private Japanese

planning and engineering consultancy firms who

were tasked with designing a new city vision. The

adopted plan sets out to address the challenges of

the city’s burgeoning informal settlements via new

upgrade “methodologies” and puts in place a more

formalized mode of what JICA described as a “new

urban expansion” approach to city growth (JICA

2009, 2). This is to be delivered via the establish-

ment of new satellite centers on the periphery, self-

sustainable in nature and developed around the

construction of multifacility economic zones

(MFEZs), the “gardens” of the new garden city.
Sacramento. On land previously inhabited by

Nisenan and Plains Miwok Native Americans, the

city of Sacramento was officially founded during the

California Gold Rush under the guidance of Swiss-

German pioneer John Sutter (Hurtado 2006). In

1859 it became the first fully incorporated city in

California and an economic and commercial transit

point throughout the rush (City of Sacramento

2009). The initial master plan for the city consisted

of a gridded structure, framed and contained by the

American River to the north and the Sacramento

River to the west. The city is “one of the fastest

growing metropolitan regions in the country” (City

of Sacramento 2009, 12). Like Lusaka, Sacramento

finds itself as the capital for administrative rather

than economic or size reasons (a phenomenon not

unusual with U.S. capitals). Also like Lusaka, the

city continues to experience a rapid population

increase, particularly due to the cheaper cost of liv-

ing offered in comparison to the (within commut-

able distance) San Francisco Bay Area. The

Sacramento region’s heavily suburbanized space is

not deemed a crisis in sustainability merely because

of its sprawling nature, however. The city’s periph-

eral growth areas are particularly notable for their

high concentration of subprime mortgage lending,

widely acknowledged as a key root of the 2008–2009

global financial crash (Farrar 2008).

Although it is a requirement in California law for

all cities to continually update what are known as

general plans, this is not something that had been

adhered to in Sacramento in the years prior to the

adoption of its 2030 iteration. With the city last

producing a general plan in 1988, considerable

emphasis was placed on developing a 2030 vision

Policy Mobility and Postcolonialism 5



that would address the long-standing issues of sus-

tainability previously described. With the role of pre-

paring these plans falling principally on the local

planning agency (California Government Code,

Section 65300), a total of more than 100

Sacramento City staff ranging from the city manag-

er’s office to architects, engineers, and analysts

played some role in an extensive development pro-

cess leading to formal adoption in 2009. As with

Lusaka, however, the primary responsibility for actu-

ally designing the plan lay with a team of external

(but in this case locally based) consultants who

liaised with the city planners and presented the

finalized version to be approved by the city. Guided

by ‘smart growth’ policy, this team of consultants

combined an intimate understanding of the city’s

history and its political and economic ambitions

with cutting-edge knowledge of the latest trends in

sustainable urban design.

Following the Geographies

In undertaking the empirical research to be pre-

sented in what follows I enacted a methodology that

I define here as “following the geographies”; tracing

the connections to multiple elsewheres involved in

the process of “arriving at” (Robinson 2015) the

adoption of new city visions. In describing my

method in this way, I seek to contrast it explicitly

with the idea of “following the policy,” drawn on in

much existing policy mobility work (Peck and

Theodore 2012; Wood 2016). Interested in how par-

ticular policy territories are geographically assembled

in place and time (Prince 2017), the two visionary

plans for Lusaka and Sacramento offered a mere

starting point for my immersion into the institu-

tional city-making contexts of the two cities.

Closely related to the second strand of policy

mobility scholarship discussed in the previous section

(that which begins with a place rather than a pol-

icy), recent work on the subject of interurban

referencing offers an important conceptual accompa-

niment to this methodological starting point (Phelps

et al. 2014). Treating the presence of particular poli-

cies in particular places as merely referential effects

(Bunnell 2015), my methodological notion of fol-

lowing the geographies is thus devised as a way of

opening up the contextual black box of local policy-

making. Previously invoked by work on policy

mobility to permit “global” geographical theory

building, contained within this black box is what

Brenner, Madden, and Wachsmuth (2011, 225)

described as “locally embedded social forces”;

Faulconbridge (2013, 339) as “regulative, normative

and cultural-cognitive institutional contexts”; and

McCann et al. (2013, 584) as the “local politics

involving locally-embedded interests and con-

ditions.” I intend to open this box as a route into a

more fundamental understanding of the intimate

relationship between the referencing of “elsewhere”

and the construction of a particular worldview

within which policymaking practitioners position

“their” cities. In exploring this I intend to probe the

role that geography plays in the ongoing coloniza-

tion of urban planning “imaginations” (Miraftab

2009, 44), manifested through the way in which cit-

ies are currently being “conceived and designed”

(Vainer 2014, 48).
To begin this process of geographical tracing, I

carried out an initial content analysis of the two

master plan visions. This resulted in the identifica-

tion of key policies derived, at least in name, from

globally recognized ideas: smart growth in the case

of Sacramento and garden city in the case of Lusaka.

Drawn from multiple field trips to the two cities

between October 2013 and March 2016 as part of

doctoral fieldwork, the empirical material to be pre-

sented in this article is derived from analyzing exten-

sive multimethodological ethnographic data. Data

were produced through a total of fifty-four semistruc-

tured interviews with local government officers,

elected members, and consultants; reflective field

diary entries from time spent shadowing planners in

the Lusaka and Sacramento city council offices; and

the reading of supplementary policy and media docu-

mentation uncovered by the tracing process. The fol-

lowing section details how this material was analyzed

and presented.

Postcolonial Geography and Discourse Analysis

As argued by Myers (2006), geographical analyses

informed by the tenets of postcolonial theory “hold

great potential for contributing to an understanding

of the ongoing transformations of the politics of

urban development in the world and may be more

policy relevant than many more explicitly policy-

driven works, because it is through deconstruction

that we might arrive at reconstruction” (306). Key

to this potential is the importance given to the
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concept of power within postcolonial analyses, par-

ticularly its ability to situate power within the con-

crete and the material, without falling back on an

interpretation that renders power’s presence as every-

where and thus difficult to capture within geographi-

cal theory-building (Wood 2014). Inspired by

Appiah’s (1991, 348) call for postcolonial analyses

to embrace a “space clearing gesture,” it is important

that we do not take for granted the socially con-

structed nature of global time–space on which much

of existing policy-mobility scholarship’s theoretical

contributions have been built (Baker et al. 2016).
To implement an approach attentive to the mate-

rial and discursive operation of topological power as

it pertains to the emergence of the city visions in

Lusaka and Sacramento, the research adopted a dis-

course analytical approach developed by Jager and

Maier (2010). This approach aims to reveal the ways

in which the “validity” of knowledges is intimately

tied to their historical and geographical location.2

Developed as a means of analytically applying the

theories of power associated with Foucault, it offers a

means of unpacking how power works to assemble

knowledge regimes via a heterogeneous set of dis-

courses, institutions, forms, regulations, laws, and

statements (Foucault 1980). Applied here, this

allows engagement with how particular “regimes of

truth” associated with sustainable urban policymak-

ing serve to produce the territories described by

Prince (2017) earlier, empowering certain agencies

and disempowering others in the process.

The Geographies of Policymaking in

Lusaka and Sacramento

The 2030 sustainability master plans for Lusaka

and Sacramento were designed and delivered to the

respective city authorities by organizations we might

frame as being part of what Rapoport (2015)

described as a “Global Intelligence Corp”; expert

design consultants, versed in the art of delivering city

master plan strategies, increasingly (if not by now

exclusively) themed around the pursuit of sustainabil-

ity. Examined in terms of their institutional and

geographical characteristics, however, the two consul-

tancy groups could not be any more different. In

Lusaka, the responsibility for developing the new plan

fell entirely on the overseas development arm of a

foreign government (at least in the first instance). In

Sacramento, a collection of twenty-nine consultants,

from nine private firms, was led by a small,

Sacramento-based development consultancy, with

expertise in delivering general plans across California.
Despite these differences, framed as an exercise in

the development of a new, sustainability-themed

master plan, the stories of designing the future for

both Lusaka and Sacramento are ones of municipal

client and expert contractor. They are stories of a

temporally bounded exercise in urban strategizing

wherein for the designers the plans now comprise

another example of their expertise and experience,

filed away in respective portfolios. Yet, for the city

authorities charged with actually implementing the

plans, they represent a totalizing framework that

serves to put the two locations “on the map,” offer-

ing little in the way of guidance with regard to how

they might be turned into something actionable

(Huxley, Owen, and Chatterton 2019). It is not,

however, with the future of these visions that this

article is primarily interested. It is in their pasts; the

story of their emergence and the geographies

involved in territorializing Lusaka and Sacramento

as knowable, (un)sustainable, places. If we are to

properly understand these policy geographies, then

we need to push beyond a focus on the actors and

knowledges directly involved in the processes of

city making.

The Power of Ideas and Individuals

In the final published General Plan, Sacramento’s

historical design is captured in diagrammatic form

(Figure 1) and used to celebrate the order, control,

and structure of the past and the contrast this

invokes with the sprawling urbanity of today. As

articulated by both members of the consultancy

team and by the planners now responsible for its

delivery, the city’s past has a great deal to offer

its future:

These are not new ideas, we are looking to return to

the more pedestrian, streetscape style developments

that existed in the past before the onset of the car in

shaping the city. (Interview, Sacramento General

Plan consultant)

We have to look into our history in terms of what did

or did not work that can be used to shape and mould

our plans. (Interview, Sacramento City Planner)

In Lusaka, the thought of a “well-planned garden

city” stands up well against a portrayal of the current
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situation of “uncontrolled sprawl” beyond planned

areas (JICA 2009, 4). This was a view shared by

employees in the city council’s engineering depart-

ment, who supported JICA’s work on the plan:

Before there was order to the developments because

the plan was laid down clearly and organization of the

city was something that had control over it, unlike

today. I think garden city is a good term to aspire

towards because that is what we are, that is Lusaka’s

identity. (Interview, Lusaka city council engineer)

Unlike Sacramento, Lusaka’s 2030 vision does not

itself include a depiction of the city’s original plan.

It is not difficult, however, to find evidence of a sim-

ilar sense of nostalgia for a more organized time

gone by, such as in Figure 2, which captures said

plans adornment of large billboards in the city,

marking Lusaka’s centenary year in 2013.

In addition to addressing the recognized sustain-

ability problems faced, the two plans in Lusaka and

Sacramento seek to be particularly forward-looking,

using the ideas of the garden city and smart growth

to bring a sense of identity back to the two cities.

[It is about] allowing a new identity to be forged that

represents a more open and integrated view of

Sacramento that can help transform the sprawl

problem. (Interview, Sacramento 2030 General

Plan consultant)

[Because] this is the capital city of Zambia the plan

needs to have a message for the visitors who come

here. (Interview, Lusaka 2030 vision consultant, JICA)

Despite clear attempts in both cases to reach into

the past and recycle planning ideas associated with

their respective histories, the timing of this and the

selection of the requisite consultancy teams capable

of delivering updated versions of the city plans were

by no means random. In Lusaka, it was Zambia’s

national Ministry of Local Government and Housing

(MLGH) that approached JICA as part of a longer

term developmental relationship between the gov-

ernments of Zambia, Japan, and Malaysia. Known as

the Triangle of Hope (Jegathesan and Ono 2013),

this relationship began as one focused on investment

promotion and economic growth stimulation.

Furthermore, as articulated by documentation pro-

duced to capture the trilateral arrangements of the

Triangle of Hope (JICA 2010b), the expertise of

one particularly important individual—Dato’

Jegathesan—was crucial to the ultimate development

of Lusaka’s new master plan. Jegathesan’s experience

in the development of MFEZs on the urban periph-

ery as a tool for spatial economic growth in the

Malaysian context set the wheels in motion for the

adoption of a series of MFEZ projects on the periph-

ery of Lusaka. It was from this initiative that the

new visionary master plan for the city would ulti-

mately spring.

It was time to come up with something big …

something that could tackle the problems the city faces

on a large scale. Other plans have failed in the past

but, through the help of JICA we have the plan we

need; in line with the government’s vision. (Interview,

planner, Zambia MLGH)

The Zambian Vision 2030 project, titled “The

Zambian People’s Vision to Become a Prosperous

Middle-Income Country by 2030,” is the country’s

long-term national development strategy (Republic

of Zambia 2006). As the country’s capital, Lusaka

has a pivotal role to play in the achieving of this

vision and the requirement for a clear spatial devel-

opment strategy for the country’s administrative,

geographical (and potentially commercial) center

was vital. With JICA not just aware of this vision

but keen to “borrow from it,” according to one plan-

ner, what has resulted is “a Lusaka plan for Zambia

more than it is for Lusaka” (interview, Lusaka city

council planner).

In Sacramento the decision to appoint a predomi-

nantly local team of consultants to deliver the 2030

General Plan was based not on developmental rela-

tions but on a formal tender process. The smart

growth ideas at the heart of the plan that eventually

materialized, however, can be traced to wider geopo-

litical scales in a number of ways. First, the state of

Figure 1. Original master plan of Sacramento. Source: City of

Sacramento General Plan (2009).
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California played a vital role in steering its “valley
cities toward more sustainable growth strategies”
(interview, Sacramento city planner). Second, the

work of the Sacramento Area Council of
Governments (SACOG) was instrumental, operating
as an association of six counties across the wider

Sacramento region explicitly established to take for-
ward the need for a more “joined-up” approach to
addressing urbanization concerns through design
strategies. The SACOG “effect,” as one Sacramento

city planner described it during an interview, was in
no small part driven by their high-profile appoint-
ment of a new CEO who came down from Portland,

Oregon, in 2004 with a strong reputation for sustain-
able planning and sprawl mitigation. Mike
McKeever is known as “Mr. Consensus” by fellow

professionals and local media figures alike for his
influential role at the heart of the region’s planning
and sustainability agendas (Bizjak 2016). Having

spent most of his career working in Portland, it was
his arrival at SACOG that spawned the develop-
ment of the Regional Blueprint growth scenario for
the Sacramento region.

During interviews, a number of the consultants
who worked on the general plan project spoke of
close personal ties to McKeever and recognized the

Figure 2. Lusaka centenary celebrations. Source: Photo by author.
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importance of his influence in generating collective

impetus toward sustainable planning regimes. During

an interview with a member of the SACOG team, it

was stated that there was a clear emphasis on

“moving away from a piecemeal approach toward

more generalized understandings of the urban form

in the region” and that the fact that a number of

the general plan consultants had clear “regional

affiliations with a number of cities” made SACOG

“very comfortable” with the direction that

Sacramento, as the largest and most prominent city

in the region, would take with its plan (interview,

SACOG planner). As articulated by one of the lead

consultants themselves, they knew “what would fly”

because they “know the politics” (interview, general

plan consultant).
The findings presented here build on the assertion

by Ward (2011) that “if it were ever enough to

account for change in the nature of urban develop-

ment on the basis of analysis generated solely from

within cities and the countries of which they are

part, then that time has surely passed” (73). They do

so in two important ways. First, they illustrate that it

remains crucial to pay attention to the states within

which cities find themselves located and the power-

ful role they continue to play in shaping the emer-

gence of particular urban territories. Second, our

understanding of Lusaka’s and Sacramento’s new

visions requires us to reflect on the considerably

extralocal nature of the two cities’ pasts, affirming

that it was indeed never enough to account for these

without recourse to the power of elsewhere.

When Rapoport (2015) described how consider-

able power is “wielded” by international master plan-

ners in “establishing a discourse about what is

unsustainable about current urbanization patterns

and defining the set of solutions” (114), it is vital

that we recognize that the ability to establish these

discourses does not take place within a power vac-

uum but instead requires material referents “on the

ground” in the locations where ideas are to gain

traction. In his in-depth study of the historical estab-

lishment of four cities on the African continent dur-

ing the first half of the twentieth century, Myers

(1998, 2003) charted the enactment of urban plan-

ning ideologies by the British powers in the colonies,

including in Zambia through the establishment of

Lusaka. The story to be told here, of experts such as

Eric Dutton and Professor Stanley Adshead working

in Lusaka to oversee the city’s plan under the

authority of Sir James Maxwell (Home 1990), can

also be mapped onto that of John Sutter, Jr., origi-

nally operating under the authority of his father, and

his visionary plan for the city of Sacramento

(Hurtado 2006). Undermining the assertion that the

question of “how policy ideas and knowledge are

mobilized remains a notably under-developed area

of inquiry” (Baker et al. 2016, 459), it is to these

colonialist mobilizers of urban planning and policy

ideas that we can trace the power of today’s city-

making ideas.

The Geography of City Identity

Portland is the planning mecca of the U.S. … [So] we

felt we were getting a little piece of Portland’s

planning when he moved down. (Interview,

SACOG planner)

Earlier we saw how influential Mike McKeever had

been to ultimately shaping Sacramento’s general

plan and its embrace of smart growth principles,

despite not being formally involved in its develop-

ment himself. What was it that granted him this

influence? Although a certain set of experiences,

perceived expertise, or, indeed, charisma might well

have played their part, what is it that made him

powerful here? As identified in the preceding quote,

his relationship to a very particular city was crucial.
A city with a strong reputation when it comes to

liberal politics, local government planning, and the

discourse of sustainability, Portland, and indeed the

Pacific Northwest region (which is often seen to

include not just Seattle but also Vancouver across

the border in Canada) is portrayed as particularly

pioneering when it comes to sustainable city-making

practices. Their ability to embrace the essence of

contemporary sustainable “cityness” has seen

Portland and Vancouver in particular lauded as

examples of urban exceptionalism (Harcourt,

Rossiter, and Cameron 2007; Lowry and McCann

2011). For Sacramento, though, this is something

more entrenched than simply a global exemplar.

Recognition over different political situations in

Oregon and California and an understanding of the

infeasibility of adopting an explicit growth bound-

ary—“fundamental to Portland’s success story”

(interview, Sacramento city planner)—has not

stopped comparisons from being drawn, aspirations

from being rendered, and inferiority complexes from

being embedded.
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Well, there has been a lot of Portland envy because it

is similar-sized metropolitan area with similar

demographics and income levels. Of course, its

location is also vital, I guess that’s true for the Pacific

Northwest generally. (Interview, Sacramento general

plan consultant)

Dato’ Jegathesan is to Lusaka’s 2030 vision what

Mike McKeever is to Sacramento’s general plan:

absolutely crucial to its emergence without playing

any formal role in its development. The MFEZs in

which he is so well versed not only form key spatial

components of Lusaka’s new garden city plan but are

a manifestation of the Zambian government’s eco-

nomic growth strategy, modeled on Malaysia and

delivered in partnership with JICA. Like McKeever,

then, Jegathesan’s expertise is intimately woven into

the powerful geographies from which he comes. The

following is an extract from documentation outlining

the Triangle of Hope partnership among the

three nations:

When Malaya and Zambia achieved independence

both were similarly optimistic about a hopeful future.

… The colonial power, Britain, had developed the

natural resources of both countries … laying a firm

foundation for prosperous economies. (JICA 2010a)

Although analogous in a phenomenological sense, it

is important to also dwell here on the fact that in

the case of Lusaka the key point of reference mani-

fests itself at the national scale in the form of

Malaysia, whereas in Sacramento it takes the form

of another city in Portland. This is indicative of the

contrasting geographical outlooks associated with the

world regions the two cities find themselves located

in. Whereas in Sacramento a cultural homogenization

pertains to the territory of the United States’ West

Coast region, delimiting where it is rational for inspi-

ration to be drawn from, for Lusaka this region mani-

fests as the entire Global South. These topological

geographies serve to “lodge” (Allen and Cochrane

2007) the cities of Lusaka and Sacramento within a

particular (world)view with regard to what is deemed

viable and therefore possible.

A similar phenomenon plays out through the way

in which Lusaka’s and Sacramento’s own identities

are framed vis-�a-vis the wider landscapes of these

topological geographies. In the quotes that follow,

an unsustainable backwardness is associated with

conservativism in the case of Sacramento and under-

development in Lusaka.

You must have heard the “cow town” and

“Sacra’tomato’” stuff. … Sacramento has always been

a town that is frustrated with itself, just known as the

capital and as this kind of backwards hick town.

(Interview, former Sacramento city planner)

Well I guess it is an issue of acceptability. I believe

there is some expertise in the country … but I think

there is this idea that [the MLGH] think because we

are a developing country we lack capacity and we need

to be assisted. (Interview, Lusaka city council planner)

The geographical framing of these perceptions of

inferiority correspond closely to the way in which an

experience-based expertise is proclaimed by the

external consultants. In JICA’s case both the plan-

ners themselves as well as the way in which they

present themselves as an organization seeks to high-

light their experience “undertaking a number of

projects in many developing countries” (interview,

JICA consultant). Likewise, in Sacramento experi-

ence developing general plans across California “in

various types of conservative and liberal

communities” was fundamental to the need for con-

sultancy to bring the experience of working else-

where (interview, general plan consultant).

Meanwhile, despite Lusaka’s plan not being subject

to state legal mandate for its development, it is

nonetheless immersed within a city strategizing pro-

cess populated by powerful others.

Look at South Africa, they have similar issues and

cultural elements. Even JICA when they got involved

were looking at what is happening [in South Africa].

(Interview, Zambia MLGH planner)

Not even the failure to adopt a previous Lusaka

Integrated Development Plan, modeled extensively

on the use of integrated development plans in South

African cities and produced by a group of consul-

tants from South Africa (Hampwaye 2008), pre-

vented the subsequent JICA plan from seeking

inspiration from South Africa. Nor did it prevent

the consultants from explicitly drawing on and using

data and ideas collated during that previous planning

process (interview, JICA consultant).

In this section I have sought to situate the pre-

ceding discussion of how the plans in Lusaka and

Sacramento emerged from their historical contexts

and became “assembled” in place within a broader

geographical context. In doing so, I have paid partic-

ular attention to the way in which the territories to

which these policies pertain are themselves framed
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in relation to multiple elsewhere(s). In seeking a

more established mode of “cityness,” capable of put-

ting them on the map, a form of postcolonial

“othering” can be identified in the way in which

policymakers compose their ideas “in the midst of a

myriad influences from elsewhere” (Robinson

2015, 831).

The Bogota Phenomenon

There is a committee that meets every year to see if

the city is spending its taxes right, and yet where is

the committee to see if the general plan is moving

along? (Interview, former Sacramento city councilman)

The Sacramento 2030 General Plan and Lusaka’s

2030 vision are owned by the respective city coun-

cils. Adorning the walls of offices in the two cities,

they provide a mandate for the future, a means of

benchmarking, until 2030, whether or not the city is

on track with its sustainability aspirations. In this

vein 2030 is not a time in the future but a space in

the present, constantly referred back to as and when

it is necessary or convenient to do so. My realization

of this role being played by the plans during the ear-

lier days of fieldwork led me to open up my interest

in the geographies of policymaking in the two cities

to encompass more than simply the story of the two

plans themselves. In this final part of the article’s

empirical section, I reflect on a wider landscape

from which exemplars in sustainable city-making

were drawn on by practitioners in the two cities.

This is captured in the first instance by regular

references (made during interviews with both civil

servants and consultants when asked about bench-

marking success) to one particular place: Bogota.
Montero (2020) described how the city of Bogota

has become “rapidly circulated” as a model of sus-

tainable transportation and indeed of sustainable

urban governance more generally. The city of

Bogota, however, is not actively forcing its agenda

onto different cities. No one from Bogota had visited

Sacramento or Lusaka and no one from either city

government had visited Colombia (to my knowl-

edge). Instead, Bogota had become an exemplar

against which all cities might compare themselves.

For Sacramento this might take the form of “If it

can be done in the Global South, then surely it can

be done here,” whereas in Lusaka the opposite would

be true and a narrative emerges of “Look what can

be achieved, even if you are in the Global South.”

Such perspectives can be thought of as an iteration

of what postcolonial theorist Spivak (1999) concep-

tualized as “native informant” status; in this case a

“non-Western” city lauded for its ability to meet

“Western” ideals of sustainable urbanism. Although

work has been done to demonstrate the potential for

“progressive urban inter-referencing” (Phelps et al.

2014), particularly among cities of the Global South,

as Bunnell (2015) pointed out, it is also important

to be attentive to the sorts of “imaginings” within

which referencing takes place.

Stepping outside of discussions about the nature

of the two master plans and their component policy

ideas, throughout the fieldwork in the two cities it

was possible to identify other ways in which connec-

tions to elsewhere were being drawn on in alterna-

tive, more strategic ways, from the perspective of

those doing the interreferencing. For example, in

Sacramento, as part of a project known as CADA

focused on delivering affordable housing to low-

income communities in and around the downtown

area, considerable impetus was generated through

how similar, initially small-scale, densification and

redevelopment projects were carried out in Salt Lake

City, Utah. This even involved bringing staff on

board who had worked for Envision Utah, “a non-

profit organization from Salt Lake City that had

sourced funding in a very similar way” (interview,

CADA employee). In Lusaka, meanwhile, a very dif-

ferent kind of connection with an “elsewhere” was

discussed in depth by one of the city planners with

regard to the way in which external funding from

overseas is utilized.

It should be a case of, when you come with money—

because that’s what the [JICA master plan] was also—

we have a policy that says we will tell you what we

want. Rwanda is doing this, they are saying if you want

to help Rwanda, this is what we need. … I know

there are a lot of people here who want us to do the

same. (Interview, Lusaka city council planner)

Rwanda is a very interesting country to find being

cited by planners in Lusaka as one from which they

wish they could seek to learn. Rwanda regularly finds

itself under the microscope of the Western academy.

Tyrant to some, vital Africanist to others, Paul

Kagame’s elongated time as president of Rwanda

divides opinion perhaps more than any other leader

on the continent. The important point here, how-

ever, is the emancipatory role that Rwanda’s
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experiences play in acting as a foil to more formal-

ized planning regimes that (as demonstrated earlier)

direct attention toward places offering a more nor-

mative trajectory of “cityness.”
The other way in which this phenomenon of rela-

tionally grounded imaginaries of sustainable futures

revealed itself during fieldwork was through the dis-

ruptive role of myself as an urban policy researcher:

Well … your job is to recommend what to replace it

with. A Brit from Portland, planning must be your

thing. (Interview, Sacramento city council member)

Looking back through field notes and recordings, I

identified a number of occasions where planners

would, in talking about sustainability, refer to how

things are in “my country” or “over there in

Europe.” I am also in no doubt that, as the preceding

quote alludes to, once previous time spent living in

Oregon and my familiarity with the U.S. West

Coast came up in conversation, the relationship

between me and many of the planners shifted and

took on a different tone. As Allen (2008) described,

the “truth claims of authority figures” are able to

take on an extensive, “global” reach, networked

together by an “authorizing centre through which all

translations must pass” (147). Embodying a number

of the topological geographies that serve to put the

cities of Lusaka and Sacramento on a particular map

(European, British, associated with Portland, White),

I myself manifested as this authorizing center

through my research’s objectification of these two

visions and the policy ideas they embrace.
Rather than being framed as irrational and overtly

political (McCann and Ward 2011), I contend here

that we should pay more attention to the way in

which urban policymaking comes to be seen as ratio-

nal, through the way in which it is stabilized as

knowable in place and time. The relational geogra-

phies involved in territorializing a particular place

work to powerfully stabilize a policy regime capable

of governing urban spaces. Returning to the quote at

the start of this section, the sentiment of the former

city councilman for Sacramento regarding the gen-

eral plan’s implementation status is echoed in the

academic literature seeking to understand a discon-

nect between sustainable city visions and what is

being delivered on the ground (Huxley, Owen, and

Chatterton 2019). Little consideration is given, how-

ever, to the question of whether such plans (indeed

any spatial urban policy) are ever meant to be

implemented or whether, in fact, they have already

achieved their primary purpose: to stabilize (and sus-

tain) a particular territorial interpretation of the

places to which they pertain.

Concluding Discussion

This article set out to address the question of

what the topological geographies of policymaking,

well developed within critical accounts of the litera-

ture on policy mobility, actually do. Put differently,

it sought to better understand how the urban loca-

tions that come to be subject to a regime of sustain-

able urban policy are themselves produced by that

very regime. The empirical findings presented have

illustrated how decisions regarding both what consti-

tutes the requisite expertise for developing new mas-

ter plan visions and who it is that possesses this

expertise can be traced back to powerful topologies

that serve to situate the cities of Lusaka and

Sacramento firmly within a particular worldview.

This worldview ordained them with an identity

forged at the intersection of their own unique histo-

ries and a one-dimensional interpretation of what

constitutes a valid path to the future for the world’s

urban spaces.

By turning the conventional logic of policy circu-

lating from place to place on its head and exploring,

instead, how cities like Lusaka and Sacramento are

constantly being produced within the confines of

these very policy ideas, the article has made a num-

ber of important contributions to our understanding

of the role of geography in urban policymaking.

The Inescapable Situatedness of Policymaking

Returning to the origins of the policy mobility lit-

erature and its roots in what was described by

Cochrane (2011, x) as “dry” policy transfer litera-

ture, we might ask what has been overlooked in

seeking to embrace alternative, socially constructed

notions of space. The answer, I would argue, is an

attentiveness to the importance of power. Indeed,

the issue of power is perhaps easier to locate within

the more established literatures on policy transfer

and policy diffusion where, as Marsh and Sharman

(2009) illustrated, fundamental questions about the

nature of structure and agency in explaining policy

presence or absence and success or failure remain

central. In building on this earlier (and still very
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much ongoing) work from political science, critical

geographical scholarship can aim to enhance and

expand on such debates (rather than merely sup-

planting them), via a thoroughgoing engagement

with assemblage ontologies.
In this spirit, at its core this article has posed the

question of how something immaterial, intangible,

and invisible—the knowledges and ideas involved in

constructing urban policy—can “move.” It has done

so through an examination of real-world case studies,

case studies in which it would most certainly be pos-

sible to read a story about policy mobility into the

empirical material. What it has instead demon-

strated, however, is what one would miss about the

geographies of urban policymaking if this was the

story that was ultimately chosen to be told. More

importantly, it has shown how, by selecting such a

story, one might be implicated in the very structures

of power that serve to determine not simply which

policies go where but how policy territories are

assembled by the very ideas we frame as

being mobile.
Whether we label them models, policies, ideas,

practices, or simply terms, garden city and smart
growth did not mobilize from an elsewhere and

insert themselves into a preexistent Lusaka and

Sacramento, “eagerly awaiting their arrival”

(Mbembe 2015). Moreover, even if we were to

make the case that they did, we would have to

concede that this took place 96 and 150 years prior

to the adoption of the visions studied here and was

facilitated not through the imposing of ideas on

“the weak and powerless” (Rapoport 2015, 113)

but through the cultivating of an entire political,

economic, and cultural imaginary around what the

city is and what it is supposed to do. This cultural

imaginary continues to underpin practices of city

making, and the adoption of master plans today

should not be seen as taking place under a different

set of geopolitical circumstances, freed from “the

conditions of colonialism or development aid with

all the power disparities this entailed” (Rapoport

2015, 113). Rather than adding to the theorization

of a new paradigm of international urban policy

circulations, this article has illustrated the need to

unpack how visions of the future city are mapped

out through entanglement with not only the mate-

rial legacies of this past but also nostalgic aspira-

tions for a previous era of spatial policy control

over the urban.

City Making’s Discursive Violence

All urban policy is, somewhat by definition, spa-

tial, pertaining directly to particular areas, in ways

much more territorially explicit than high-level

national policy. It is therefore subject to a process

through which an immanent city of potentially end-

less multiplicity must be directly brought into the

realm of transcendent “thinkability” to be codified

through the latest policy ideas and practices. This,

however, does not mean national and state interests

are beyond the scope but, rather, that these interests

are made in and through the active territorialization

of urban spaces (Croese 2018; Schindler and Kanai

2021). If, as Acuto and Leffel (2021) argued, inter-

national city networks are fast becoming an institu-

tionalized mode of “more-than-local” governance,

then it is vital that we account for the way in which

this is continually enabled by the states and interna-

tional relations in which cities are embedded (Frug

1999; Schragger 2016). Beyond seeing today’s

“bringing together of policies and models from

around the world” as the “path dependencies of

tomorrow” (Ward 2011, 89), then, we need to

remain attentive to the ongoing coloniality of yester-

day’s territorializations and how the “topos of sover-

eignty” associated with these territorializations

continues to govern policymaking practices

(Mbemb�e 2003, 13).

In this article I have invoked the concept of city

making to capture the phenomena of simultaneous

urban policymaking and place making. In this sense

the 2030 visions for Lusaka and Sacramento have

taken the form of what Flyvbjerg (2001) described as

“extreme or deviant” case studies, powerfully

invoked to illustrate the phenomena in question but

with view to said phenomena existing more gener-

ally, often in more subtle ways than has been the

case here. The arguments I put forward here thereby

pertain to more than just city-scale master plan

visions and are intrinsic to a contemporary regime of

global urban governance focused on establishing a

resilient city identity in the face of external threats

such as climate change and urbanization. For any

recognizable progress in achieving sustainable status

to be achieved, a holistic (and sustainable) defini-

tion of the city itself is deemed to be required first

and foremost. The more prevalent the dark creep of

the unplanned urban is framed as manifest, the more

powerful the discursive regime of “cityness” will be

in shaping policy decisions. Resisting this, then,
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offers a real opportunity for contributions from geog-

raphers well versed in the importance of place (as a

heterogenous concept) and places (as sites of multi-

plicity) regarding how these might be drawn on as

alternative organizing principles for urban policy-

making; alternatives to a mode of policymaking that

is deeply wedded to “territory” as a political technol-

ogy for urban governance (Elden 2010, 799) and

thus inextricably woven into colonizing geographies,

near and far.

Intra-Active Policy Geographies

Lusaka and Sacramento do not represent mutually

exclusive policy territories with their own objective

identities, static through time. Indeed, they are both

fully embedded within the relational situating of

each other in particular policy worlds. Developing

world, Global North, Southern Africa, West

Coast—these are all geographical signifiers that serve

to place each city in relation to both a particular

policymaking regime and to all other cities pursuing

the truths of that regime. Recognizing that certain

geographical topologies produce particular territories

allows us to appreciate how reaching out to embrace

different geographies (e.g., the comparison of at first

seemingly incommensurable cities used in this arti-

cle) might help to disrupt colonizing orthodoxies in

pursuit of more inclusive and democratic city-making

practices. This need for alternative geographies

therefore has methodological implications. Indeed,

in some ways, it might be argued that the article’s

most important contribution is actually methodologi-

cal, drawing attention to the need for policy research

and practice to maintain an attentiveness to the role

of geography in topologically situating both cities

and the individuals and organizations charged with

governing them. Studies of policy geographies must

go further than merely recognizing that policy ideas

do not “simply float around waiting to be selected”

(Wood 2014, 1238). Drawing on the seminal work

on agency of Barad (2007, 55) and her articulation

of an “intra-active” ontology, it is perhaps useful at

this point to account for how, with regard to policy

research and practice, “theorizing, like experiment-

ing, is a material practice.”

By rendering urban policies knowable in the

abstract (as “things” even capable of existing outside

of the places to which they pertain), we make it

impossible to extricate ourselves from granting them

the very legitimacy we seek to better understand

through our research and, in doing so, further endow

these policy ideas with the power to territorialize. I

have shown here how our ability to study the geog-

raphy of policies “out there,” as something knowable,

is mutually implicated in our own relationship to

both the ideas and the places we study. It is there-

fore only by understanding how networked topolo-

gies continue to produce and reproduce particular,

apolitical, territorial assemblages that it will become

possible to resist and transform them, recognizing

that the consequences and effects of studying policy

communities is as important as our motivations for

doing so (Pachirat 2017).

By prioritizing intimate, in-depth engagement

with the city-making contexts we seek to better

understand, we can engage more thoroughly with

the role geography plays in shaping a complex array

of motivations on the part of situated local actors,

who are either enmeshed within particular geohistor-

ical power structures and doing their best to resist

and reappropriate them or who are able to step out-

side of this and draw on the power of alternative

forms of interreferencing. Or perhaps more impor-

tantly, actors who find themselves playing both roles

depending on the particular policy questions at

hand. The examples presented in the final empirical

section of the article offer initial insight into this

question, and exploring the constitution of local pol-

icymaking subjects by these historical and geographi-

cal discourses provides an important future avenue of

work for research looking to “follow the geo-

graphies.” In the meantime, we can make big strides

forward in overcoming our own colonizing tenden-

cies as policy researchers by recognizing that new

ideas are brought in not from an elsewhere (from a

yet-to-be-here) but from a silence (from a yet-to-be-

said). Identifying the opportunities for more diverse

things to be said about situated places, and by the

people most intimately situated within them, should

perhaps be a primary critical endeavor for geographi-

cal policy research.
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Notes

1. Throughout the article I adopt the hyphenated form
post-colonial to refer to the practical experiences of
cities existing in the shadow of their establishment
under colonialism and the unhyphenated postcolonial
to refer to the rich body of academic scholarship
that has sought to understand the enduring legacies
of imperialism.

2. Jager and Maier’s (2010) critical dispositive analysis
formed the central analytical approach to
interpreting the empiricism of the wider doctoral
research project from which the arguments in this
article are derived. For the purposes of this article,
I explicitly engage with the first of their four
“questions” on the dispositive (dispositif): “What is
valid knowledge at a certain place and time?” The
subsequent three questions are not engaged with
directly in this article but were vital to shaping the
wider research and its outcomes.
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