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Abstract
Right-wing venture capitalists, entrepreneurs, and ideologues, often with no prior experience in
urban planning or policy making, are exploring city-building as a means to develop alternative
spaces of political, social, and technological experimentation. These ventures are frequently
referred to as start-up societies, defined as experimental, small-scale communities. Such projects
include not only floating cities, private cities, and charter cities, but also “network states” and
“software countries,” which would start as digital communities and eventually congregate in a
physical location. This dissertation employs a cultural political economy theoretical framework
and a critical discourse analysis methodology to examine the emergence of the start-up societies
imaginary, the strategies through which it is presented as a solution to a perceived crisis of the
economic, political, and cultural orders, the likelihood of this solution being retained, and some
potential consequences on democratic urban futures. Specifically, it examines how start-up
societies ventures rely on such emerging technologies as cryptocurrency and blockchain to
rethink notions of sovereignty, territoriality, community, and trust and how, conversely these
technologies contribute to shaping the start-up societies imaginary. An overarching argument
running through this dissertation is that the start-up societies imaginary is an attempt to resolve
the contradictions that result from the convergence of neoliberalism and neoconservatism and
that it synthesizes the de-democratizing forces of these two rationalities. I illustrate these
arguments through two case studies: a project to build a floating island in French Polynesia in
2017 and a project to build a charter city in Honduras launched in 2017 and ongoing at the time

of writing.
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Résumé
Des capital-risqueurs, des entrepreneurs et des idéologues de droite, souvent sans aucune
expérience préalable en planification urbaine ou en élaboration de politiques, explorent la
construction de villes comme moyen de développer des espaces alternatifs d'expérimentation
politique, sociale et technologique. Ces entreprises sont souvent appelées « start-up societies » et
définies comme des communautés expérimentales a petite échelle. De tels projets incluent non
seulement des villes flottantes, des villes privées et des villes a charte, mais aussi des « Etats
réseau » et des « pays logiciel », qui commenceraient comme des communautés numériques et
finiraient par se rassembler dans un emplacement physique. Cette thése utilise une approche
d'économie politique culturelle et une méthodologie d'analyse critique du discours pour examiner
I'émergence de l'imaginaire des « start-up societies », les stratégies a travers lesquelles il est
présenté comme une solution a une crise percue des ordres économique, politique et culturel, la
probabilité que cette solution soit retenue, et les conséquences potentielles sur les futurs urbains
démocratiques. Plus précisément, j’examine comment les « start-up societies » s'appuient sur des
technologies émergentes telles que la crypto-monnaie et la blockchain pour repenser les notions
de souveraineté, de territorialité, de communauté et de confiance et comment, a l'inverse, ces
technologies contribuent a fagonner 1'imaginaire des « start-up societies ». Un argument
primordial qui traverse cette thése est que cet imaginaire représente une tentative de résoudre les
contradictions qui résultent de la convergence du néolibéralisme et du néoconservatisme et qu'il
synthétise les forces dé-démocratisantes de ces deux rationalités. J'illustre ces arguments a
travers deux études de cas : un projet de construction d'une ile flottante en Polynésie frangaise en
2017 et un projet de construction d'une ville a charte au Honduras lancé en 2017 et en cours au

moment de la rédaction.
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Chapter 1 — Introduction

1.1 Introduction

Right-wing venture capitalists, entrepreneurs, and ideologues, often with no prior
experience in urban planning or policy making, are exploring city-building as a means to develop
alternative spaces of political, social, and technological experimentation. These ventures are
frequently referred to as start-up societies, defined as experimental, small-scale communities
(Startup Societies Foundation, 2020a), and the term start-up society has been used by many
individuals to describe a new, radical form of entrepreneurial city built, owned, and governed by
private entities (e.g., Brimen, 2017; Frazier & McKinney, 2020; Quirk & Friedman, 2017,
pp. 55-65).! Such projects include not only floating cities (The Seasteading Institute, 2020), “free
private cities” (Gebel, 2018), charter cities (Lonsdale, 2020; Pronomos Capital, 2019a), but also
“network states” and “software countries,” which would start as digital communities and
eventually congregate in a physical location (Srinivasan, 2017, 2020a).

I use the term start-up societies, as opposed to start-up cities or start-up countries,
because it is the term employed by the Startup Societies Foundation, a small non-profit
organization headquartered in Utah and whose events I attended, and which provided the starting
point for my research. This term reflects the movement’s ambition to employ the business model
of the technology start-up to transform society, and the common objective of the various
initiatives described above to develop new ways to organize how we govern ourselves, to form

communities, and to by-pass, or provide an alternative to, traditional political processes. This

T use the hyphenated version of “start-up,” which is used by such major news organizations as the BBC, the New
York Times, and most academic literature. I understand the start-up societies imaginary to be one coherent (but
contested and always in need of repair) imaginary. When referring to the start-up societies imaginary, I use start-up
societies in the plural form because this imaginary entails the creation of multiple competing start-up societies (e.g.,
A Thousand Nations, 2019).



dissertation focuses on contemporary initiatives that explicitly engage with the concept of start-
up society or can be characterized as being part of the broader start-up societies movement with
its aim to build new cities to go “beyond” politics (Thiel, 2009). Such micronation projects as the
Free Republic of Liberland (2019), although they share common political and cultural influences
with the start-up societies movement and with whom proponents of start-up societies
occasionally collaborate, are beyond the scope of this research as they seek to replicate, rather
than challenge, the model of the nation-state.

The Startup Societies Foundation defines a start-up society as “typically a small territorial
experiment in government” (Startup Societies Foundation, 2020a) and as “any form of
experimental government located in a small geographic area” (McKinney, 2017c¢). Joseph
McKinney, the president of the Startup Societies Foundation, readily admits that this is a word
he and his team have “made up.”

We made that word up to show awareness about the different experiments around the

world. To build a movement of consciousness. Of consciousness of society builders. It is

purposely broad. Because we are a coalition of methodology, not ideology. With that

word we tied together seemingly disparate people with common obstacles. With a

common word we create a common network to draw from. (McKinney, 2017c¢)

The Startup Societies Foundation claims that although the word start-up society is new, “the
concept is anything but” and that “civilizations all start as start-up societies” (McKinney, 2017c;
Startup Societies Foundation, 2020a). The examples of start-up societies it lists on its website
include special economic zones, eco villages, microstates, intentional communities and common-

interest developments, seasteading, and smart cities. What these disparate examples have in



common is their small scale and, according to the Foundation, their ability “to generate
enormous prosperity when they succeed” (Startup Societies Foundation, 2020a).

From their proponents’ perspective, start-up societies represent a pragmatic and
profitable solution to a dissatisfaction with the “governing status quo” (Deist, 2012). They offer a
response to governments’ centralized power and their perceived inability to respond
appropriately to the social, economic, and political challenges brought about by accelerating
technological development and globalization. Although start-up society ventures are often
derided in the media as the fantasies of wealthy eccentrics, their supporters argue that such
endeavors to develop new extraterritorial, private urban spaces will primarily benefit low-income
individuals by attracting foreign investments and technology transfer, and by creating
employment and business opportunities.

This imaginary has found support not only among states, including French Polynesia and
Honduras, but also among transnational organizations like the United Nations (e.g., Mohammed,
2019). Supporters view such experimental cities built “from scratch” as potential fixes to
national socio-economic challenges and global environmental challenges. Unsurprisingly, start-
up society ventures are the object of much controversy and contestation. Their opponents
denounce their anti-democratic aspects and argue that these alleged urban experiments are, in
fact, simply grifts. Nonetheless, the start-up societies imaginary resonates with several powerful
non-state and state actors, has had a tangible even if still limited impact in the world, and as

such, it is worthy of critical attention.

1.2 Thesis aims and research questions
The overarching objective of my research is to explain the emergence of the start-up

societies imaginary, why it appeals to and comes to be selected and retained by non-state and



state actors as a solution to crises (or fails to) and how. My analysis is grounded in a cultural
political economy (CPE) theoretical framework, which is concerned with the critical analysis of
imaginaries and with how the interpretations of, and the corresponding responses to crises are
constrained by the dialectical relation between semiosis (i.e. sense- and meaning-making) and
extra-semiotic factors.? In other words, a CPE framework seeks to understand why and how
some solutions, or imaginaries, are privileged over others, how this is shaped by how agents
(e.g., individuals, institutions) make sense of the world, and how both agents’ interpretations of
crisis and their responses to it are constrained by semiotic resources and extra-semiotic elements.
It does so by examining the uneven interaction of the discursive and the material and “the ways
in which certain semiotic and structural ‘solutions’ are privileged over others thanks to the
operation of structural, discursive, technological and agential selectivities” (Sum & Jessop, 2013,
p. 191).

I take up the CPE research agenda proposed by Ngai-Ling Sum and Bob Jessop (2013,
p. 226; 478) and ask the following questions: When and where did the concept of start-up society
emerge and begin to gain credence? What contradictions does it seek to harmonize or transcend?
Which networks are promoting the concept of start-up society, how and why? What problems or
crises is this concept addressing and how are these crises conceptualized by proponents of start-
up societies? What ideas and practices does the concept of start-up society draw upon? What
political, economic, and socio-cultural changes does the concept of start-up society promise, and

who stands to benefit from them and who stands to lose?

2 In a CPE framework, imaginaries are “fragile and contingent semiotic systems” that “exist at different sites and
scales of action — from individual agents to world society” (Sum & Jessop, 2013, p. 165). Imaginaries “frame
individual subjects’ lived experience of an inordinately complex world and/or inform collective calculations about
that world” (Jessop, 2009, p. 344).



A second underlying aim of my research is to demonstrate how CPE can contribute to the
transdisciplinary field of critical futures studies (CFS), which examines how imagined futures
are entangled with material practices and questions the conditions under which texts (including
discourses, audio and visual representations, etc.) about the future are produced, what it calls the
“political economy of the future” (Goode & Godhe, 2017, pp. 121-122).> Both CPE and CFS are
concerned with the transformation of particular imaginations (construals) into sedimented
imaginaries (constructions) and with problematizing taken-for-granted imaginaries. Together,
CPE and CFS offer a comprehensive framework to examine how urban future imaginaries, such
as the start-up societies imaginary, are shaped by the uneven interaction of semiotic (discursive)

and extra-semiotic (material / structural) elements.

1.3 Context and scope of the research

This dissertation offers an innovative analysis that takes the start-up societies movement
as its starting point and examines both the forms the start-up societies imaginary takes
(seasteading, private cities, charter cities, network states) and how it is shaped by the uneven
interaction of strategic discursive, agential, technological, and structural selectivities. As of the
time of writing, no scholarly work has provided a comprehensive examination of the
contemporary start-up societies movement.* Projects to build libertarian cities and micronations
have been sparsely examined in scholarly literatures in the fields of geography and legal studies.
Whereas legal scholarship has focused on the legal ramifications of floating cities and

micronations (Binder, 2016; Fateh, 2013; Grimmelmann, 2012; Horn, 1973; Keith, 1977;

3 In their introduction to critical futures studies, Michael Godhe and Luke Goode use “future” in the singular form
(Godhe & Goode, 2018; Goode & Godhe, 2017). I use “futures” in the plural form because key aspects of the future
“are out of our control, which means that the future can never be singular or predetermined, and that a range of
uncertainties give shape to different possible trajectories” (Copenhagen Institute for Futures Studies, 2020).

4 One forthcoming book by the historian Raymond Craib (2022) looks at what he terms “libertarian exit” and
examines projects to build libertarian micronations from the 1960s to modern-day seasteading.



Menefee, 1995; Ranganathan, 2019; Saunders, 2019; Schmidtke, 2019), geography scholarship
has focused on critically examining private libertarian cities, in particular seasteading, as a socio-
spatial expression of neoliberalism (Lynch, 2017; Miéville, 2007; Peck, 2011; Ruchlak & Lenz,
2020; Steinberg et al., 2012).

This strand of scholarship makes a valuable contribution to our understanding of how the
start-up societies’, especially seasteading’s, socio-spatial imaginary is shaped by neoliberal
thinking. However, it provides only a partial explanation that mainly confirms the hegemony of
neoliberalism. The existing scholarship does not question why and how the start-up societies
imaginary is positively received by several non-state and state actors, and what this suggests
about how neoliberalism is evolving and what directions it may be taking. This dissertation
contributes to the literature on start-up societies by addressing this gap and drawing attention to
unexplored political, economic, and cultural influences that shape the semiotic aspects of the
start-up societies imaginary, in particular the influence of cryptocurrency and blockchain

technology.

1.4 Methodology

Of the few studies on start-up society ventures, only Steinberg et al. (2012) and Ruchlak
and Lenz (2020) have directly interacted with or interviewed proponents of start-up societies
(seasteading in the case of the former, and free private cities in the case of the latter).
Methodologically, my research builds on five years of continued interaction with proponents of
start-up societies both in person and online. I employ a critical discourse analysis (CDA) of start-
up societies texts supplemented by in-person and digital fieldwork. In-person fieldwork included
attending 2 summits organized by the Startup Societies Foundation, one at which I gave a talk on

Operation Atlantis, the project of an American pharmaceutical entrepreneur to build a libertarian



micronation in the 1960s — 1970s (Simpson, 2016). I conducted 10 semi-structured and informal
interviews and 1 focus group with Startup Societies Foundation staff and with individuals
involved in the start-up societies movement, as well as an online survey with 22 respondents. I
also compiled newsletters and documentation from start-up society ventures as well as relevant
public posts on social media such as Twitter, and I listened to recorded interviews, presentations,
and podcasts. I used MaxQDA, a qualitative analysis software, to identify key themes and
concepts. I used Kumu, an online software, to create a conceptual map of key themes and
concepts present in the start-up societies discourse and a map of the start-up societies network
including agents and organizations. My methodological and analytical approaches, detailed in
Chapter 4, allowed me to contribute an informed and nuanced analysis of the start-up societies
discourse, the strategies employed to promote a particular vision of a future of decentralized
“competitive governance” (P. Friedman & Taylor, 2012) between private cities on land, at sea,
and in cyberspace, and of the mechanisms through which proponents of start-up societies argue it

could be realized.

1.5 Empirical and theoretical contributions

My research adds to the existing scholarship by (a) proposing a comprehensive analytical
framework to examine the emergence of the concept of start-up society and why and how it
comes to be selected and retained (or not) by certain actors as a solution to current crises and as a
desirable vision of the future; (b) contributing original empirical data and demonstrating how the
emergence and adoption of the start-up societies imaginary is correlated to the development of
cryptocurrency and blockchain technology as well as to the growing popularity of the special
economic zone model of urban development; and (c) exploring what the start-up societies

imaginary tells us about the convergence of neoliberalism and neoconservatism.



I make three key arguments that advance our understanding of the start-up societies
imaginary. First, I argue that start-up society ventures should be understood as the continuation
of a trend that dates back to the 1960s and 1970s when American and British entrepreneurs
attempted to create new countries both on land and at sea (Strauss, 1979), albeit also responding
to a new context, rather than as a new phenomenon stemming from the 2008 economic crisis as
Lynch (2017) suggests. Moreover, theorizing start-up society ventures as libertarian enclaves
(Lynch, 2017) ignores that the movement addresses contemporary political and economic crises
both by a broad spectrum of political and cultural influences, and a reliance on such emerging
technologies as cryptocurrencies and blockchain technologies and on the model of special
economic zone, to solve these crises.

The contemporary start-up societies imaginary emerged as a response to crises of the
political, cultural, and economic orders. Specifically, it is a response to the state’s monopoly over
geography, individuals, the economy, and their governance, and that developed in the context of
the culture wars and the turn to neo-Keynesianism in the wake of the 2008 global economic
crisis; the development of cryptocurrencies such as Bitcoin and new decentralizing technologies
such as blockchain; and of a perceived decline of the West’s global influence and power. As
mentioned above, a key contribution of my research is its examination of how the start-up
societies imaginary is shaped by the discourses around cryptocurrencies and blockchain
technology as well as by these technologies’ narrative qualities, and by the possibilities they
offer to re-think governance and community. I theorize the spaces which proponents of start-up
societies aim to develop as encrypted geographies, which I define as spaces that rely on
emerging cryptographic technologies like blockchain and cryptocurrency and that are both

digitally and semiotically encrypted, and selectively recruit and exclude individuals.



Second, I demonstrate how, in addition to being shaped both by the discourses around
cryptocurrency and blockchain technology and the socio-spatial possibilities they offer, the start-
up societies imaginary is also partly a result of the “recontextualization” (Fairclough, 2013b, p.
20) of the neoliberal discourse as well as of neoconservative and neoreactionary philosophies.
That is, examining the start-up societies imaginary illustrates how dominant neoliberal and
neoconservative discourses are disseminated across structural and scalar boundaries (Fairclough,
2013, p. 20) to realize certain objectives. I analyze how key concepts and themes, such as
Ludwig von Mises’ concept of the “sovereign consumer,” an idea which Olsen (2020) shows
“hinged on the idea of democracy as a method of choosing and sought to re-invent the market as
the democratic forum par excellence” (p.45), and the idea of the frontier spirit are inculcated as
ways of being in the start-up societies imaginary. Specifically, I show how the start-up societies
imaginary ultimately aims to replace public, democratic institutions with a society of pioneering
entrepreneurs bound by legal contracts. This is significant because it suggests that beyond being
simply an expression or a symptom of neoliberalism or an innovative grift, start-up society
ventures seek to realize broad and complex objectives that affect identity and subject formation,
governance, and power structures.

Third, and related to the previous point, an overarching argument running through my
dissertation is that the start-up societies imaginary is ultimately an attempt to resolve the
contradictions that result from the convergence of neoliberalism and neoconservatism in the
United States and abroad and that it synthesizes the de-democratizing forces of these two
rationalities (W. Brown, 2006). As Brown (2006) explains:

[N]eoliberalism confidently identifies itself with the future, and in producing itself as

normal rather than adversarial does not acknowledge any alternative futures.



Neoconservatism, on the other hand, identifies itself as the guardian and advocate of a

potentially vanishing past and present, and a righteous bulwark against loss, and

constitutes itself a warring against serious contenders for an alternative futurity, those it

identifies as “liberalism” as home and “barbarism” abroad. (p.699)
I contend that the start-up societies imaginary signifies a new facet of a political rationality, a
“new political form, a specific modality of governance and citizenship” (Brown, 2006, p. 702),
that aims to advance the neoliberal project to liberate markets and allow the free flow of capital,
and that it does so by means of neoconservative strategies such as promoting individual and
family responsibility, advocating for a limited and, often, a privatized government, and working
to replace the welfare state with private and profitable philanthropic actions.5 Conversely, it
operationalizes these values to advance the neoliberal project and the sedimentation of the “two
fundamental mechanisms of the new global Utopian system: the right of migration and the
abolition of taxes” (Jameson, 2007, p. 219). I call this emerging form of political rationality
cryptotrad. This term underscores the start-up societies’ movement reliance on cryptography and
such technologies as blockchain and cryptocurrency, and suggests how, at the core of this
political project that claims to be innovative, disruptive, and future-oriented, is a project to
reaffirm and preserve “traditional” and conservative Western values.

Encrypted geographies are the spatial expression of the cryptotrad political rationality. As
Brown (2006) explains, while “neoliberalism figures a future in which cultural and national

borders are largely erased, in which all relations, attachments, and endeavors are submitted to a

5 My argument also draws on the work of Melinda Cooper whose book Family Values: Between Neoliberalism and
the New Social Conservatism (2017) demonstrates how “Neoliberalism and social conservatism are [...] tethered
together by a working relationship that is at once necessary and disavowed: as an ideology of power that only ever
acknowledges its reliance on market mechanisms and their homologues, neoliberalism can only realize its objectives
by proxy, that is by outsourcing the imposition of noncontractual obligations to social conservatives. In extremis,
neoliberals must turn to the overt, neoconservative methodology of state-imposed, transcendent virtue to realize
their dream of an immanent virtue ethics of the market” (p. 63).
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monetary nexus,” neoconservatism “scrambles to re-articulate and police cultural and national
borders, the sacred, and the singular through discourses of patriotism, religiosity, and the West”
(p.699). In the case of start-up societies, new legal, physical, and digital borders that protect a
community of like-minded individuals from the state and from incompatible political
rationalities replace cultural and national borders. All social relations are subjects to
contractualization and monetization, what Titus Gebel (2018), the founder of Free Private Cities,
a non-profit organization advocating the development of privately owned, contract-based
communities, calls “the market of living together,” but with the goal of enforcing a
neoconservative civic order backed by the private sector. The start-up societies imaginary can
therefore be understood as a response to a perceived failure of the modern state to preserve
neoconservative values and, more broadly, to a perceived decline of the West, using new

cryptographic technologies of decentralization.

1.6 Layout of dissertation

The dissertation comprises eight chapters, each building on the last. Chapter 2 begins by
reviewing the literature on start-up societies and on key concepts essential to understanding the
start-up societies movement: (de)territorialization and extraterritoriality, urbanization of the
ocean space, secessionism, and urban entrepreneurialism and the development of new forms of
enclave and privatized urbanisms including the special economic zone. Chapter 3 describes the
theoretical framework (CPE) used to examine the start-up societies imaginary and explains how
a CPE approach can contribute to the field of CFS by offering a comprehensive analytical
framework to examine how imaginaries of the future are formed and why some get selected over
others. Chapter 4 lays out my research methods, describes my multi-sited approach to fieldwork

and explains how a critical discourse analysis methodology complements a CPE/CFS framework
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and can be used to identify and analyse “the specific mechanisms through which semiotically
mediated practices and social relations are reproduced” (Sum & Jessop, 2013, p. 126).

Chapter 5 introduces the concept of encrypted geographies and argues that the start-up
societies imaginary is shaped both by the discourses around blockchain technologies and
cryptocurrency, and by these technologies’ narrative qualities. Chapter 6 offers a case study of
the start-up society movement, the Seasteading Institute and Blue Frontiers’ project to build a
floating island in French Polynesia, and of the formation of encrypted geographies. Chapter 7
explores the growing interest on the part of both non-state and state actors in the concept of the
charter city and examines how start-up societies’ secessionist political ambitions are presented as
a form of development aid that will primarily benefit the poorer groups of society.

In both Chapters 6 and 7, I draw attention to how the model of the special economic zone
is leveraged to realize the start-up societies vision of a decentralized, privatized future. The
arguments developed in Chapters 5 to 7 support the broader argument this dissertation makes,
namely that start-up societies projects deploy neoconservative strategies to advance a neoliberal
market rationality, and vice versa. Ultimately, the start-up societies imaginary transforms social
and political problems into “individual problems with market solutions” (W. Brown, 2006, p.
703), encourages citizens to view themselves as sovereign consumers of governance products,
imposes the adoption of entrepreneurial subjectivities on both individuals and institutions, and
promotes an anti-democratic vision of the future.

Finally, Chapter 8 concludes with a discussion of how cryptotrad futures reproduce the
structures they wish to exit and limit, rather than encourage, urban and political experimentation.
The present study is but the first step in a comprehensive examination of how new economic and

political imaginaries derived from cryptographic technologies shape urban futures, and in a
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comprehensive critical analysis of the convergence of neoliberalism and neoconservatism in the
United States and abroad. Insight drawn from the proposed theoretical approach and
methodology may help scholars in the field of geography, sociology, political science, and
anthropology to explore how and why urban future imaginaries are formed, selected, and

retained.
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Chapter 2 — Stepping on new off/shores:
Extraterritoriality, urbanization, entrepreneurialism, and enclavism at sea and on land

2.1 Introduction

Propeller Island (1895/2005), one of Jules Verne’s lesser known novels, tells the story of
a French quartet touring the United States who, while on their way to San Diego, find themselves
lured onto Standard Island, a man-made floating island propelled by a ten million horsepower
engine and inhabited by billionaires. The capital of Standard Island, Milliard City, is home to the
Milliardais (a play on the French word for billionaire), who are divided into two groups, the
Protestant Larboardites and the Catholic Starboardites, and who co-habit peacefully for most of
the novel. Residency aboard Standard Island is restricted to individuals born in the United States,
a decision made to avoid potentially upsetting conversations on international relations. Standard
Island is described as an “independent city, a free city, on which the Union has no right, and
which depends on itself only” (p.21).6 It has its own flag, that resembles the American flag but
exhibits a single star.

Living conditions aboard Standard Island are exceptional. Sidewalks are set on conveyor
belts, and electric moons light up the sky. The weather is engineered, and the air is distilled to
increase the life expectancy of the population. Milliardais wear biometric devices that keep them
informed about their health and communicate with the mainland using the “teleautograph,” a
kind of fax machine connected by undersea cables and via which they can order such luxury
consumer goods as the latest European haute couture. There is no industry on Standard Island,

and the Milliardais enjoy an exclusive life of leisure in a pristine environment.

¢ My translation.
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As Standard Island cruises across the Pacific Ocean, the Milliardais’ peaceful existence
comes under threat. The island is infested with lions, tigers, and snakes sent by the British, who
are unhappy with its presence in international waterways. The island is also invaded by
indigenous tribes, and the Milliardais are rescued in extremis by French colonists living on
neighboring islands. In the second half of the novel, the Standard Company, which owns
Standard Island, files for bankruptcy after its speculative investments in the construction of a
new city in Arkansas collapse along with the land on which the city was to be built. The floating
island is purchased by its residents, until then only tenants, and a heated debate on how to ensure
its rentability ensues. The leader of the Larboardites suggests turning Standard Island into a
floating factory to produce salted pork, which the leader of the Starbordites opposes. Both men
stir the island in opposite directions until the machinery breaks, and Standard Island is destroyed.

As a work of science fiction, the novel offers a prescient description of
telecommunications, e-commerce delivery, weather engineering, smart watches, and of the
cultural phenomenon of the quantified self. As a sociological satire and a critique of colonialism,
the novel, set in the Pacific Ocean, is also seemingly prophetic of seasteading, particularly the
Seasteading Institute’s project to build a floating island in French Polynesia. Published 126 years
ago, Propeller Island is remarkable in its astute exploration of many themes that are relevant
today and pertinent to the study of the start-up societies imaginary: (de)territorialization and
extraterritoriality, elite mobilities, urbanization of the ocean space, offshoring, technology and
inequality, secessionism and the development of new forms of private urbanism, and the
particular role of entrepreneurial non-state actors in shaping urban policies and governance.

This chapter reviews how these themes have been theorized and conceptualized in the

geography literature. It comprises three main sections. The first and last sections examine
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extraterritoriality and emerging forms of enclave urbanism at sea and on land, respectively. What
connects these two trends and sections is the development of new urban entrepreneurial practices
and policies and the increasingly influential role of technology and technology start-ups. In other
words, how entrepreneurial practices and entrepreneurs shape urban spaces and policies. It
explores the following questions: How has ocean-space shaped the contemporary understanding
of territory? How are ocean-space and extraterritoriality used to advance and host new forms of
urban and privatized entrepreneurialism? Who gets to benefit from these? What does it suggest
about urban mobilities? How is urban entrepreneurialism transformed by the growing influence
of technology companies and by the business model of the start-up company? Who gets to

engage in start-up urbanism and who benefits from it?

2.2 Extraterritoriality and ocean urbanization

Another of Verne’s novels, A Floating City (1871), is about a love story onboard the
steamship SS Great Eastern, the largest ship at the time of its launch in 1858. Both Propeller
Island and A Floating City were inspired by the development of the cruise ship industry, which
Verne understood to represent a new form of elite mobility. Scholars and researchers have since
continued to examine this phenomenon that journalist lan Urbina (2019) recently described as “a
kind of gentrification of the ocean” (p. 272). Indeed, Verne’s novels foreshadowed the apparition
of such modern luxury cruise ships as MS The World, described on its official website as “the
largest private residential ship on the planet” (7he World, 2020).

Home to a select group of high-net-worth individuals, The World, which has been sailing
under the flag of the Bahamas since 2002, offers residents and guests “the very highest standard
of anticipatory service and bespoke comfort in every detail” as they “journey across the globe in

the comfort of [their] own home” (The World, 2020). Like Verne’s Standard Island, The World is
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collectively owned by its residents. In October 2004, the residents purchased the ship from the
European bankers who controlled the vessel, a purchase that was motivated by the ship’s
Florida-based operator, ResidenSea Ltd., strategy of renting unsold apartments to tourists despite
residents’ opposition (Perez, 2004).

The World can offer “a lifestyle that exists nowhere else on earth” (The World, 2020)
precisely because the ship is removed from the earthly public realm, “flowing around a global-
national urban system” and “generat[ing] a form of networked extra-territoriality — a social space
decoupled from the perceived risks and general dowdiness of the social world beneath it”
(Atkinson & Blandy, 2009, p. 92). Yet, although The World can be described as a “roaming
enclav[e]” host to affluence that is “liberated from a fixed abode,” it remains connected through
legal systems, land-based assets, supply chains, and technology infrastructure (Atkinson &
Blandy, 2009, p. 94). The World, Atkinson and Blandy (2009) conclude, “floats but it is still not
fully disengaged from the social and political systems beneath it” (p. 107). Indeed, the stark
reality of the inseverable legal, political, and biological connection of The World’s residents to
the rest of the actual world was evidenced in March 2020, when the ship was taken out of service
and laid up at the Port of Santa Cruz de Tenerife in the Canary Islands, and passengers and crew
were disembarked due to the COVID-19 pandemic (The World, 2020).

Atkinson and Blandy (2009) use the case of The World to examine how affluent elite
networks are increasingly deterritorialized and opt to move and live in “spaces [that] are ‘afloat,’
a networked and fantasy fortress archipelago of homes, offices, schools and places of play and
culture, a world that is other to mundane daily lives” (p. 99). But unlike private residential
developments and business districts, 7he World “exemplifies a new dimension of mobility,

which is accompanied by a different and complex relationship to the control of territory” for the
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“new nomad class” is “choosing temporary and collectivized property rights over permanent and
exclusive ownership” (pp. 104, 105). Indeed, the possibility to enjoy The World’s upscale mobile
environment without the responsibilities that single ownership entails is at the core of The
World’s marketing, which describes it as a solution to the “personal burdens of time, costs, and
logistics in staffing and maintaining a private yacht” (The World Residences at Sea, mailing list,
February 22, 2021). Atkinson and Blandy (2009) contend that 7he World thus illustrates how
global capitalism is characterized by “endless profit and the production of wealthy individuals
who may find it more attractive to secede from identities and responsibilities in nation-states and
communities” (p. 107). As we will see, such secessionist ambitions are also shared by
proponents of start-up societies, albeit with the broader aims of rethinking governance and the

organization of society and fostering the development of entrepreneurial subjectivities.

2.2.1 (Socially constructed) Freedom of the seas

The case of The World is particularly interesting not only because it illustrates a new
form of elite mobility, but also because it exemplifies how ocean space is a legally and
politically distinct space that can be leveraged by individuals, corporations, and states. This land-
sea distinction is at the core of the seasteading imaginary, which views the ocean as a blank
legal, political, and cultural space. Seasteading advocates capitalizing on the “dynamic
geography” (P. Friedman, 2002) of ocean-space to “lower barriers to entry” to the “governance
industry” (P. Friedman & Taylor, 2011) and conceptualizes the high sea as a space of freedom.
However, the ocean is neither lawless nor empty (Anderson & Peters, 2014a; Braverman &
Johnson, 2020). In fact, it is a space of “turbulent” “blue legalities,” the aspects of ocean law and
governance shaped by the materiality of ocean-space and that impact a wide range of topics from

sovereignty to marine life to robotics (Johnson & Braverman, 2020, p. 4).
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Blue legalities are intimately connected to land-based legalities, and vice versa. Research
in the field of geography has demonstrated how legal and geographical conceptualizations of
ocean-space as extraterritorial have been integral to the development of the modern sovereign
territorial state, capitalism, and of the field of geography itself. This scholarship is part of an
“oceanic turn” in the social sciences and the humanities, itself spurred by developments in
geopolitics including new legal claims over ocean space and the continental shelf made via the
1945 Truman Declaration and the U.N. Convention on the Law of the Sea, and by the post-1970s
“spatial turn” (DeLoughrey, 2017, p.34).

Another strand of oceanic turn literature focused on mobilities has called for an
engagement with “oceans, ships, and other forms of seagoing travel and life” to explore
“mobilities beyond surficial connection and flows across our oceans, and making more
expansive the subjects and objects of scale of investigation” (Peters & Squire, 2019, p. 101).
This scholarship also addresses how mobilities associated with the oceans and its resources
unsettle sovereignty and enable “novel political configurations that are embedded within motion
to emerge” (Havice, 2018, p. 1281). Such approaches draw attention to the three-dimensional,
voluminous, and fluid nature of ocean space and of oceanic mobilities, and examine how they
shape lived experience both on land and at sea (Anderson & Peters, 2014a; Peters, 2010, 2012,
2015; Spence, 2014; Squire, 2020; Steinberg, 2009; Steinberg & Peters, 2015).

More recently, climate change, rising sea level, and pressing concerns about the future of
Small Islands Developing States (SIDS) at risk of being submerged have galvanized interest not
only in oceanic futures, but in oceanic space as an ontological space that can offer “a fertile
environment for reconceptualizing understandings of space, time, movement, and, connectedly,

our experiences of being in this transformative and mobile world” (Peters & Steinberg, 2019, p.
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13). However, as Winder (2019) points out, this should not be mistaken for a “‘new’
endeavour”’; many non-Western epistemologies make no such ontological distinction between
land and sea and understand the land-sea space as continuous rather than divided space, and the
ocean a lively space of historical and personal connections tied to personal identities rather than
as a blank, empty space (Hau’ofa, 2008; Sammler, 2020).

Nonetheless, the oceanic turn has the potential to disrupt the field of geography itself. A
key contribution from Lambert et al. (2006) in this direction contends that the field of geography
“has often been a ‘landlocked’ field,” meaning that historically and epistemologically it has
employed perspectives that view all phenomenon from the land. These scholars posit that
“historical geographies of the sea have the potential to reorient our perspectives in significant
ways” by drawing attention to “new spaces of analysis beyond the local and the national” and to
“more-than-human” worlds and interactions (p. 488). Lambert et al. (2006) further argue that
land and ocean spaces are not opposites but are rather “always in tension as identities and power
relations are in the making” (p. 488). The oceanic turn therefore promises to expand our
ontological and epistemological approaches and to complicate and improve our analyses of
socio-spatial relations. In my research, these developments are particularly helpful to understand
how the government of French Polynesia and the promoters of the Floating Island Project
engaged with Polynesian ontologies and epistemologies to present the construction of a floating
island as a “logical” next step in Polynesian history, but also why it was rejected by the
population as the commodification of Polynesian heritage and culture.

An expanding body of interdisciplinary scholarship is taking up the task of exploring how
thinking with and from the sea can expand our understanding of what it means to inhabit, govern,

and belong in a largely oceanic world (e.g., Anderson & Peters, 2014b; Braverman & Johnson,
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2020), only a small subset of which I can address here. Specifically, I draw on oceanic turn
approaches to territoriality and sovereignty to understand how the social construction of ocean-
space shapes the start-up societies imaginary, in particular the seasteading project of colonizing
the ocean. A perspective of viewing both the land and the sea “from the sea” can help us develop
a better understanding of why and how ocean-space is often perceived as a frontier to conquer
and colonize through the development of the blue economy and ocean urbanization. It can also
help us appreciate how aspects of ocean-space such as its dynamism and fluidity, and its
romantic association to freedom inform the seasteading vision and the start-up societies
imaginary more broadly, and how the ocean offers a space, and a spatial imaginary, that can be

used to challenge the modern territorial nation-state.

2.2.1.1 Territoriality and sovereignty

The concepts of territoriality and sovereignty are central to the start-up societies
imaginary: start-up society ventures aim to develop experimental extraterritorial spaces by
“leasing” sovereignty from countries that, Patri Friedman, the co-founder of the Seasteading
Institute and the founder of Pronomos Capital, a venture fund that invests in charter city
ventures, claims are increasingly “willin[g] ... to consider making agreements to franchise
sovereignty within their territory” (in Solana, 2020). This sub-section focuses on the work of
three scholars who theorize the relationship between capitalism, territoriality and the sea to better
understand how this relationship contributes to shaping the start-up societies imaginary.

Philip Steinberg (2001, 2009, 2018) addresses how the tension between capital’s need for
spatial fixity and its need for spatial mobility are played out on ocean-space in his work. A key

concern of his work is how the construction of the ocean as an external space of mobility was
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essential to the modern conceptualization of the sovereign, territorial state. Steinberg (2009)
describes territoriality as

the manner in which the definition of a society’s geographic limits, the organization of its

processes, and the control of its people are exercised through claims of authority over

bounded swaths of land. A territorial state thus can exist in isolation; it is essentially an

inward-looking entity. (p. 470)

Sovereignty, in contrast, “is not necessarily defined and delimited territorially”; sovereign
authority can extend beyond a state’s borders as in the cases of an embassy located in a foreign
country or of a monarch exercising sovereignty authority over its colonies (Steinberg, 2009, p.
470).

Steinberg (2009) problematizes the conceptualization of the sovereign state as the
“idealized negation of mobility” and shows how “the rise of the concept of sovereignty
historically was interwoven with the designation of certain spaces as beyond the sovereign
state’s organizational limits” (p. 469), in particular through cartographic representations which,
since the eighteenth century, have consistently depicted the ocean as a “fundamentally external
space” (p. 487). The modern state, Steinberg argues, was shaped by the “depiction of the ocean
as a space beyond territorialization, and the parallel depiction of land as a series of discrete,
bounded territories” (p. 488). The modern state’s socio-spatial logic is therefore characterized by
“parallel tendencies toward territorialization and deterritorialization” (p. 469) expressed in a
series of binary oppositions “between inside and outside; between unit and system; between land
and sea; between fixity and movement; and between experienced place and relative, abstract

space” (p. 468).
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The start-up societies imaginary, which aims to challenge the hegemony of the modern,
bounded territorial state as the dominant form of sovereign territoriality, paradoxically
reproduces these socio-spatial logic and binary oppositions. The case of charter cities (Chapter
7), which are promoted as partially or fully sovereign jurisdictions within existing sovereign
territories, is a clear example the start-up societies imaginary’s operationalization of the binary
opposition between inside and outside and the parallel tendencies towards deterritorialization and
territorialization. The case of the Floating Island Project (Chapter 6) illustrates the seasteading
project’s reliance on the binary opposition between land and sea and between fixity of space and
movement of people and capital.

As Steinberg et al. (2012) argue, the seasteading project reproduces some very old
contradictions

between the desire to territorialize and deterritorialize, between the desire to establish a

sustainable community and the desire to foster one that requires continual re-creation,

and between he desire for pure freedom and the need for organization to achieve it. (p.

1545)

Whereas the modern state, as Steinberg (2009) explains, was shaped “by the depiction of the
ocean as a space beyond territorialization” (p. 488, emphasis added), seasteading depicts the
ocean as a space open to territorialization, as opposed to land which is depicted as fully
territorialized, and does so to challenge the modern state and its monopoly over sovereignty and
territoriality. Whereas the sovereign, territorial state can be understood as the “idealized negation
of mobility” (Steinberg, 2009, p.469), seasteading conceptualizes individual sovereignty as the
idealized negation of immobility. Free to float to the seastead community of their choice, or to

float away from an unsatisfactory community, individuals can exert sovereign authority over

23



their own space and the self and experiment with different forms of territoriality. Seasteading is
thus presented as a response to the problem of land-space being fully territorialized to which it
finds a solution in ocean-space conceptualized as the last frontier (on earth) open to
territorialization. But in doing so, it also reproduces and extends at sea those very conditions of
territoriality (authority and control over a bounded space, in this case a seastead) and sovereignty
(having its sovereign authority recognized) it seeks to disrupt.

Steinberg demonstrates how the representation of the ocean as an external space of
(capital) mobility has shaped the modern territorial state. Examining the topic from a different
perspective, Liam Campling and Alejandro Colas (2018, 2021) show how capital accumulation
on land is shaping capital accumulation at sea. They propose the term “terraqueous territoriality”
to describe “capital’s attempt at transcending the land-sea distinction” and how “capital
accumulation [...] seeks to territorialise the sea through forms of sovereignty and modes of
appropriation drawn from experiences on land, but in doing so encounters particular tensions
thereby generating distinctive spatial effects” (2018, p. 776). These scholars emphasize the
“material geo-physical attributes of the sea,” which they concede “imbue [their] use of
‘terraqueous territoriality’ with a degree of environmental determinism” (p. 777). They examine
the cases of the flag of convenience, multi-lateral counter-piracy initiatives, and exclusive
economic zones as “expressions of how, in encountering bio-physical challenges to its own
reproduction at sea, capitalism has used the oceans as a laboratory to experiment with, and
generally enforce novel combinations of sovereignty, territory and appropriation,” respectively
(p. 778). The sea, they conclude, “is both a crucial site for the valorisation of capital — be it

through extraction or transport — and a major bio-physical obstacle to its reproduction” (p. 789).
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Campling and Colas’ theorization of terraqueous territoriality as “uniquely capitalist
alignments of sovereignty, exploitation and appropriation in the capture and coding of maritime
spaces and resources” (Campling & Colas, 2021, p. 3) is helpful to understand the challenges of
capital accumulation at sea and ocean urbanization. However, it also reproduces the land-sea
divide. Their analysis is unidirectional, focused on how capitalism extends more or less
successfully at sea, and misses out on important aspect of how the sea shapes capitalism,
including capitalism’s own dependence on the sea. In other words, Campling and Colas’
approach prioritizes a land-based perspective evident in their description of “terraqueous”
(versus “aquaterreous”) territoriality. Their conclusion that “[t]he best prospect of a
revolutionary horizon is gazing at the sea from land” (Campling & Colés, 2021, p. 322) not only
reproduces the land-sea divide, but the landlocking of geography and of theory. In contrast,
Steinberg’s approach, and those works contributing to the oceanic turn, emphasize the need to
examine the continuous, mutually constitutive relationship of land and sea. Indeed, the ocean
“exceeds material liquidity” and “extends in excess, far landward of its shore” (Peters &
Steinberg, 2019, p. 13, italics in the original). Nonetheless, these two perspectives highlight how
the land-sea divide, both its social construction and its geo-physical properties, plays a central

role in shaping modern political economy, sovereignty, and territoriality.

2.2.1.2 Ocean urbanization, urban liquefaction

In this sub-section, I examine how engaging with the oceanic turn can help us better
understand how ocean space is increasingly perceived as an urban space; either as a space of
economic development through urban expansion or as a space whose “latent” urbanization must
be brought to the surface. Urban growth and rising sea levels create new opportunities and

challenges for coastal environments. This is transforming the fields of architecture, urban design
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and engineering as well, as evidenced by an increased interest in the urban amphibious as an
adaptive solution to climate change (Beatley, 2018; de Graaf, 2021; Grydehej & Kelman, 2016,
2017; Steinberg, 2011) matched by calls to acknowledge that “the future is fluid” and to develop
a “wet urbanism” (Ashraf, 2017) that can transcend the land-sea, dry-wet dichotomy.

Land (2017) proposes a trio of terms to describe the coastal-urban forms of the urban
amphibious: the “urban foreshore” is a “relatively thin strip of territory that is principally
concerned with the needs of arriving strangers” (p. 35, emphasis in the original); the “urban
offshore” includes such zones of exception as quarantine areas and trading enclaves (p. 38); and
the “urban estuary” hosts port towns and coastal communities and their rich coastal cultures and
dialects (pp. 38-39, emphasis in the original). These three coastal-urban forms problematize “the
familiar ‘decline of the waterfront’ narrative” and are “caught up in breakneck growth, furious
and intensifying controversy, and undeniable relevance” (p. 34-40).

Of particular relevance to my research is the urban offshore, whose “adjacency is part of
its function” (I. Land, 2017, p. 37). To seasteaders, the urban offshore represents a geographical
and legal environment that can be exploited politically and economically. The ability to live in
proximity to the mainland and benefit from its commercial opportunities and infrastructures is
primordial to the successful realization of seasteading projects. What is more, due to the
technological and legal challenges of building ocean-going floating cities, since 2014 the
Seasteading Institute’s focus has been on developing partnerships with “host nations” for the
construction of coaststeads, seasteads located within a country’s territorial waters (P. Friedman
and Gramlich, 2009; The Seasteading Institute, 2014).

In fact, most proposed seasteading projects are designed for urban offshore locations.

Blueseed, a project launched in 2011 and indefinitely on hold, proposes to host technology
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workers and entrepreneurs twelve miles off the coast of San Francisco (“Blueseed,” 2020).
Workers could still be near Silicon Valley and join its social and professional networks without
having to obtain a work visa.7 Another venture by a couple of staunch seasteading supporters
and cryptocurrency enthusiasts, Ocean Builders, has designs for a planned seapod community in
Panama. Called Satoshi Village, it would create a new urban offshore space that would allow
seasteaders to form their own alternative community and benefit Panama by bringing in revenues
through commercial activity and tourism. Ocean Builders’ recent proposal to build a seapod
development in New York’s Lincoln Harbor yacht club also aims to capitalize on the urban
offshore. The Seasteading Institute and Blue Frontiers’ floating island in French Polynesia,
which I examine in Chapter 6, was proposed for construction in the archipelago’s urban offshore
so that it could access its communications infrastructure and tenants could easily travel to and
from the mainland. These examples provide concrete evidence that the urban offshore is a key
site for capitalist experimentation and the expansion of urban life at sea.

The high seas, too, are spaces of amphibious urbanization. Couling (2018) posits that
ocean urbanization exemplifies the phenomenon of planetary urbanisation theorized by Brenner
and Schmid (2014, 2015) and that “the ocean as a natural space persists as a common perception
today and in fact is safeguarded as such by our shared imaginations” (pp. 155). Indeed, the cruise
ship industry, offshore energy production, deep-sea mining, and telecommunication
infrastructures are all facets of ocean urbanization. Couling argues that the ocean is, in fact, a

““cultivated seascape’ serving urban populations and subject to vigorous structuring, planning

"In 2004, a San Diego company called SeaCode, not related to the seasteading movement, proposed housing
software engineers on a cruise ship three miles off the California coast. Its founders argued that the ship would also
“create jobs on nearby shores” (Guynn, 2013). SeaCode, Steinberg (2011) contends, depended “on utilizing new
technologies to engineer a new integration of the sea into the space of the polis” (p. 2119). However, “even as it
redefines the polis as porous entity that incorporates flows, liquid spaces, and border crossings, it does so within the
existing structure of the state system” (p. 2120). SeaCode, then, was to be “an extension of’ rather than “an
alternative to” the state system (p. 2120, emphasis in the original).
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and management” (p. 156, emphasis in the original). She posits that “properties of contemporary
ocean space are determined by both natural and cultural processes, and that the extreme
interpenetration of these conditions is a distinguishing characteristic of the space itself” (p. 157).
But the urbanization of the ocean is concealed by distance, reduced or inexistent daily social
interactions, and submerged infrastructures rarely visible from the surface (pp. 157-158). These
three factors, Couling argues, “are in fact hallmarks of extended urbanisation” (p. 158).

With technological advances, the ocean has become an increasingly complex space
whose urban characteristics, often invisible to the eye, play a key role both in asserting territorial
claims and in ensuring the mobility of capital. However, Exo Adams (2018, 2019) shows how, in
fact, the urbanization of the ocean has a much longer history, itself intrinsically linked to what he
calls the “maritimization of land.” Exo Adams shows how the influence of the modern
conception of circulation, developed at the end of the sixteenth century, played a key role in
shaping both the modern formation of territory and urbanization processes.

The first theorist of urbanisation, the Spanish engineer Ildefons Cerda i Sunyer, theorized
the urbe as a “radically new systemic spatiality” that was to be “a universal, technologically-
mediated, domestic spatial order — a generic grid of human habitation predicated on an enabling
limitless circulation (a principle he called vialidad) and its perpetual self-expansion
(urbanizacion),” and the engineer repeatedly drew on “metaphors of the ocean to describe the
unbounded forces that drive urbanizacion (Exo Adams, 2018, pp. 129-130).

Cerda 1 Sunyer’s vision was “a project to depoliticise state space by reconstituting it as a
technology of pure human circulation, the expression of nineteenth-century liberal idealism”
(p. 131). It was to be “a perpetual, bloodless revolution in which technology would overthrow

politics” (p. 131). This is particularly interesting in the context of a study of the start-up societies
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imaginary, which also presents technology as a potential replacement to politics and aims to
allow unhindered human and capital circulation.

Exo Adams (2018) also underscores how the concept of réseau (network), adapted from
medical and hydrological sciences, was used to propose ‘“counter-territorial spatial
imaginar[ies]” (p. 133). He points to the work of the Saint-Simonian Michel Chevalier who “held
that nations organised around networks could achieve a state of perpetual peace through the
natural interstate independencies that would arise with the unlimited circulation of goods and
finance that a network space would enable” (p. 132). The idea of réseau, Exo Adams argues,
“helped to redefine the ontological status of the territory”: “Without the boundaries of territory
that defines its absolute interior, land could become — at least in ideal projections — a sea-like
space in which unbounded, private trade could be conducted in regulated channels of traffic
stretching across continents” (pp. 140-141). However, “[w]hile playing up to maritime
ontologies of freedom, openness, and mobility, the réseau unwittingly unleashed on land what
had always accompanied imperial ocean-space: a logic of security, regulation, and control”

(p. 143).

The maritimization of land is mirrored in the start-up societies imaginary in two ways.
First, the start-up societies urban imagination, particularly seasteading’s, is shaped by the
conceptualization of the ocean-space as a perfect apolitical space of flow and circulation. It can
be argued that start-up society ventures seek to reproduce the mobility afforded by ocean-space
on land, both through encouraging the free movement of people who would vote with their feet
or who could be digital residents of a start-up society without having ever been physically there,
and through developing new legal and technological strategies to allow the free flow of capital.

Second, the start-up societies movement’s attempt to re-imagine territoriality, community, and
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society is shaped by a conceptualization of the internet as a space that shares spatial and legal
qualities with the ocean-space, as well as with the sky or outer space (“the cloud”). In both cases,
these conceptualizations draw on the idea of a boundless urban socio-technological network and
suggest the existence of “territory beyond terra” (Peters et al., 2018; see also Barlow, 1996).
However, as I explain in Chapter 5, here too the idea of réseau carries with it a logic of security,
regulation, and control, and deterritorialization inevitably leads to reterritorialization, which, in

turn, leads to fragmentation and the formation of invisible borders.

2.3 The ocean as a space of secession

The previous sections have introduced the oceanic turn and reviewed theorizations of the
relationship between ocean-space, territoriality, sovereignty, and ocean urbanization that are
helpful to understand how the seasteading project of establishing mobile oceanic colonies seeks
to transform sovereignty and territoriality, while also being shaped by dominant understandings
of these concepts, and extends capitalist urbanization at sea, and to understand how start-up
society projects are contributing to the maritimization of land. This section briefly reviews
architectural movements and proposals to build floating cities that have conceptualized ocean-
space as both a refuge and a new frontier.

Floating cities projects can be divided between those ventures that seek to address issues
of urban crowding and sustainable development and those justified by a libertarian ideology and
whose primary goal is the creation of autonomous polities such as the contemporary seasteading
movement. In both cases, the ocean is conceptualized as a refuge and a frontier where urban
amphibious developments could help alleviate political, social, and environmental pressures.
First, I review the literature on floating city projects that sought to develop refuges from urban

crowding and climate change and to address neo-Malthusian fears of resource scarcity. Second, I
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provide more information on seasteading, which is one of multiple political and architectural
proposals that have envisioned ocean-space as a space of secession, from pirate utopias to

projects to floating cities to host and better control migrant workers.®

2.3.1 Floating cities as urban expansion programs

The decades of the 1960s and 1970s were particularly rich in proposals to build floating
and underwater cities and to create new oceanic countries (Dobraszczyk, 2019; Huebner, 2020;
Kaji-O’Grady & Raisbeck, 2005; Squire, 2020; Strauss, 1979). One hypothesis for this
phenomenon is that this period represented “a gap between the enactment of the 1958 Geneva
Conventions, encouraging the exploitation of the ocean’s resources, and the ensuing court
interpretations and state action which indicated the extent to which this activity would become a
coastal state hegemony” (Menefee, 1995, p. 111, emphasis in the original).

In the 1960s, the Japanese Metabolists produced multiple mobile, modular and plug-in
floating city designs that sought to address issues of resources and land scarcity, urban crowding
and mobility and that continue to influence and inspire today’s ecomodernist thought, which
advocates using technology to decouple human development from environmental impact and

allow continuous industrial growth (Huebner, 2020).° Key proposals of that era include Kenzo

8 A discussion of pirate utopias is beyond the scope of this research. However, it is worth noting that Hayward
(2014) makes a parallel between seasteading and eighteen-century maritime pirate societies which, he argues, “share
at their core a similar vision of anarcho-syndicalism” (p. 5). Graeber (2013) has compared pirate ships to the early
colonies of the North American frontier which were “spaces of intercultural improvisation, and, like the pirate ships,
largely lay outside the purview of any states” (p. 179). There are indeed similarities between pirate communities and
seasteading, but the latter’s models of social organization and governance, anchored in the idea of the sovereign
consumer, are closer to the model of the cruise ship owned and managed by private entities.

9 This influence can be seen in the work of Bjarke Ingels Group (BIG), an architecture firm commissioned to design
Oceanix, the floating city project of Marc Collins Chen, the entrepreneur at the origin of the Floating Island Project
in French Polynesia. Two concepts, both coined by Ingels, are central to BIG’s architectural philosophy: pragmatic
utopianism and hedonistic sustainability. Both are based on the belief that “today’s environmental problems are not
political, economical [sic] or even ecological — they are simply a design challenge!” (Bjarke Ingels Group, 2009, p.
51). Pragmatic utopianism “takes on the creation of socially, economically, and environmentally perfect places as a
practical objective” (Bjarke Ingels Group, 2009, p. 13). It advocates “trying to make everybody happy” rather than
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Tange’s Tokyo Bay Plan (1960) which advanced the idea of city as process and proposed a new
spatial order that would reflect the spontaneous mobility of contemporary society (Lin, 2007),
Kiyonori Kikutake’s floating Marine City (1958-1963) and Aquapolis (1975) built for the
Okinawa International Ocean Exposition, and Kisho Kurokawa’s Floating City (1961), a housing
project to be built on Lake Kasumigaura. Buckminster Fuller’s Triton City (1964),
commissioned by a Japanese developer, was designed as a series of floating city-blocks to be
anchored in Tokyo Bay, but was never built.

Several projects were motivated by concerns around climate change and the need to
preserve marine biodiversity. In the early 1970s, the French architect Jacques Rougerie, who
presented at the conference on floating islands organized by the Seasteading Institute in Tahiti in
May 2017, designed multiple floating cities. Thalassopolis I (1970) was a proposed city
comprising an aggregation of connected floating villages that could host 45,000 people. More
recently, Rougerie proposed building oceangoing research vessels such as the Cité des Mériens
(2009), a floating city shaped like a manta ray that could house 7,000 international researchers
(Jacques Rougerie Architecte, n.d.), and SeaOrbiter, an international ocean station that could

host a crew of 18 aquanauts (SeaOrbiter, n.d.). Other recent proposals include Vincent

engaging in political debates: “What if design could be the opposite of politics? Not by ignoring conflict, but by
feeding from it” (Bjarke Ingels Group, 2009, p. 13). Ingels’ pragmatic utopianism mirrors seasteaders’, and the start-
up societies movement’s more broadly, belief that politics are counter-productive because they are a source of
conflict: “['Y]ou can be critical through affirmation rather than negation. You can be critical by putting forward
alternatives rather than spending all your energy whining about the alternatives you don’t like” (Ingels, quoted in
Parker, 2012). The second concept, hedonistic sustainability, derives from the argument that it is preferable to adapt
the built environment to consumerist behaviors rather than trying to change people’s behavior. To Ingels, a vision of
sustainability that requires sacrifice is ultimately unsustainable because it limits the potential for widespread public
support (Ramiller & Schmidt, 2019, p. 287). Hedonistic sustainability rejects the “puritan concept where you’re not
supposed to take long warm showers or take long-distance flights for holidays” (Bjarke Ingels Group, 2009, p. 34)
and advances “the idea that you can actually be sustainable but increase the quality of life while doing so” (Bjarke
Ingels Group, 2009, p. 34). It is “eco-awareness divorced from thoughts of privation” (Parker, 2012). Critics see this
radical compliance as complicity and argue that the fact that many of BIG projects include luxury housing and
corporate office towers “substantiate the view that Ingels has little interest in a sustainable critique of the dominant
conditions” (Ramiller & Schmidt, 2019, p. 287).
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Callebaut’s Lilypad (2008), described as a “floating ecopolis for climate refugees,” and
Aequorea (2015), an “oceanscraper printed in 3D from the Seventh Continent’s garbage”
(Vincent Callebaut Architectures, 2020). Another project, Green Float, by the Japanese
corporation Shimizu, is a plant-like floating city for 30,000 people (Shimizu Corporation, n.d.).
Although none of these projects have been realized, they demonstrate an ongoing interest in and
engagement with the ocean as a space where urban amphibious colonization could potentially
address contemporary issues such as urban crowding, climate change, and forced displacement.
In contrast, seasteading is primarily a secessionist movement that came to engage with issues of
climate change only in recent years.

Seasteading is defined as “the practice of establishing permanent settlements on
structures located in areas of sea outside the jurisdiction of any country” (“Seasteading.,” 2017)
and as such can be understood to include projects to build both floating and artificial islands.
There is a consensus in the scholarly literature on the notion that seasteads will require at least
the support and ideally the official recognition of existing states in order to be successful
(Binder, 2016; Fateh, 2013; Schmidtke, 2019). However, even when unsuccessful, projects to
build seasteads and micronations in international waters raise important legal issues. Ventures to
build seasteads and oceanic micronations represent potential threats to the national security and
sovereignty of neighboring countries and highlight the lack of clear and enforceable regulations
to govern ocean space and its colonization. The failed oceanic micronations projects of the 1960s
and 1970s, Menefee (1995) suggests, may also be seen “as early warning signs of the Great Sea
Rush, which was to result in the extensive ocean claims of today and the 1982 Convention on the
Law of the Sea” (p. 111; see also Merrie et al., 2014, on more recent developments in the "sea

rush").
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Others, in contrast, have expressed optimism at the idea of floating cities. Keith (1977),
for example, envisions a “floating city-state moving along the coastlines of other states” that
“could collect those citizens who wish to emigrate to new life on the oceans” (p. 203). He
suggests that a “floating city-state may ultimately be more than a method of settling the oceans”
and could help transform “the international community and the concept of ‘nation’ itself,” and
even possibly “contribute to the development of a new transnational order” and of a genuine
“internation — a body of people with a wide variety of races, languages, customs and histories”
(pp- 203-204): “The floating city-state might not only offer a new lifestyle, but also a refuge to
modern-day ‘serfs’ of countries around the world who seek freedom from the governmental
systems under which they live” (p. 203).

Keith’s description of the mobile, floating internation is akin to the contemporary
seasteading project of creating communities that would welcome individuals dissatisfied with
their countries’ political systems and who want to experiment with new forms of governance.
The ocean’s “dynamic geography” (P. Friedman, 2002), seasteaders argue, offers a uniquely
appropriate environment for such an endeavor. Ranganathan (2019), however, is right to point
out that the seasteading ventures attempted to date reveal a “disjunct between the rhetoric and
reality of seasteading” as the projects, anchored or moored, all “downpla[y] the very elements
upon which the idea of seasteading is promoted: dynamic geography, and unimpaired freedom
for residents to innovate legal and political arrangements on board” (p. 209).

Indeed, so far, seasteading ventures have in practice all diverged from the theory that
underpins its vision for new mobilities of individuals and capital on the ocean. Seasteading is
limited in practice by legal and technological constraints and it has been more successful as a

“mechanism that utilize marine romanticism and science fiction fantasy to spur a critique of
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twentieth century state-regulated capitalism” (Steinberg et al., 2012, p. 1545) than as an actual
means of secession. Nonetheless, as I discuss in Chapter 6, the idea of seasteading has had a real
impact on how states and non-state actors envision the future of adaptation to climate change.
Recent years have seen a renewed interest in floating cities as a potential solution to urban
crowding and climate change. For example, Oceanix, a venture launched by Marc Collins Chen,
the entrepreneur who brokered the Floating Island Project in French Polynesia, has been
positively received by the United Nations as an urban entrepreneurial approach to ocean
urbanization (Mohammed, 2019).

Geographers have explored what seasteading reveals about the effects of neoliberalism
on socio-spatial dynamics and the contradictions at the core of the seasteading project. With the
exception of a contribution by Steinberg and colleagues (2012) that examines seasteading’s
“buried ideals about the nature of ocean space, the limits of sovereignty, and the liberatory role
of technology and capitalism in the drive for social change and individual freedom” (p. 1532),
the scholarship on seasteading tends to gloss over the long historical roots of seasteading and the
historical, political, and cultural influences that shape the start-up societies imaginary and uses
the cases of seasteading and start-up societies to support a broader argument about the hegemony
of neoliberalism.

In the scholarly literature in the field of geography, seasteading is conceptualized as a
symptom of advanced neoliberalism and described as a form of “utopian enclave libertarianism”
(Lynch, 2017), as “floating utopias” where “[s]easteading libertarians [can] flee the oppression
of bourgeois democracy for the freedom of dictatorship” and that concretize “the dreams ... not
of open borders, but mobile ones” (Miéville, 2007, pp. 322, 325), and as a “premonition of

29

‘floating suburbia’ that illustrates how “planar imaginaries of the boundless frontier have
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always been a vital component of neoliberal thinking” (Peck, 2011, pp. 911-912).1° “Suburban
frontiers,” Peck argues, “skirt appropriately around not only the edges of the city but also the
edges of regulation” (p. 886). Seasteading, then, is a form of “offshore suburbanization” (p. 912)
that extends neoliberal deregulation over the ocean-space. However, it can be argued that
suburbia is a place of immobility where individuals generally settle in search not of adventure
and mobility but of safety and stability. So, seasteading may extend neoliberalism’s reliance on
the frontier over the ocean-space, but not in a particular suburban form.

It is not only neoliberalism that seasteading extends over ocean-space but also the
colonial spirit of the American Manifest Destiny. Indeed, Veracini (2015) argues that
seasteading’s “serial modularity and programmatic displacement” and its ambitions to
“produc|e] political change through sovereign mobility confirms a fundamentally settler colonial
imagination” (p. 80). Seasteading, he concludes, amounts to a “permanent settler revolution”

(p. 82). Veranici makes an important point. However, as I discuss in Chapter 6 and 7, seasteaders
and other start-up societies enthusiasts reject colonialism and do not see themselves as
colonialists, but as pioneers, founders, and builders. This distinction is key to the seasteading and
start-up societies movement’s justification of its objectives, but is systematically rejected by the
populations of the potential host nations where start-up societies projects have been launched.

In sum, the scholarship on seasteading makes a valuable contribution to our
understanding of how the start-up societies socio-spatial imaginary is shaped by neoliberal

thinking but provides only a partial explanation that mainly confirms the hegemony of

10 Peck also remarks that the idea that citizens physically voting with their feet would lead to optimal governance
and allocation of resources can be traced to a paper by the economist Tiebout (1956) that describes how a “pure
theory of local expenditures” could be derived from analyzing how individuals reveal their preferences by voting
with their feet, and apparently submitted as a tongue-in-cheek joke, but ended up having tremendous influence on
contemporary economic theory (Leven, 2003; Peck, 2011, pp. 898-899, 2015).
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neoliberalism. It does not question what seasteading and start-up societies tell us about how
neoliberalism is evolving, nor does it address why and how the start-up societies imaginary
appeals to a growing number of non-state and state actors. A possible reason for this gap
concerns the methodology employed to research seasteading and start-up society projects. With
the exception of Steinberg et al. (2012) and Ruchlak and Lenz (2020), none of the researchers
who have written on seasteading and start-up societies have directly engaged with the individuals
who promote these ventures and have generally relied on secondary sources and news reports.
The scholarship on seasteading and start-up societies says little about the context and the
incentives that gave rise to such initiatives or about the subjectivities of proponents of
seasteading and start-up societies beyond their libertarian inclinations. This dissertation adds to
the literature and offers an empirical contribution that examines the influence of the discourses
around blockchain technology and cryptocurrency, and the central role these technologies play in
shaping the seasteading and start-up societies imaginary. Moreover, studying the start-up
societies movement as a whole, rather than focusing solely on seasteading, allows me to (a)
emphasize how seasteading is part of a broader trend towards the privatization of urban space,
including ocean space and (b) situate it within broader contemporary trends in urban

entrepreneurialism.

2.4 From the entrepreneurial city to the city as a private enterprise

Start-up society ventures can be understood as a radical form of urban entrepreneurialism
and as a new iteration of privatized urbanism. Whereas urban entrepreneurialism refers to the
“proactive promotion of local economic development by local government in alliance with other
private sector agencies” (Hubbard & Hall, 1998, p. 4) and to “urban management practices

which use public resources to pursue profit-earning ventures” (Lauermann, 2017, p. 1),
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proponents of start-up societies propose turning the city itself into an entrepreneurial, profit-
earning start-up venture that can disrupt how we organize and govern ourselves, and a product
that can be marketed and sold to developers and governments.

Although start-up societies promoters sometime act as housing and building developers,
as in the case of Honduras Prospera LLC, their justifications and motivations are different in that
they aim to promote new, radical forms of privatized urbanism in which both urban space and its
politics are fully privatized and not subject to democratic oversight. This section reviews the
development of urban entrepreneurialism and situates the emergence of the contemporary start-
up societies imaginary within this process to better understand how start-up society urban
entrepreneurialism differs (or does not) from existing urban entrepreneurial practices.

Rather than understanding entrepreneurial governance as the manifestation of a radical
shift at the local or regional level, it is better understood as a strategic discursive-material
response on the part of both the state (local, regional, and national) and actors’ coalitions and
shaped by historical and multi-scalar geographical economic contexts and structural pressures.
The analysis of the development of urban entrepreneurialism presented in this dissertation
likewise highlights how cities and states are active actors situated in a particular geographical
and cultural, political, and economic conjuncture who deliberately choose to describe themselves

as entrepreneurial, to develop entrepreneurial policies, and to restructure global capital.

2.4.1 Urban entrepreneurialism

The transition from the post-war Fordist-Keynesianist regime to a post-Fordist regime of
urban governance since the 1970s has received tremendous attention in urban studies and a
complete literature review of the development of urban entrepreneurialism is beyond the scope

of this research. I focus instead on a set of key questions relevant to understanding the start-up
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societies imaginary: what is urban entrepreneurialism, how and why did it emerge, what are its
consequences, and how has it been transformed by disruptive technologies in recent years?

Harvey (1989), in his seminal article on the subject, characterizes what he identifies as a
shift from managerialism to entrepreneurialism based on three assertions: the “centerpiece” of
the “new entrepreneurialism” is the state-driven formation of public-private partnerships “in
which a traditional local boosterism is integrated”; the nature of the activity of such partnerships
is speculative; and the focus of urban entrepreneurial activity is on the political economy of place
rather than territory (p. 7). Harvey acknowledges there is “a general agreement” that this shift
“has something to do with the difficulties that have beset capitalist economies since the recession
of 1973, which led to a greater involvement at the local level (p. 5). Unfortunately, he focuses
on the economic and spatial consequences rather than the causes of this shift.

To understand the development of urban entrepreneurialism, it is helpful to turn to the
work of Jessop (1997) which offers an elaborate explanation for the causes of the shift to
entrepreneurial urban governance. Jessop (1997) argues that the discourse of the entrepreneurial
city emerged as a response to the failure of the national state to fulfill the goals of post-war
economic policy (“full employment, stable prices, economic growth, and a sustainable balance of
payments”) (p. 33). He identifies three structural trends that set the stage for the emergence of
the entrepreneurial city:

1) a “de-nationalisation of statehood” that leads to “new state capacities being

reorganized territorially and functionally on subnational, national, supranational and

trans-local levels” and creates a space for an enhanced role of cities;
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2) the “de-statisation of political regimes, ” which is “reflected empirically in a shift
from government to governance on various territorial scales and across various
functional domains™;

3) atrend “towards the internationalization of the national state and its sub-
governments” which re-orients the national and local states’ strategic action so as to
remain competitive in an international, globalized context (pp. 35-37, emphasis in the
original).

Jessop argues that because of these structural changes, the city “is being re-imagined — or re-
imaged — as an economic, political, and cultural entity which must seek to undertake
entrepreneurial activities to enhance its competitiveness” (p. 40). Consequently, “this re-
imag(in)ing is closely linked to the re-design of governance mechanisms involving the city —
especially through new forms of public-private partnerships and networks” (p. 40).

Harvey (1989) notes how the consensus around urban entrepreneurialism “seems to hold
across national boundaries and even across political parties and ideologies” (p. 4). In other
words, supporters of urban entrepreneurialism come from both the Left and Right sides of the
political spectrum. Jessop’s (1997) interprets the consensus around urban entrepreneurialism as
having been “constructed through the intersection of diverse economic, political, and socio-
cultural narratives which seek to give meaning to current problems by construing them in terms
of past failures and future possibilities” (p. 30). The discourse of the entrepreneurial city
therefore successfully resonates and is widely adopted globally because it creates a “linkage
between meta-narratives and personal stories and their mediation by institutional narratives”

(p. 31) that appeals to both neoliberal and not neoliberal initiatives.
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But does the shift from a managerial to an entrepreneurial approach signify a
fundamental transformation in urban governance and, if so, how? Indeed, the focus on a “shift”
has been criticized for “mask[ing] the fact that city governments, to a lesser or greater extent,
have always pursued entrepreneurial strategies and played a crucial role in local economic
development” (Hubbard & Hall, 1998, p. 14). Jessop’s theorization of the broader historical,
political, and cultural conjunctures that have led to the emergence and large-scale adoption of the
entrepreneurial city discourse suggests that rather than resulting from a radical shift, the
entrepreneurial city is better understood as a strategic solution to the failure of the post-war
national state. It should thus be contextualized within the historical period during which it
emerged as well as geographically. While cities may have always pursued entrepreneurial
strategies, they have not always explicitly imagined and described themselves as entrepreneurial
and designed their governance frameworks accordingly. The explicit use of this discourse is the
“distinctive feature” of entrepreneurial cities (Jessop, 1997, p. 28, Jessop & Sum, 2000, p. 2289).

Peck (2014) suggests that cities have been “induced” to “behave entrepreneurially”
(p. 398) and even to engage in “‘defensive’ entrepreneurialism” (p. 400). Such an approach
suggests that cities are powerless, reactive agents before global economic and political forces.
Jessop and Sum (2000), however, consider cities active economic actors (p. 2310). Similarly,
Pow (2002) warns that city governments should not be seen as “passive economic actors” that
find themselves constrained to “engage in high-risk speculative partnerships with private
capital.” Instead, we must acknowledge “the capability of the local state in shaping national
urban systems and urban competitiveness” (p. 58).

Both the state (at the national and regional levels) and coalitions of individuals influence

a city’s entrepreneurial strategies (Leitner, 1990; Pow, 2002). Leitner (1990) proposes addressing
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conflicting explanations regarding whether the entrepreneurial behavior by the local state is
either economically determined or stemming from the initiatives of relatively autonomous agents
by analyzing “how economic and political processes operating at different spatial scales interact
to determine local policy formation and outcomes.” She argues that “the structure and dynamic
of both the national and international capitalist economy and the [US] political system
circumscribe the policy options open to the local state” (pp. 152-153) and, within this context,
the local state’s entrepreneurial strategies are shaped in response to pressures from both “the
interests of the apparatus of the local state itself and its managers and the competing interests of
different social groups and classes” (p. 153). The local state’s actions can therefore “only be
understood through an examination of non-local and local economic and political pressures and
the specific local context and the interrelations between these” (p. 153). In sum, entrepreneurial
cities are embedded within broader socio-economic and political networks and respond to
pressure from actors’ coalitions, but they are not powerless. What distinguishes entrepreneurial
cities is both their self-description as such and their capacity to govern accordingly. However,
cities are made of people, and certain agents, in particular entrepreneurs, are called to play a

particular role in the making of entrepreneurial cities.

2.4.1.1 The role of the entrepreneur

A weakness in Harvey’s theorization of urban entrepreneurialism concerns the definition
of the “entrepreneur,” the nature of which remains an “elusive” element (McNeill, 2017, p. 234),
and of “entrepreneurial,” which he “never really spelt out” and “left it as given we’d somehow
know” (Merrifield, 2014, p. 390). Harvey (1989) writes that it is “important to specify who is
being entrepreneurial and about what” (p. 6), but gives little precision about what it means to be

entrepreneurial other than “being speculative in execution and design” (p. 7). Pow’s (2002) and
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Jessop and Sum’s (2000) examinations of Singapore and Hong Kong respectively clearly
illustrate the complementary roles of state and business networks in shaping entrepreneurial
policies. But understanding the development of urban entrepreneurialism also requires that we
consider how, since the post-Fordist era, the entrepreneur “has been thrust to the center of the
economic imaginary with breathless speed and insistence” (Szeman, 2015, p. 474). In this
subsection, I examine what makes an entrepreneur, and what role do entrepreneurs play in
shaping entrepreneurial urban strategies.

Painter (1998) argues that “entrepreneurs are made rather than born” (p. 260) and that
their entrepreneurial education curriculum includes the “inculcation of particular knowledges,
ways of reasoning, and self-understandings” (p. 260). The entrepreneurial regime, Painter (1998)
argues, is therefore not something that arises spontaneously but rather results from “an active
disciplinary process” that involves “a huge effort of institutional reform and discursive
construction. Actors in the urban economy from schoolchildren to state officials and from
business executives to welfare claimants have to learn how to be ‘entrepreneurial’ (p. 268).

Along the same lines, Peck (1995) argues that in Britain “‘business interests’ are
currently being mobilized, given their form and presented with their function by the state” (p. 17,
emphasis in the original). This phenomenon was facilitated by Thatcherism and its appeal to
nineteenth-century market principles and to the Victorian ideal of the self-made entrepreneur.
Under Thatcherism, Peck (1995) argues, “the nature of the business elite was redefined, in what

29

may constitute a shift to a new ‘mode of political rationality’” and “it was the maverick
entrepreneur rather than the bureaucratic manager, who came to form the ‘new’ business elite”

(p. 24). Businessmen became informal consultants for the state. This position was further

legitimated through the creation of state-sponsored business associations.
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Peck (1995) suggests that in offering a prominent role to the agenda of business, in giving
“a privileged place to the ‘entrepreneur over the manager,” and to ‘voluntarism over
compulsion,”” Thatcherism echoed the politics of Victorian philanthropy and paternalist
capitalism (pp. 29-31). However, a crucial difference between nineteenth-century Victorian
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philanthropists and “modern-day ‘paternalists’” is that whereas the entrepreneurs and
philanthropists of the nineteenth century could establish their own agenda, “the political power
of modern local business elite is in effect licensed by the state; it is the power of institutional
position” (pp. 31, 41-42, emphasis in the original). Therefore, the form of localism witnessed
since the late 1970s and early 1980s differs from that associated with the Victorian
philanthropists in that “it is very much a centrally orchestrated localism and “local business
elites have been incorporated into the political process by the state as a means of furthering the
restructuring of the state apparatus” (pp. 41-42, emphasis in the original).

In sum, Peck (1995) argues that during the transition from Keynesian to post-Fordism,
the growth of urban business elites was “inextricably related to the restructuring of the state, and
to struggles around the reconstitution of central-local relations” (p. 42) and ultimately helped
serve the state’s mandates. But with regards to the state’s mandates, Szeman (2015) more
recently suggests that

it is now the market that supplies the state its principles and mandate, rather than the state

guiding, shaping, and supervising the market on behalf of those subjects who (at least in

theory) collectively legitimate the state’s actions and practices. (p. 483)

This suggests that entrepreneurial governance is being supplanted by market governance as both

the state and the entrepreneur now respond to the market’s demands and mandates. As we will

see, this shift is accelerating the privatization of urban space.
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MacLeod (2011) argues that while the shift towards growth-focused urban
entrepreneurialism has had a “profound impact in shaping the landscape of cities,” the shift
towards privatism, the “private ownership and control over urban space” (p. 2645), is now
“significantly reconfiguring the institutional landscape of urban politics and policy” (p. 2637).
Moreover,

[T]he ideology of privatism effectively depoliticizes policy making by systematically

excluding all those voices and interests who reject the sanctity of the “free-market” and

the desire to maximize private profits through the use of public subsidies. The effect is to
insulate the government policy making process from public influence and scrutiny,
stymie groups supporting alternative strategies, and promote policies that favor private
actors and corporations rather than the public good. (Gotham, 2001, p. 290, cited in

MacLeod, 2011, p. 2637)

The consequences of privatism are a strategic selectivity, the blurring of the public and private,
and the depoliticization of policy-making (MacLeod, 2011). MacLeod (2011) therefore offers the
term “depoliticized” as “the more appropriate term with which to interpret the present-day
consensual ‘police’ and order” (p. 2652).

MacLeod’s argument echoes Peck’s (1995) suggestion that "privatism in public-policy”
is “typically presented in terms of ‘partnership’ [but] is paradoxically constructed in terms of a
depoliticization of the development process” as decisions-making processes are shielded from
scrutiny and debate (p. 30, emphasis in the original). In the same line, Beveridge and Koch
(2017) argue that depoliticization can be understood more as a “contingent political strategy than
a political condition,” and that it is “an integral part of managing urban conflicts and

rationalizing urban governance” (pp. 39-40). They suggest that research on depoliticization
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should address “how the definition of the political — through discursive and institutional practices
— reshuffles the practices of politics,” and “focus on the practices to articulate, remove, displace
or obstruct urban conflicts as/from the political” (p. 40).

The conceptualization of markets as the ideal form of governance and the idealization of
the entrepreneur and of “entrepreneurship as the new common sense” (Szeman, 2015) is at the
core of the start-up societies imaginary. Proponents of start-up societies consider market
competition as both the most effective way to preserve freedom of choice and to accelerate social
and technological progress. They conceptualize governance as an industry and “builders” and
“founders” as the only individuals able to bring about innovation, both technological and social.
Ultimately, the start-up societies movement can be understood as a radical expression of a
broader shift towards authoritarian politics and the de-democratization of society, achieved by
“turn[ing] freedom into a promise of individual freedom and sever[ing] the connection between
freedom, participation, and solidarity” (Ludwig, 2020, p. 165; W. Brown, 2021), and evidenced
in the rise of privatization and depoliticization as strategies of urban competitiveness. I address

these issues in depth in Chapters 6 to 8.

2.4.1.2 Start-up city, start-up state, and start-up urbanism

The start-up societies imaginary can further be situated within trends in urban
entrepreneurialism and depoliticization that have been the object of considerable attention in the
urban geography literature. Key concepts include start-up culture and its relationship with the
start-up city; start-up urbanism; and the start-up state. McNeill (2017) describes start-up culture
as “the urban economic lovechild of [Edward] Glaeser and [Richard] Florida,” two scholars

known for their emphasis on the role of entrepreneurs and the creative class in building and
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shaping cities and promoting an “entrepreneur-builds-city narrative” which creates structural
divides that are “deeply gendered” as it often favors younger white males (pp. 233-234).

Start-up culture is also intimately connected to the rise of smart and sustainable urbanism
(Bibri & Krogstie, 2017) and with the notion of “urban experimentation” and the resurgence of
conceptualizations of the city as a laboratory (Caprotti & Cowley, 2017). The urban studies
literature characterizes the smart city by the increased role of urban entrepreneurial policies in
relation to technological developments. This literature raises concerns about the growing role of
private corporations and intermediary experts in urban planning and economic policy and
critically examines the utopian promises of the smart city (Grossi & Pianezzi, 2017; White,
2016; Wiig, 2015). Smart cities have been conceptualized as an expression of Western neoliberal
ideology (Grossi & Pianezzi, 2017) whose sustainability imaginaries and techno-politics (Miller,
2019) create new forms of urban inequalities and generally engender more problems than they
solve.

In a context of entrepreneurial governance by market imperatives and a greater reliance
on the private sector for urban development, start-ups have come to occupy a “normative
position [...] within urban politics and policy discourse” (McNeill, 2017, p. 236). This is clear
from the multiplication of non-profit initiatives, educational programs, and multi-scalar policies
including visa programs all designed to form and attract entrepreneurs and create “start-up
ecosystems” to help cities, regions, and countries lead in the “innovation economy” (e.g.,
Bonjour Startup Montreal, 2021; MaRS, 2021; Start-up Visa Program, 2018). This new urban
entrepreneurialism, heavily shaped by start-up culture, has been described as “start-up urbanism”
and characterized by the “decisive role” of the entrepreneurial state “in creating a self-propulsive

start-up economy” (Rossi & Di Bella, 2017, p. 105).
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McNeill (2017) argues that how start-up companies frame the urban and how local
governments adapt to the new reality of the knowledge-based and gig economies is leading to a
new form of inter-urban competition. A key component of this shift is the aforementioned
development of “start-up ecosystems (measured by themed technology or coding meet-ups, co-
working spaces, and active angel venture investors)” (McNeill, 2017, p. 233). Levenda and
Tretter (2020) argue that we are witnessing the “environmentalization of urban
entrepreneurialism,” meaning that urban entrepreneurialism today is directed at finding ways to
use the urban environment to support entrepreneurship through the creation of ecosystems, and it
is “increasingly greener” and shaped by a focus on urban sustainability (p. 491). Their
theorization supports the broader argument that the start-up city creates a new political space
where “the entrepreneur meets the entrepreneurial city” (McNeill, 2017, p. 238) and that cities
are not only increasingly made “for entrepreneurs” (Levenda and Tretter, 2020, p.492), but also
designed to “enabl[e] the individual to become an ‘entrepreneur of himself’” (Rossi & Di Bella,
2017, p. 1001)

Start-up urbanism makes the state more urban, too. Moisio and Rossi (2020) argue that
we are witnessing the emergence of the “start-up state” as a rising “political-cultural-economic
formation” (p. 534) which, through highly mediatized strategic investments in the start-up
economy and entrepreneurial educational programs, “instrumentalises urban life in the
contemporary capitalist conjuncture in the name of the ‘national interest’” (p. 548). Their
research demonstrates that

the state is becoming more experimental not only in terms of bringing about a broad

cultural change in the name of entrepreneurialization, but also in terms of generating
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economic activities that are infused with an urban mentality for the sake of national

economy and competitiveness. (p. 548)

In other words, the state increasingly “seek to capitalise on the endogenous entrepreneurial
capacity of urban environments” which are viewed as spaces that sustain the knowledge-based
economy through the social and economic opportunities they provide to individuals and
businesses (Moisio and Rossi, 2020, p. 534). Cities are viewed as catalysts of entrepreneurship
and capital creation essential to national competitiveness in a context of knowledge-based
economy. Moisio and Rossi’s point is that too often cities are perceived as “somehow
spontaneously generating high-tech entrepreneur and economic value” (p. 538), but in fact the
state plays a key role in mobilizing the urban and “introject[ing] [the] urban imaginary into state
apparatuses at the same time” (p. 537). They conclude that the common conception that “the
start-up economy is almost exclusively produced in the interaction between private economic
actors, start-up entrepreneurs and entrepreneurial city governance harmfully de-politicizes
societal development” (p. 549).

Rossi and Wang (2020) use the term “urban entrepreneurialism 2.0” to describe this “new
wave of technology-based urban entrepreneurialism” (p. 483) that is both consolidating the
economic hierarchy and fostering the normalization of “improvised entrepreneurialism” by
“enabl[ing] an increasingly impoverished middle class to engage with entrepreneurship in
accidental, improvised ways that resemble the survival strategies of the urban poor in the South”
(p. 484). Of particular relevance to my research is how urban entrepreneurialism 2.0 and start-up
urbanism have garnered interest from technology entrepreneurs who view the privatized city as a

technological product that could “replace” politics and as an environment that could transform
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state structures and power relations by fostering the development of entrepreneurial
subjectivities.

A less explored trend within start-up urbanism, and the object of research of this
dissertation, concerns the proliferation of start-up entrepreneurs, often “highly skeptical of any
form of government involvement” and demonstrating a “deeper ideological commitment to the
fusion of technological advance with individual liberty” (McNeill, 2017, p. 235), who aim to
develop literal start-up cities. Technology companies and entrepreneurs now envision expanding
their commercial activities not only to (re)develop urban areas (e.g., Alphabet’s Sidewalk Labs
in Toronto), but also to build whole new cities that could be spaces of technological, social, and
political experimentation. These urban spaces would function as public-private, or fully
privatized, start-ups that could potentially generate important revenues through the development
of business-friendly environments that would attract workers, especially the creative class and, of

course, through data extraction.

2.5 Extraterritoriality and urban privatization

The city-as-a-start-up is conceptualized by its proponents both as an extraterritorial space
geographically located within a host country but legally and socially “outside,” and as a product.
This imaginary is influenced by several existing models, especially experimental enclaves and
offshoring practices.!! This section reviews the literature on two key models, namely the special
economic zone and the common-interest residential development and discusses theorizations of

the zone as enclave urbanism and as a technology of land-grabbing.

" There is a vast literature on offshoring, an “issue not just of money and taxation but of many other processes that
are offshore and wholly or partly rendered secret, including manufacturing industry, pleasure, energy, waste, carbon
dioxide emissions and security” (Urry, 2014, p. 3), which I do not have the space to address in depth here. I focus on
the special economic zone, one of the many urban models and political technologies that facilitate offshoring and
which is at the core of the start-up societies imaginary.
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2.5.1 Special economic zones

Another important development in contemporary urban entrepreneurialism, and a source
of inspiration to start-up city entrepreneurs, is the multiplication of special economic zones
(SEZ) globally and in the South in particular. Indeed, SEZs have become a preferred strategy for
urban entrepreneurial (re)development in both hemispheres. In 2019, the United Nations
Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) estimated there were approximately 5,400
zones in the world, 1,100 of which were created between 2014 and 2018. There are plans for
another 500 (UNCTAD, 2019). The zone is a key space for the expansion of offshoring practices
and of “the practice of sovereign bifurcation, by which states intentionally divide their sovereign
space into heavily and lightly regulated realms” (Palan, 2003, pp. 7-8).

A SEZ is a delimited geographical area that offers an advantageous regulatory framework
(e.g., low taxes, tax breaks, relaxed labor laws) to capitalize on a region’s competitive advantage
and accelerate its economic development. A zone’s geographical area can be small or large. It
can also be a single enterprise that obtains privileges and benefits comparable to those of an SEZ
(Carter & Harding, 2011, p. 3). The SEZ terminology applies to “any area or zone which
operates under a special legal or regulatory framework and offers incentives to enterprises to
locate or which are located within the specific area” (Carter & Harding, 2011, p. 3). SEZs today
go by many different names: freeports, export processing zones, industrial parks, urban
enterprise zones, specialized zones, business district improvements zones, innovation or
entrepreneurial hubs, free zones, prosperity zones, ecozones, and more. The polyonymy of the
zone and its global omnipresence testify to how the zone has become “a new urban paradigm”
(Easterling, 2014, p. 31). Recently, Malaysia and Portugal have launched “digital free trade

zones” and “technological free zones” that merge physical and virtual zones and aim to facilitate
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cross-border e-commerce activities and attract technology start-ups (Malaysia External Trade
Development Corporation, n.d.; Harsono, 2020; Huillet, 2020).

The zone, Easterling (2014) writes, “is heir to the mystique of ancient free ports, pirate
enclaves, and other entrepdts of maritime trade” (p. 44). It is “both ancient and new” (Easterling,
2014, p. 44). The genealogy of SEZs can be traced back to the Hanseatic states and colonial free
ports (Bach, 2011, pp. 98-99; Easterling, 2014, pp. 44-45), both of which proponents of start-up
societies suggest could be revived under a modern, polycentric, and digitized form to “disperse
concentrated political power, curb its capture by rent-seeking special interests, and reverse the
plunge into untenable debt” (Frazier, 2018, p. 2). For example, Mark Frazier (2018), the
chairman of the Startup Societies Foundation and a SEZ consultant, advocates the creation of a
“new Hanseatic League” of “free zones and free cities” and “aligned online guilds of volunteers”
that would offer “blockchain-based land registries, smart contracts, e-governance toolkits, and
arbitration services” (pp. 31, 34).

Zones are also “spaces of connection and futurity” (Cross, 2014, p.13). Jonathan Bach
(2011) describes the zone as “conjur[ing] up an odd assemblage of nineteenth-century Owenite
utopian legacies and their contemporary traces via Soviet ‘total planning’ cities, garden cities,
company towns, gated communities, and even aspects of new urbanism” (p. 109). Examining the
zone from a cultural approach, Bach (2011) argues that the “Zone — with a capital Z — signifies a
shift in the socio-spatial formation of late modernity as export zones turn from a pragmatic space
for the production of exports into a place, imagined and lived” (p. 99, emphasis in the original;
see also Cross, 2014). Bach uses the term “Ex-City” to express how the zone “fashions urban
space out of the mix of exports, excess, exception, and exhibition” (p. 116). He argues that the

zone is a “cultural phenomenon” whose prominence “draws from its discursive power as a
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modernist fantasy of rationality and new beginnings” (p. 99) and that SEZs are “a key location
for understanding the social and cultural impact of globalization on overlapping territories and
urban space, particularly in the post-colonial world” (p. 116).

In sum, zones both are carrier of a “medieval modernity,” an oxymoronic phrasing which
problematizes teleological understandings of modernity and “indicates how the medieval lurks at
the heart of the modern, how the feudal exists within capitalism” (AlSayyad & Roy, 2006, p. 16),
and simultaneously future-oriented and built on an economy of anticipation (Cross, 2014). In all
cases, zones are conceived as “vehicles” for bringing about “futures of growth, profit, and

improvement” (Cross, 2014, p.13).

2.5.1.1 The zone as enclave urbanism

With the noteworthy exception of the discipline of economics, which has taken a
generally positive view of SEZs as spaces of concentrated economic development that accelerate
innovation and improve employment opportunities (e.g., Kuo et al., 2020; Mayer et al., 2017,
Moberg, 2017, but c.f. Frick et al., 2019), and publications in philosophy journals that argue that
charter cities, a variant of the SEZ model originally proposed by the economist Paul Romer
(2009) (see Chapter 7), are “an instrument of cosmopolitan justice in nonideal global conditions”
(Freiman, 2013, p. 41) and that “the real challenges confronting charter cities are practical rather
than moral in nature” (Sagar, 2016, p. 510), the social sciences are critical of SEZs. In particular,
research in urban studies, anthropology, and sociology has been critical of zone-induced socio-
spatial restructuration. Two key concerns in these literatures relate to how SEZs and charter
cities foster a new form of enclave urbanism (Geglia, 2016; Hardaker, 2020; Kleibert, 2018;

Lynch, 2017; Palma Herrera, 2020) and how it has been deployed by states as a technology of

53



land grabbing (Ananthanarayanan, 2008; Brondo, 2013; Cowaloosur, 2014; Levien, 2012;
Martin & Geglia, 2019; Sandi, 2020).

Douglass et al. (2012) describe enclave urbanism as being marked “by an intra-
metropolitan structure that consists of specialized areas containing distinct combinations of
cultural, functional, and economic groups and/or activities” (p. 169). Enclave urbanism, they
argue, is defined by “the introduction of social, legal, and physical boundaries that demarcate
each of these areas”, which are often regulated through “specific governance regimes” (p. 169).
Arguably, such features of enclave urbanism have always existed in cities. Historical examples
include the Hanseatic League and its merchant guilds and markets towns, the company towns of
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and the segregated neighborhoods, gated
communities, and red lining strategies of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Like SEZs,
other forms of enclave urbanism are also an expression of “medieval modernity” (AlSayyad &
Roy, 2006). This is evidenced in the multiplication of newly built master-planned cities in the
global South that often have private governance structures “that fall within the broad tradition of
company towns, treaty concessions, free ports, and independent city-states” (Murray, 2015, p.
203; Herbert & Murray, 2015).These new urban spaces are often private, elite-led enterprises
(Brill & Reboredo, 2019; Filt, 2019; Moser, 2015).

New master-planned cities are not unlike common-interest developments (CIDs), often
called gated communities. CIDs have been on the rise in the U.S. since the 1980s (McKenzie,
2006, p. 14) and target a particular group of buyers, but they differ from new master-planned
cities which are generally designed to advance state objectives (Coté-Roy & Moser, 2019;
Moser, 2018). New master-planned cities also target wealthy individuals or the growing middle-

class, and those few public-private partnerships to develop private communities meant to help
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integrate marginalized communities such as Haram City in Egypt (Arese, 2018), have met with
limited success.

CIDs are often described as an American phenomenon, but the scholarship on enclave
urbanism demonstrates that the rise of privately governed and secured neighborhoods is a global
phenomenon constituted of processes that, although tied to wider trends in the globalization of
culture and economy, “play themselves out differently in different social, cultural, economic and
institutional contexts” (Glasze et al., 2006, pp. 3—4). Research on CIDs has addressed the issue of
the “diffusion versus emergence” (McKenzie, 2006, p. 26) of private neighborhoods at length
and shown that analyses of CIDs must be historically and geographically contextualized. For
instance, Webster, Wu, and Zhao (2006) find that the condominium is an institution deeply
embedded in contemporary Chinese society and trace its emergence to the centrally planned era
during which quasi-autonomous work units, governed by a residents committee, practiced
communal ownership of local territory (p. 152). In South Africa, the development of enclave
communities has been linked to an increased perception of insecurity and high crime rate
(Jurgens & Landman, 2006), whereas in Latin American cities it is rather the desire to achieve an
ideal lifestyle that drives the demand for this type of neighborhoods (Janoschka & Borsdorf,
2006). Unifying these different analyses of private neighborhoods is “the idea that private
neighborhoods are a new territorial form of political organization on the local scale” (Glasze et
al., 2006, p. 7).

Particularly significant and relevant to my research is how SEZs, as production enclaves,
and gated communities, as consumption enclaves, now empirically converge in the form of
mixed-use urban enclaves, a process Kleibert (2018) theorizes as the rise of “spaces of exception

2.0.” She argues that these spaces suggest “an intensification of the enclave strategy to economic
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development” and have “morphed into exclusive developments, combining service-based SEZs,
gated communities, and entertainment functions within a single structure” (p. 478). Kleibert’s
study of the Philippines’ enclave strategy to economic development thus contrasts with Ong’s
(2004, 2006) “zones of exception” deployed for development, and she argues that we are
witnessing “a shift from an enclave strategy based on spaces of exceptions to one based on
spaces of exclusion” (p. 482).

My dissertation problematizes Kleibert’s theorization of spaces of exception 2.0 and
posits that the objective of zones is both exception and exclusion, and ultimately the conditioning
of subjects into entrepreneurs. In Chapter 5, I show how start-up societies create what I call
encrypted geographies, spaces that rely on emerging technologies like blockchain and
cryptocurrency and that selectively recruit and exclude individuals. Chapter 6 examines how the
Floating Island Project in French Polynesia merge the idea of zone and of upscale eco-island to
create one such encrypted space that, in practice, would have likely been inaccessible to French
Polynesian other than those servicing the island. Chapter 7 examines the idea of charter cities
and, through the case study of Honduras Préspera LLC, a mixed-used urban enclave in
development in Honduras, further demonstrates how policies to create zones of exception are
used to create spaces that, developers claim, will be inclusive but in fact are more likely to create
exclusion and inequalities, and ultimately assist the state in fostering the creation of

entrepreneurial subjects and in becoming a start-up state itself.

2.5.1.2 The zone as a technology of land grabbing
In addition to spaces of exception and of exclusion, SEZs have also been theorized as
spaces of production and capital accumulation. In transition and emerging economies, these

objectives are often achieved by expropriating agricultural or fishing communities and turning
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greenfield sites into new real estate developments. In their study of a collaboration between
South Korea and Honduras to develop special economic zones in the latter, Martin and Geglia
(2019) conceptualize contemporary urban economic zones as a representational-material
“traveling spatial ideology” that is given the appearance of a coherent mobile policy or model
“through a combination of spectacle and fantasy on the one hand, and erasures and exclusions on
the other” (p. 3). Ultimately, “this combination of utopian imaginary and spatial abstractions
operates as ideology, obscuring the political-material project of land enclosure that underscores
contemporary SEZ forms” (p. 4). Their conceptualization of the zone as a “technology of land
appropriation” echoes the work of other researchers who argue that the zone, in particular in the
global South, represents a form of “expropriation under the pretense of cooperation”
(Cowaloosur, 2014) and functions as a strategy of “accumulation by dispossession” through the
use of “extra-economic force” (Levien, 2012).

Moreover, the creation of exclusive economic zone and conservation zones as potential
sources of income can also be used as a mechanism of ocean-grabbing or blue-grabbing
(Benjaminsen & Bryceson, 2012). Bennett et al. (2015) offer the following framework to identify
instances ocean-grabbing: it must “(1) occur by means of inadequate governance, and (2) be
implemented using actions that undermine human security and livelihoods, or (3) produce
impacts that reduce social-ecological well-being.” Although it is not hard to imagine how
projects of industrialized resource extraction dispossess native populations and cultures, blue-
grabbing can happen through the development of blue growth-oriented conservation policies.
These initiatives are most frequently presented as a means to restore ocean health, and they often
deploy an “‘antipolitical’ framing of climate change and environmental change” that precludes

and undermines more “progressive and transformative solutions” proposed by such coastal
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groups as fisher peoples’ movements (Barbesgaard, 2018, pp. 131-132, 145). In response, and as
was the case with the Floating Island Project in French Polynesia, small-scale fishers’
movements “are increasingly framing their opposition in terms of the broader struggle for ‘food
sovereignty’” (Barbesgaard, 2018, pp. 143—145). Foley and Mather (2019) show how, along the
same line, terraqueous territoriality is also used by marginalized coastal groups who deploy
adjacency as an assertion of a particular form of terraqueous territoriality to claim ocean space
and resources. I examine such instances of zones as a technology of ocean-grabbing in Chapter

6, and as technology of land-grabbing in Chapter 7.

2.6 Conclusion

This chapter has discussed how the conceptualization of ocean-space as a space beyond
the control of the state has played a key role in the formation of the modern territorial state and
the maritimization of land and how, conversely, territoriality and capitalist urbanization on land
shapes the urbanization of the ocean-space. In addition to being a space of urban expansion,
resource extraction, and both capital and human mobility, the ocean is also a space of secession,
either a refuge, a new frontier to conquer, or a combination of both. This chapter has examined
the conceptualization of the ocean as a space of secession that is perceived both as a refuge from
the hegemony of the state and from neo-Malthusian fears of resources scarcity, and as a frontier
to colonize and exploit.

An element common to both oceanic and land-based urbanization is the reliance on urban
entrepreneurial policies on the part of both state and non-state actors. The chapter has briefly
discussed how urban entrepreneurialism, its emergence, forms, and functions, and consequences
have been theorized in the urban studies literature. It has drawn attention to the development of

start-up urbanism, underscored the role of technology entrepreneurs in reshuffling the practices
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of urban politics, and examined how the model of the start-up company contributes to shaping
entrepreneurial policies as well as to the urbanization of the state. It has discussed how this shift
to urban entrepreneurialism 2.0 further depoliticizes and accelerates the privatization of urban
spaces, and the development of private urbanism and its various forms such as special economic
zones and common-interest developments, both of which provide inspiration to proponents of
start-up societies.

The following analysis deploys insights from this vast body of scholarship to address
emerging trends in urban entrepreneurialism and spaces of exception 2.0. It expands the
application of theorizations of urban entrepreneurialism and ocean urbanization by looking at
how the start-up societies movement engages with discourses such as the blue economy and the
Sustainable Development Goals (Chapter 6) to justify the development of new zones within the
territory, both land and ocean-based, of host countries. It also contributes to the literature on
extraterritoriality and urban entrepreneurialism by examining how proponents of start-up
societies appropriate the idea of the zone to advance a neoconservative view of urban futures

(Chapter 7). The next chapter explains the theoretical framework employed for this analysis.
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Chapter 3 — A theoretical framework for examining start-up societies:
Cultural political economy and critical futures studies

3.1 Introduction

There is a growing interest both among non-state and state actors in start-up societies as a
micro-spatial “fix,” i.e., as a strategy of “geographical expansion and geographical restructuring”
(Harvey, 2001, p. 24), for contemporary economic, political and social crises.'? To non-state
proponents of start-up societies, they represent an opportunity to experiment with new
governance and economic frameworks, develop new spaces to park mobile capital where it can
be protected from taxation, and to restructure how society is organized and governed. To state
actors, start-up societies represent an opportunity to develop new spaces of foreign direct
investment and capital accumulation and to help address national and regional economic
challenges. For both kinds of stakeholders, projects to develop start-up societies entail a micro-
geographical restructuring that both concentrates economic development in new dedicated zones
and facilitates the circulation of capital. Start-up society ventures can be further described as
experimental micro spatial fixes. They also seek to experiment with new economic systems (e.g.,
cryptoeconomy), alternative and digitized governance frameworks, and new hybrid geographies.

The overarching aim of this research is to explain the emergence of the start-up society
concept, why and how it resonates with certain non-state and state actors and comes to be
selected and retained (or fails to) as a solution to crises. My theoretical approach brings together

two transdisciplinary frameworks, cultural political economy (CPE) and critical futures studies

12 On the notion of “fix,” see also Jessop (2006): “A spatio-temporal fix resolves, partially and provisionally at best,
the contradiction and dilemmas inherent in capitalism by establishing spatial and temporal boundaries within which
a relatively durable pattern of ‘structured coherence’ can be secured and by shifting certain costs of securing this
coherence beyond these spatial and temporal boundaries. This sort of spatio-temporal fix displaces and defers
contradictions both within a given economic space and/or political territory and beyond it. It also involves an
internal as well as an external differentiation of winners and losers from a particular fix, linked to the uneven social
and spatial distribution of benefits from a given fix and to its associated uneven development” (pp. 162-163).
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(CFES), that offer complementary conceptual and analytical tools to examine the dialectics of the
semiotic and extra-semiotic aspects of the start-up societies imaginary and how the interaction
between both shapes its conceptualization, selection, and retention.

CPE was developed over the last decade principally by scholars at the University of
Lancaster, in particular Ngai-Ling Sum and Bob Jessop (2013), Norman Fairclough (2013a;
2003), Martin Jones (2008), and Andrew Sayer (2001). It is a theoretical framework that
integrates the contributions of the cultural turn to critical political economy and highlights the
role of semiosis (the intersubjective production of meaning) in shaping the articulation between
the economic and the political (Jessop, 2009; Sum & Jessop, 2013). Here, semiosis is “an
umbrella concept that refers to cultural turn approaches oriented to argumentation, narrativity,
rhetoric, hermeneutics, identity, reflexivity, historicity and discourse” (Jessop, 2004, p. 161).

Importantly, CPE does not simply “add” culture to political economy: “It does not aim to
produce an additive, three-dimensional analysis but stresses the role of semiosis in enabling
social actors to ‘go on’ in a complex world in all spheres of social life” (Sum & Jessop, 2013,
p. 22). Ramon Ribera-Fumaz (2009) describes CPE as

the result of moving from a one-sided emphasis on either the cultural constitution of

political economy, or on the political economy of culture, towards a critical cultural

political economy of social processes. This means that culture cannot be reduced to the
economic and vice versa. Social processes are co-constituted by cultural, political, and
economic processes. (p. 457, emphasis in the original)
CPE posits that the world “is too complex to be grasped in all its complexity in real time” and
therefore agents must engage in processes of complexity reduction to make sense of it (Sum &

Jessop, 2013, p. 3). The two processes of complexity reduction are semiosis and structuration.
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Semiosis is a “dynamic source of sense and meaning” (p. 148). Structuration “sets limits to
compossible combinations of social relations” and as such contributes “to the institution of
specific political economies” (p. 148). CPE examines how the dialectical relation between both
semiosis and structuration transforms “unstructured complexity into relatively meaningful and
structured complexity (p.148).

A CPE approach does not claim to explain “how minds make sense of fexts” (Fairclough
et al., 2002, p. 27, emphasis in the original). Indeed, “the intersubjective production of meaning
and other semiotic effects is exceptionally difficult to explain, not least because it involves more
or less inaccessible mental processes” (Fairclough et al., 2003, p. 27). In fact, semiosis “cannot
be understood without identifying and exploring the extra-semiotic conditions that makes
semiosis possible and secure its effectivity” (Fairclough et al., 2003, p. 27). The focus of CPE is
on how the continuing interaction of semiotic and extra-semiotic processes gives certain
imaginaries “performative, constitutive force in the material world” and contributes to social
structuration (Sum & Jessop, 2013, p. 141).

CFS is an emerging transdisciplinary field concerned with how imagined futures are
entangled with material practices and questions the conditions under which texts about the future
are produced, what it calls the “political economy of the future” (Goode & Godhe, 2017,
pp. 121-122). Both CPE and CFS are concerned with the transformation of particular
imaginations (construals) into sedimented imaginaries (constructions) and with problematizing
taken-for-granted imaginaries. Together, CPE and CFS offer a framework to examine how urban
future imaginaries like start-up societies are shaped by the uneven interaction of semiotic and

material aspects, and why and how some future imaginaries more resonant than others.
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This chapter comprises two main sections. First, it describes CFS and how the study of
the start-up societies imaginary fits within this field. It describes and explains how a CPE
analysis of the start-up societies imaginary can contribute to CFS as a field of study by offering a
comprehensive and innovative analytical framework to understand why and how particular urban
futures are imagined, selected, and retained. Second, it describes CPE, and how it can be applied
to a critical analysis of the start-up societies imaginary and the contemporary start-up societies

movement.

3.2 Critical futures studies

Like the zone (Chapter 2), the start-up societies imaginary is both simultaneously future-
oriented and anchored in the past. The start-up societies discourse is primarily concerned with
imagining the future, theorizing how the future is “made to happen,” and developing strategies to
realize the start-up societies future imaginary. However, this concern with the future is also often
focused on tradition and recovering past practices and insights. An underlying objective of my
dissertation is to add to the literature on futures and foresight studies by demonstrating how a
CPE approach can contribute to the studies of how futures emerge and why some futures come to
be selected over others. Indeed, there is a renewed interest across the social sciences in futures
and foresight studies, and in particular in imaginaries of socio-technical and urban futures
(Bryant & Knight, 2019; Jasanoff & Kim, 2015; Oomen et al., 2021; Salazar et al., 2020; Urry,
2016; Zeiderman & Dawson, 2021). As the concept of start-up society has been received
positively by certain states, transnational organizations, and influential individuals, an
examination of how the start-up societies imaginary comes to be selected is particularly relevant

to understanding how urban futures imaginaries emerge and are selected and retained.
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One recent approach to futures studies is that proposed by Oomen et al. (2021) and which
offers a theoretical framework that engages with the theory of performativity to address the lack
of theorization about how imaginaries of the futures emerge and come to be widely adopted in
the collective imagination. Their theory relies on what they term “techniques of futuring” (ToFs)
which are “characterized by a dynamic relationship between structure and agency” (p. 8). Such
an analysis includes examining the “dramaturgical social theory of futuring,” which they
describe as “the sequential social performances that allow particular visions and collective
imaginations to become socially authoritative” (p. 9, emphasis in the original). This approach is
primarily concerned with analyzing the discursive strategies through which images of the future
are created, disseminated, and shape “the possibility space for action” (p. 2). Specifically, it
looks at (1) the “storylines” about the future that agents create; (2) the ways in which the
“performance” is staged sequentially, and (3) the structures that allow some imaginaries to
“become persuasive” (p. 12, italics in the original). Taken together, these make up a
“dramaturgical regime” that brings imagined futures into the present (pp. 13-14).

ToFs and CPE emphasize different elements. This is not due only to these two
approaches asking different questions, but to their different ontological and epistemological
approaches. First, ToFs is a constructivist approach that emphasizes discourses and
performativity and suggests that imaginaries are a form of theatrical play shaped by, but not
necessarily grounded in a reality independent of agents. In contrast, CPE is an approach designed
to chart a course between constructionism and structuralism, and to avoid giving ontological
primacy to discourse (Sum & Jessop, 2013). As such, CPE allows researchers to start from any
point of entry and emphasizes historicity and processes of complexity reduction (semiosis and

structuration).
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Second, ToFs examine “the particular sequencing of events” (p. 12, emphasis in the
original). It considers that visions of the future are “staged” performances (pp. 11-12). Rather
than examining sequential social performances, which assumes or imposes a temporal or
concerted linearity, CPE examines how the uneven interaction of strategic discursive, agential,
technological, and structural selectivities shapes understandings of and responses to crises, and
how this results in some solutions, or imaginaries, being selected and privileged over others. This
prevents prioritizing discursive selectivity at the expense of the other modes and allows for a
deeper examination of which selectivity has a greater influence, in what context, and why.
Moreover, the idea of a “sequencing” of events can only be explained retroactively and assumes
a certain determinism and logic in how agents act. In contrast, CPE allows for a more flexible
and dynamic analysis that allows researcher to explore how agents make sense of a complex
world, even when meaning-making processes do not necessarily fit within accepted conventions.

Third, ToFs examine how imagined futures depend on “structural bounds that allow them
to become persuasive” (p. 12, emphasis in the original). CPE goes further and examines how
structures not only helps certain imaginaries to gain traction, but also how imaginaries are
constrained by existing structures and semiotic processes. For example, Oomen et al. (2021)
suggest that it is the structure and its “dramaturgical convention” that “allows imagined futures
to become persuasive and travel politically and socially” (p. 14). A CPE approach argues that
what makes imaginaries persuasive is the interaction between structures, agents, discourses, and
technologies. A ToFs approach focuses on “how” questions, whereas a CPE is equally concerned
with both “how” and “why” questions. Ultimately, a ToFs approach emphasizes the social

construction and performativity of futures, whereas a CPE approach emphasizes how the
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construction of futures is grounded in, and therefore necessarily constrained by, a reality that
exists independently of agents.

My approach to the study of future imaginaries is closer to what Godhe and Goode
(Godhe & Goode, 2018; Goode & Godhe, 2017) describe as critical futures studies (CFS). This
emerging inter- and transdisciplinary field differs from “mainstream” futures studies, such as
those studies produced by consultancies for corporate clients and those approaches concerned
with forecasting future trends (e.g., Gutsche, 2020; Smith & Ashby, 2020; Toffler, 1971), in two
ways. First, it considers popular culture to be a “rich repository of imaginative futurescapes” and
it acknowledges that “our societal capacity to imagine, desire or fear particular futures is as much
an affective as it is a cognitive process” (Goode & Godhe, 2017, pp. 111-112). Second, it is
motivated by an “emancipatory interest” (Goode & Godhe, 2017, p. 127) and is committed to the
democratization of the future as opposed to “a technocratic ethos that claims the future is best
left to the experts” (p. 112).

A CFS framework demands that we ask, “Who can speak with authority and legitimacy
about the future? Whose imagined futures are deemed possible or plausible, and whose are
silenced or dismissed as unrealistic and impractical? Who benefits from promoting particular
visions of the future?” (Godhe & Goode, 2018, p. 153). It is concerned with “the ways in which
cultural texts not only represent the future, but also actively shape it by opening up or closing
down imaginative possibilities” (Godhe & Goode, 2018, p. 151). In other words, a CFS
framework “adds” critical insight from the cultural turn to the study of futures. I also interpret
this to mean that such an approach should look at past representations of futures and

interpretations of how the future has been “made to happen.”
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Future innovations, including urban futures, are shaped by existing socio-material,
complex systems and path-dependencies that make only certain futures possible at any moment
in time (Urry, 2016, p. 78). CFS and CPE offer complementary analytical tools to examine the
path-dependent and path-shaping semiotic and structural features of future imaginaries and how
the dialectic of semiosis and structuration makes certain futures possible and prohibits others.
Both CFS and CPE are grounded in a discursive-material approach, are concerned with the
transformation of imaginations into imaginaries, and problematize taken-for-granted imaginaries.
CPE examines how the dialectical relationship of semiotic and extra-semiotic processes give
certain imaginaries “performative, constitutive force in the material world” (Sum & Jessop,
2013, p. 141). CFS recognizes that “discourses and ways of knowing are inextricably entwined
with material forces” (Goode & Godhe, 2017, p. 113). It distinguishes between imagination and
imaginary and considers that “[FJuture imaginations and future imaginaries are dialectially
entwined” (Goode & Godhe, 2017, p. 125): “When imagination congeals into something taken-
for-granted it becomes a social or cultural imaginary” (p. 123).

CFS examines “the ways in which certain futurescapes carry affective weight” and “the
ways in which they compete for legitimacy” (Goode & Godhe, 2017, pp. 111-112). CPE can
contribute to such an analysis, as I explain in further details below, through its key theoretical
contribution, namely is its emphasis on the role of the evolutionary mechanisms of variation,
selection, and retention “in shaping the movement from social construal to social construction
and their implications for the production of domination and hegemony” (Sum & Jessop, 2013, p.
23, emphasis in the original). A CPE framework can therefore add to CFS by explaining how
such futurescapes are shaped by processes of complexity reduction and by the uneven interaction

of strategic selectivities.
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In terms of Ideologiekritik (critique of ideology), CPE is interested in how crisis
challenges dominant imaginaries and how it repoliticizes sedimented discourses (Sum and
Jessop, 2013, p.404). CFS likewise argues that imaginaries, like utopias, “can expand as well as
shrink our horizons” (Goode & Godhe, 2017, p. 124) and seeks “to defamiliarize unquestioned,
sedimented or ‘common sense’ discourses of the future, to shake them up in order to broaden the
field of possibility” (p. 112). CFS problematizations can help us identify what imaginative
futurescapes the start-up societies imagination draws on, the particular story of the future and of
how the future comes to be the start-up societies discourse tells, how the futurescapes it proposes
carry a particular affective weight, and how these factors help (or hinder) the sedimentation the
start-up societies imagination into an imaginary. Conversely, a CPE approach can help us
understand how the transformation of imagination into imaginaries is shaped by processes of

complexity reduction and the uneven interaction between the different strategic selectivities.

3.3 Cultural political economy

CPE has been described as a trans- and pre- or post-disciplinary approach, meaning that it
is committed to transcending disciplinary boundaries “in order to better understand the complex
interconnections within and across the natural and social worlds” (Jessop & Sum, 2001; Ribera-
Fumaz, 2009; Sum & Jessop, 2013, p. ix).!3 It draws on evolutionary and institutional political
economy, with which it integrates the contributions of the cultural turn (Jessop, 2004, p. 160).
Methodologically, this means that CPE “combines concepts and tools from critical semiotic

analysis with others from critical political economy to produce a distinctive post-disciplinary

13 Jessop and Sum (2001) describe CPE as “pre-disciplinary in its historical inspiration and as post-disciplinary in its
current intellectual implications” (p. 89). They argue that “the most pertinent intellectual traditions [to the analysis
of the contemporary world] are found among those that antedated disciplinary boundaries and/or refused to accept
them” (p. 91). I agree.
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approach to the analysis of capitalist social formations” (Jessop & Oosterlynck, 2008, p. 1155;
Jessop & Sum, 2001).

As a theoretical approach, CPE draws on a long tradition of inter- and trans-disciplinary
studies, in particular political economy and cultural studies (Ribera-Fumaz, 2009; Sayer, 2001,
pp. 702-705).!4 Recently, Ribera-Fumaz (2009) showed how in contemporary times, beginning
in the 1980s and 1990s, a “small but growing body of work™ in urban political economy has
engaged with the cultural turn to “rethink the culture-economy articulation” without “reifying the
economic as solely cultural, or reducing the cultural to the economic base” (p. 448; p. 455).
Ribera-Fumaz highlights how the work of such scholars as the sociologist Sharon Zukin and the
geographer Don Mitchell brought a new focus to the role of culture in shaping urban spaces.
Furthermore, a renewed interest since the 1990s among cultural geographers in the work of
Walter Benjamin, Guy Debord, and Henri Lefebvre has set the stage for a “shift from orthodox
urban political economy to a dialectical rather than one-sided concern with culture” (Ribera-
Fumaz, 2009, p. 460).

Harp (1991) also remarks that cultural studies, which is concerned with historical forms
of consciousness or subjectivities, “provides a point of creative tension within the dominant
structural features of an orthodox political economy approach” and that in doing so, “it defines
the need for a middle ground both conceptually and empirically while holding on to certain
essential features of these two interdisciplinary fields” (p. 208, drawing on Johnson, 1986). Harp
suggests engaging with the concept of community to explore how, beyond market forces and

structures, meaning-making among a community is shaped by the local setting, which

14 Jessop (2009) admits that classical political economy, the German Historical School, and “some versions of
critical political economy and/or ‘old institutionalisms’” and urban political economy (its focus on urban
entrepreneurialism and the role of culture) oftentimes also advanced similar arguments (p. 336, see also Sum and
Jessop, 2013, pp. 10-11).
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“influences perceptions and life styles of workers by imposing different sets of opportunities and
constraints” (p. 216). In a study of the start-up societies imaginary, such an approach would
explore how meaning-making among proponents of start-up societies is shaped both by the
global political economy and the local environment (which, in this case, includes digital
localism, a term I use to refer to instances in which digital worlds and interactions are communal
spaces and form localities in which actors are closely and deeply embedded), and how such
processes contribute to shaping the start-up societies conceptualization of community.

CPE has been applied to the study of policy (Jessop, 2009), of state strategies and
regional economic development (Jessop & Oosterlynck, 2008), of political and human
geography with an emphasis on the relationship between theory and empirics (M. Jones, 2008),
and to more specific topics like the knowledge-based economy (Jessop, 2004), the study of
competitiveness and urban entrepreneurialism (Jessop & Sum, 2000; Sum, 2010, 2015, 2018),
transnational “knowledge brands” (Sum, 2010), and the “One Belt One Road” imaginary (Sum,
2018).!> The many successful applications of CPE demonstrate its usefulness for macro- and
meso-levels analysis.

Scholarly engagement with the Lancaster School’s approach to CPE has sought to
contribute a greater understanding of the role of culture in economic and political urban
processes. For example, Lorentzen and van Heur (2012)’s edited volume offers a cross-
disciplinary analysis of the cultural political economy of small cities. Jones (2009) employs a
CPE approach to interrogate “the semiotic complement of iconic [architectural] projects vis-a-vis

political and economic structures” and how this “opens up empirical research questions on the

15 Jacqueline Best and Matthew Paterson (2010, 2015) have also laid claim to the concept of cultural political
economy, but from an international relations and international political economy approach that focuses on the
cultural dynamics of the global political economy.
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role of architecture in the embedding of economic projects into distinct social formations”
(p. 2532). His work demonstrates that CPE is “helpful in understanding the specific ways in
which corporate and state actors and institutions mobilise architecture as one way of making
political-economic strategies socially meaningful” (p. 2520).

Similarly, Su et al. (2018) employ a CPE framework to interpret heritage tourism in
urban contexts by means of a case study of Nanjing, China. They argue that touristic spaces are
“infused with selective representational frameworks for political meaning-making” as well as
with “economic relations in the built environment,” and that these elements are related to “tourist
meaning-making and identities in the cultural/semiotic sphere” (pp. 30, 37). Their study shows
how urban heritage tourism practices are co-constituted by the uneven interaction of “political,
cultural and semiotic processes, structural and agency relations, and interdependencies and
tensions” (pp. 37-38). Applying CPE to a different topic, Watts et al. (2018) show how CPE can
be used to conduct an analysis of consumers’ semiotic and material construals of alternative food
networks as a subalternative economic imaginary. These different applications of CPE
demonstrate the usefulness of a CPE approach at the meso- and micro-levels and how it can
reveal their linkages to macro-level processes and meta-narratives.

The present research engages with the Lancaster School approach to CPE and contributes
to the literature that applies a CPE approach to the study of urban entrepreneurialism. For
example, Gonzdlez (2006) employs an approach that incorporates elements from CPE and
interpretative policy analysis to develop the concept of “scalar narratives,” by which she refers to
“those stories that actors tell about the changes in the scalar localization of socio-political
processes