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Discussion Document

 

The City is a landscape that has been raised as a ‘symbolic heartland’ and an ‘historical inner core’ – 

as a meeting point where the claims of the local (the ‘archaic’ City Corporation) and the demands of 

global interests (modern capitalism) do battle – and on the other hand, where historical tides carve 

out the ‘City of history’, as Jane Jacobs described its post-imperial present. How far the history of a 

place can provide useful questions and serviceable answers for the historian is a discussion that is 

surely prompted by the work of Jane Jacobs whose work over nearly half a century has added much 

to the historical knowledge of cities. 

The relations of power and difference established through nineteenth century British imperialism 

linger on and are frequently reactivated in many contemporary First World cities. Yet in these cities 

there are also various challenges made to imperialism by way of what might be thought of as 

postcolonial formations. These expressions and negotiations of imperialism do not occur in space. 

This is a politics of identity and power that articulates itself through space and is, fundamentally, 

about space. This is plain enough to see in terms of the grand territorialisation of the building of 

empire, but it is also evident in the politics associated with contemporary processes of urban 

redevelopment, which is the main focus of my book. Changes to city spaces may occur within a calm 

consensus but more often than not may result in protracted struggle or in self-conscious gestures of 

reconciliation. The politics is rarely only about how space is to look and function, about competing 

architectural aesthetics or urban planning ideologies, although such concerns may well provide the 

dominant discursive form of these struggles. 

These place-based struggles are also arenas in which various coalitions express their sense of self 

and their desires for the spaces which constitute their ‘home’ – be it the local neighbourhood or the 

nation home, an indigenous home or one recently adopted. The politics produced by places in the 

process of becoming or being made anew is, then, also a politics of identity in which ideas of race, 

class, community and gender are formed. This politics of identity and place is not simply built around 

structures of power internal to the city itself or even to globally linked processes of urbanisation, is 

undeniably a politics that occurs in and is concerned with the city, but for many groups it is also a 

politics constituted by a broader history and geography of colonial inheritances, imperialist presents 

and postcolonial possibilities. 

Jane M. Jacobs (1996) Edge of Empire: Postcolonialism and the City, pp. xi, 2–3. 

 


