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Summary 
 

The present research investigation can be placed within the wider framework of the ‘global cities’ 

literature. By first examining the theoretical development of the ‘global city’ concept and its 

operationalisation into measurable features of any given city that have been developed by well-

known institutions such as the Global and World Cities Research Network and A.T. Kearney (with 

the purpose of comparing cities), I then propose a critical approach to the all-encompassing 

concept of ‘global city’ by incorporating the updated notion of ‘circuits’, proposed by Saskia 

Sassen, as well as suggesting that the city should be fragmented in order to look at its potential 

“globalised” features, which is a continuation of the notion of ‘circuits’. 

The methodology that inspires this work is an interview-based qualitative approach. With this 

method, I have attempted to distance myself from the more conventional quantitative methods that 

have generally characterised the ‘global cities’ research (focused on the quantification of 

economic, policy or socio-cultural indicators) with the objective of contributing to the ‘global 

cities’ literature from the standpoint of the actors that play a relevant role in the workings of the 

city, their perceptions and their narrative. I have chosen, to examine the data produced, a tool 

known as ‘thematic analysis’, which has allowed me to identify issues and topics that appear in 

the interviews and that has, further, allowed me to identify and examine iteration of certain 

elements that appear recurrently throughout the research, as well as examine relations between 

given themes. 

The case study that has been chosen to contrast and compare the ‘global cities’ literature 

empirically is the city of Aarhus, Denmark’s second largest city. The interest in this city stems, on 

one hand, from the fact that its relevance is growing in certain dimensions (for example, it is 

undergoing an important population growth; Lonely Planet has placed it as the second city most 

interesting to visit in Europe, in 2016; it harbours one of the most important universities in Europe, 

Scandinavia and, ultimately, the world, etc.). On the other hand, Aarhus will become European 

Capital of Culture in 2017 and this represents an important “step change” for the city in the 

repercussions this might have for the city in terms of tourism, business activity or, mainly, in 

cultural and artistic terms. 
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The present work is a diptych: a visual product (documentary) and the present written work that 

contextualises the product and produces the analysis of the data. The visual product is, in essence, 

descriptive, showcasing the relevant data obtained from the interviews that is then to be analysed 

in the present written text, which is, in spirit, explanatory. As such, while both elements form an 

ineffaceable dialectical unity, the visual product has been developed in such a way as to be able to 

outlive its specific academic requirements and be accessible to wider audiences beyond academia. 

The intention is for the visual product to serve those audiences inside or outside Aarhus that are 

interested in framing its development, as well as those that may have a general interest in 

approximating themselves to the theoretical field of ‘global cities’ by examining a specific case 

study. 

This investigation will conclude with the general understanding that, while it has been confirmed 

by the Global and World Cities Research Network that Aarhus does not stand close to any 

definition of ‘global city’, certain developments happening in the city which are portrayed by the 

actors in the visual product can be mirrored in the global city’s literature and may point to the 

development of a future, growing, global city. One of the most important cases provided to justify 

this argument is the case of Vestas and Arla Foods which serve as relevant examples of both 

‘circuits’ and ‘command centres’ of the global economy, a crucial element in the original global 

city theoretical framework. It is hoped that this investigation may contribute to understanding the 

present ‘global’ status of Aarhus by integrating some of the most important phenomena that the 

city is currently experiencing. In this regard, the present work attempts to go a little bit further than 

the studies done specifically in aspects of urbanism, sustainability or the Aarhus 2017 process, in 

the case of Aarhus, by integrating these in the wider ‘global cities’ framework. 
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Link to visual product: 
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The Introduction 
 

“Cities are complex systems. But they are incomplete systems. In this mix lies the possibility of making – making the 

urban, the political, the civic, a history, an economy.” 

-Saskia Sassen- 

 

aybe the start of any investigative product requires asking the question “why”. After all, why is the 

interrogative ethos of the philosopher, the one who loves (and therefore seeks) the truth. It is with 

this mentality that the title, the motivation, of this paper is the question and not the answer. The 

paper could have been titled “Aarhus: a global city” or “Aarhus: not a global city”, but both 

assessments require such an exhaustive analysis to demonstrate the righteousness of the statement 

that not a single investigative approach would render the statements “scientifically” valid. The 

result would have been a polemic, biased, and politically driven statement of intentions, rather than 

an academic questioning of the matter at hand. The starting point is the question, and therefore, it 

must also be the title of the current investigation that will, or will not, result in a concrete answer. 

This investigative work does not seek to present the passive reader/viewer with the truth, but let 

various interpretations reveal themselves in the active approach that inspires its content. 

Arguably, globalization has been linked to the globalization of the economy, if anything, the 

western neoliberal model of the economy. But, albeit contested, even if we took the globalization 

of the economy as the starting point of the general process of globalization, it has caused profound 

changes in all social dimensions, ranging from the political to the cultural (in the broadest sense 

of the word). Therefore, an academic take, as this pretends to be, on the concept of ‘global city’, 

cannot presume that the financial sector is the driving force of a global city –as is the case of 

London, New York or Tokyo–, but it might be a highly relevant defining factor of what is regarded 

as ‘global’ within the complex economic dimensions of the city.  

Not disregarding the fact that the current economic system places capital in the centre and the 

human being orbiting around it, it’s easy to understand how a financial city such as New York 

serves as a magnet for attracting citizens from all over the world, who then become “global citizens” 

in the Big Apple. But the global city is rather more characterized by the consequences of economic 

globalisation than by its causes. The search for economic opportunities in big cities, which until 

now has constituted the main reason for migration, has created similarities among cities, both in 

M 
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the nature of this migrant influx, but also in the response the city has had to these types of changes 

(from the urban, the political and/or the economic spheres, to name a few). 

This means that all global cities, but not only, have, as a concrete example, ghettos; a symptom of 

inequality and lack of integration which is common to most, if not all, big cities. In Paris these are 

the banlieues, in New York, the Bronx, the favelas of São Paulo, and the list goes on. For in all 

major cities that have experienced the globalisation of the neoliberal economic system it is possible 

to find traces of the inequality it leaves behind (Fainstein 2006 [2001]). The creation of spaces of 

marginalisation (like those of integration) in cities, obeys arguably to two contradictory forces that 

happen simultaneously in the interwoven dynamics of everyday ordinary life: that of policy-driven 

planning and that of spontaneous interaction. This is so because governments and construction 

companies -motivated by capitalistic expectations or ideological ones-, with the help of architects, 

can design and create spaces that favour specific types of social interactions and thereby create 

certain societal dynamics. However, well said before myself, the world is an unintended 

consequence of intended actions. Humanity’s capacity for creative action and usage of spaces 

makes it highly unpredictable.  

Spaces, like technology, thus, are defined more by the use that is made of them than by the original 

intentions of those who stood behind a desk designing them. Some authors have put this in more 

succinct terms, such as that “urban space is defined by the people who use, appropriate and 

transform it through their daily routines and practices, which frequently involve struggles 

regarding the very form and content of the urban itself, at once as a site and stake of social 

experience” (Brenner and Schmidt 2015, p. 171). The notion of appropriation is one that has strong 

political consequences and one that relates to both human creativity and conflictive relationships 

of power, of which spaces play a contextual role. Taken to the next level, it can be argued that “the 

act of appropriation may involve an alteration of power such that the power assumed or 

appropriated works against the power that made that assumption possible” (Butler 1997, p. 13). 

A city is both a spatial unity and, recognisably, an agglomeration of spaces. It is both fragmentary 

in nature (an array of dispersed singular spaces) as well as a holistic totality, whose limits 

encompass the sum totality of such spaces. Limits may have different names, but when we talk 

about spaces, such as cities, we always seem to be trapped in the dichotomy of explaining what to 

leave out, in order to define what seems to be in the city. Other authors will use terms such as 
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“edges” and claim that “[t]he evocative idea of ‘cities on the edge’ has been used in a diverse range 

of urban contexts. Edges mark boundaries, borders, margins, and peripheries […] [p]ort cities on 

the edge claim a common yet unique heritage: distinctive cultures of exceptionalism, 

cosmopolitanism, and creativity” (Mah 2014, p. 31). An idea which seems to handily explain a 

little bit better the city of Aarhus, main subject and object of the present study, which, being a 

“port city”, claims “exceptionalism, cosmopolitanism, and creativity” in its forthcoming 

celebration of European Capital of Culture, in 2017. 

The development of a critical epistemology of the ‘urban’ questions the superiority of the city as 

an analytical tool and therefore helps to disband widespread beliefs that the contemporary world 

is necessarily ‘urban’ based on positivistic formulas that equate such a concept strictly with the 

spatial unit of the ‘city’ and its inhabitants. To this end, Brenner and Schmidt (2015) claim that 

“the urban is treated as an empirically self-evident, universal category corresponding to a particular 

type of bounded settlement space, the ‘city’” (p. 163) while defending, in contrast, that the ‘urban’ 

and ‘urbanization’ in fact function as theoretical categories. This paper and its product will play 

with this inter-play between the urban (the city) as a theoretical as well as an empirical reality, 

with the interactive consequences it entails.  

In the first chapter, The Theory, we will go into the conceptually problematic notion of the ‘global 

city’. Here I will present some of the different theories and definitions put forward by the pertinent 

authors concerned with the topic at hand, Manuel Castells and Saskia Sassen being the key 

theorists examined. I then proceed to give two relevant examples of how the global city has been 

operationalised in order for it to be measured and compared. I argue, then, that the concept of 

‘global’ is one that is difficult to apply to a complex ecosystem such as a city, characterised by an 

agglomeration of different features, structures and institutions, sometimes hard to conceptualise as 

one. I will finally argue that, following Saskia Sassen’s own logic of the circuits within which a 

city is entangled in (according to leading sectors), we have to fragment the city in order to look at 

which of its sectors belong to a leading global elite. I will, then, briefly put the current investigation 

in the context of the literature review concerning our case study and our method of investigation. 

The Case Study will present the reader with an overview of the city of Aarhus, what we know until 

now and what has been said and written about Aarhus that is worth mentioning here and that will 

provide the reader with an overview of the city and help him or her contextualise the setting where 
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the documentary, the product of this work, takes place. This will allow the subsequent section to 

deal specifically with the theoretical and practical approaches of the documentary. 

In The Method I will explain the choice of ‘thematic analysis’ as the appropriate qualitative 

research tool to carry out the analysis of the data recompiled during the interviews and justify the 

choice of the specific themes identified. The following two chapters, The Product: Justification 

and The Product: Design will focus on both the relevance of the choice of creating a visual product 

that seeks to go beyond the mere academic usage and, thereafter, explain the specific techniques 

developed for carrying out the interviews as well as justify the choice of the actors selected for the 

research. 

The Analysis will examine the ‘themes’ that have been extracted from the interviews in the light 

of the existing ‘global cities’ theory, shed light on their interconnectedness and question their 

relevance with regards to the current research framework. The Conclusion, finally, will summarise 

the objectives of the current investigation and provide insight into the complexity of the ‘global 

city’ concept when examined through a qualitative-driven method. This will lead to the final 

conclusion that Aarhus cannot be considered a global city according to mainstream indicators, 

while emphasising that, at the same time, coherent with my critical approach on the global cities 

theory, there are elements within the city that are mirrored in the global cities literature and that 

point to a potentially growing global city. 

The written part of this work is, thus, multifunctional: on one hand, it will serve to complement 

the visual representation of the documentary by a) explaining it and b) putting the images in the 

theoretical contexts that will be here laid out. That is, the visual product will serve to highlight the 

extent to which the city of Aarhus (through the interviews being conducted -considered primary 

sources-) fulfils the theoretical model assessed here. In other words, whether the relevant 

interviews serve as evidence of Aarhus fulfilling a model of a global city, taking into account the 

theoretical technicalities (and nuances) laid out in the current text and acknowledging some of the 

critical debates undertaken. 
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The Theory 
 

“The global city epitomizes the contradictory logic of the space of flows. While reaching out to the whole planet 

second by second and round the clock, it relies on the spatial proximity of its different command centers, and on 

the face-to-face interaction of its anonymous masters” 

-Manuel Castells 

 

Cities are, arguably, a strictly human phenomenon: humans build them, they inhabit them and thus 

give meaning to them. In as far as cities are human, they are organic, biological, and thus alive. 

Authors such as Robert Ezra Park (1864 – 1944), an American urban sociologist of the Chicago 

School, stated that “the city is not merely an artefact, but an organism. Its growth is fundamentally 

and as a whole, natural, i.e., uncontrolled and undesigned. The forms it tends to assume are those 

which represent and correspond to the functions that it is called upon to perform” ([Park 1928] in 

Tonkiss 2005, p. 33-34). It is in recognising this fundamental fact that we can understand the 

uneven process in which cities develop, flourish or succumb to the forces of neglect, abandonment 

and, therefore, death.  

Cities play into this human dynamic of interweaving the real and the imagined; the abstract and 

the concrete; the visible and the unseen, so characteristic from our ritualistic and religious nature. 

Stevenson (2013) has taken this claim even further, when referring to the city, and proclaimed that 

“the city is at once conceptual (an idea and the object of theory), material (occupying real space 

and being formed in response to a range of macro and micro processes) and experienced (lived, 

sensory and enveloping)” (p. 3). The fact that a city is much more than its material landscape 

allows it to be the subject of a diverse range of conceptualisations (depending on the measurable 

parameters being applied to it –smart, global, world, etc.-) as well as a nest of varied meanings 

given to them by the actors that participate in its specific spaces. Said well before myself, “a 

standard high-rise building in a city can contain offices, or dance studios, or designers’ showrooms, 

or what I describe as “urban manufacturing” (such as craftsworkers making designer lamps for 

galleries, and so on)” (Sassen 2014, p. 2).  

So what set (or arrangement) of meanings and variables make up the now well-established notion 

of global city? After all, adding an adjective to the noun requires ascribing a set of values and 
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specificities that separate it from other types of cities and make it unique. Although, arguably, the 

concept of ‘global city’ is as ubiquitous as the concept of ‘globalisation’ itself, this makes its 

understanding conflictive and opaque, not to mention that it is ever-evolving and that the 

contemporary form of globalisation and the way it permeates cities requires that the concept be 

continuously updated.  

The material global city, that is born from the era of globalisation of technological, 

communicational and, stringing them together, grandiose economic processes, becomes a 

representative of this global movement, it’s symbolic centre and the de facto physical capital of its 

abstract existence. The conceptual global city is, in this regard, born, arguably, out of the need to 

understand urban centres (“command centers” as quoted from Castells above) from which such 

global processes are directed and through which they express themselves. Said in starker terms: 

“[t]he high-level operations of co-ordination and control of world capital flows are performed from 

a very small area that further specifies the core space of the global city” (Castells 1989, p. 343). 

The concept of ‘global city’ becomes, at the end of the twentieth century, a new lens through which 

to understand the spatialisation of the reconfigured global cartography, as well as a warning 

towards those in politics and academia that ignore the new spatial hierarchies produced by the 

globalisation of capital, labour and technology in which cities are foremost. Saskia Sassen’s (2001 

[1991]; 2005) reminder of this fact serves not to undermine the role that nation-states play in the 

globalised world, but to emphasise the important part the big cities contained in them (especially 

in the global north) are playing exactly in configuring its economy (as well as its interrelated social 

and political spheres). The Dutch author would go on to claim that “[a]n examination of 

globalization through the concept of the global city introduces a strong emphasis on strategic 

components of the global economy rather than the broader and more diffuse homogenizing 

dynamics we associate with the globalization of consumer markets” (Sassen 2005, p. 40). 

Sassen distinguishes the concept of global city from the older concept of ‘world city’ by claiming 

that the latter “has a certain kind of timelessness attached to it where the global city model marks 

a specific socio-spatial historical phase” (Sassen 2001, p. 349). The important remark Sassen wants 

to make, the specificity of the her ‘very-own’ global city concept, is her “emphasis on the 

“production” of the global economic system”. It is not simply a matter of global coordination but 

one of the production of global control capacities” (Sassen 2001, p. 349) which she ascribes to the 
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global city. More specifically, Stevenson (2013) distinguishes both concepts by outlining “that 

where the label ‘global city’ is generally applied to those cities that play pivotal roles in the 

organization of the global economy, world cities are those that link the local into the world” (p. 

141). 

This idea of the global city as having a centralising function with regards to global economic 

processes is a leading argument of S. Sassen’s 1991 classical work, The Global City: New York, 

London, Tokyo. In it, she expresses that “the spatial dispersion of economic activities and the 

reorganization of the financial industry are two processes that have contributed to new forms of 

centralization insofar as they have occurred under conditions of continued concentration in 

ownership or control” (Sassen 2001[1991], p. 19). This idea is but a continuation of that proposed 

by her contemporary, M. Castells, when he claims, around the same time, that “it is precisely the 

dependence upon telecommunication networks that requires the concentration of command and 

control centers in spaces that are provided with the most advanced information systems” (Castells 

1989, p. 343), namely: global cities. These notions had been strengthened earlier by J. Friedman 

and G. Wolff (2006 [1982]) when they wrote that “[w]orld cities are the control centers of the 

global economy” (p. 61). 

The notion of communication is essential to the general idea of the city and is of even more 

substantial importance to the global city, for the global city is threaded within an extensive network 

of other cities which in turn are connected to other bigger or smaller cities around the world ad 

infinitum. The city exists in relation to other cities (no city is an island). The global city is the node 

in the global network of cities and the network itself, in as far as the city concentrates the means 

of communication that creates and sustains such a network. Sassen (2001) reminds her readers that 

“the global city is a function of a network [while] […] also a place” (p. 349). Global cities are 

characterised by having important airports with direct flights to most other global cities1, by having 

the most advanced telecommunications networks and the means to produce, distribute and access 

directly and with as little interference as possible a whole array of information (radio, television, 

newspapers) etc.  

                                                             
1 In 1966, Peter Hall wrote that “world cities are the sites of the great international airports” (2006, p. 23), further 

consolidating the widespread consensus that global and world cities depend on the constant movement of a globally 

recruited international labour force. 
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The global city, as a socially multi-layered structure, is a fountain of inequality, of which the media 

plays only one part. The global city, as a connection-based urban structure, relies on the mobility 

of its sources of globality: capital and labour. The global city, which can be understood 

superficially as the local urban manifestation of the neoliberal model of the world economy, 

produces what Doreen Massey (1991) has termed a “power-geometry”. Because globalisation is 

based on an intensification of the flow and movement of people (as well as a technological 

improvement in the speed of such flows), it has been commonly referred to such processes of 

globalisation as producing a form of “time-space compression”. Massey (1991), addressing the 

issue of inequality produced by such global mobility, has explained that the “power geometry of 

time-space compression [is that…] different social groups, and different individuals, are placed in 

very distinct ways in these flows and interconnections” (1991, p. 25). This idea is but a 

continuation of that proposed by David Harvey (1989) when he writes that time and space are 

“being absorbed under the homogenising powers of money and commodity exchange” (p. 263).  

Time-space compression, as a noticeable feature of neoliberal globalisation, has produced, like in 

other aspects of globalisation, winners and losers, connecting some individuals more whilst 

isolating at the same time other groups. Massey, by using concrete examples applicable to the 

global city, illustrates this sharply: “[e]very time you drive to the out-of-town shopping centre you 

contribute to the rising prices, even hasten the demise, of the corner shop” (1991, p. 26), 

confirming that “[d]ifferential mobility can weaken the leverage of the already weak. The time-

space-compression of some groups can undermine the power of others” (1991, p. 26). The global 

city, likewise, concentrates the factors of mobility and communication which are helping to 

undermine the relevance of minor cities (not to mention towns and villages) and, therefore, 

producing a competitive power-geometry amongst cities in the quest for neoliberal globalisation. 

Because the notion of the global city (and its reality!) is strictly linked to this economically 

competitive phenomenon, it pushes cities to play into the logic of standardisation of its attributes. 

This allows cities to lend themselves to comparison, that is: to seek to enhance those qualities 

which will allow them to be matched -rather than differentiated- with one another while at the 

same time attempting to become the leading centres according to their strengths. As a consequence, 

if not, arguably, as a cause of this, cities have become charted according to a set of characteristics 

for which they can be compared to and levelled into different scales.  
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The first of such rankings that needs to be mentioned is that developed by the Globalization and 

World Cities (GaWC) Research Network 2 , at the geography department of Loughborough 

University, of which Saskia Sassen and Manuel Castells are honorary founders. They rank the 

cities according to four categories in descending order of integration into the network of world 

cities: Alpha (including Alpha ++, Alpha +, Alpha and Alpha -), Beta (also with three sub-

categories), Gamma (also has three sub-categories) and Sufficiency. By looking at their “advanced 

producer services (for example, accounting, advertising, finance, insurance, and law applied in 

transnational contexts)” (Taylor 2001, p. 183, italics in the original) and the degree to which cities 

are integrated into the “world city network”3 through statistical data computation of connectivity, 

the GaWC research network classifies cities according to the above ranking. The Alpha category 

represents the cities which are more liable to be termed as ‘global cities’ (the Alpha ++ category 

is naturally comprised of London and New York -the two global cities par excellence-). 

The researchers at the GaWC network, faithful to the theoretical understandings of S. Sassen and 

M. Castells, look for ways of operationalising the concepts proposed by these authors, in order to 

be able to measure how global a city really is, and therefore establish parameters for comparison. 

Nevertheless, the authors sensibly argue that we should be careful not to “interpret rankings as 

hierarchies”4. The best way to understand the approach taken at GaWC is to read the explanation 

of one of its authors: 

[a]ccepting Sassen's (1994) basic conception of world city formation, how can it be extended to 

account for world city network formation? The starting point is that it is large global service firms, 

not cities per se, which are the key actors in world city network formation. In order to carry out 

their business they seek out knowledge-rich environments - world cities - in which they can prosper. 

The success of each firm is dependent upon their location strategies of having offices in selected 

world cities. These are the office networks of firms through which they provide their global service. 

The ideal is to be able to produce a 'seamless' service for every client whatever the locational scale 

and complexity of a given project. Each world city, therefore, is constituted as a particular mix of 

advanced producer service offices. In short, the world city network is a complex amalgam of 

multifarious office networks of corporate service firms5 (Taylor 2001, p. 183). 

                                                             
2 More can be read about it at their website: http://www.lboro.ac.uk/gawc/group.html (accessed on August 14th, 2016). 
3 The information is taken from their website at Loughborough University: 

http://www.lboro.ac.uk/gawc/gawcworlds.html (accessed on August 15th, 2016). 
4 P.J. Taylor ‘A Brief Guide to Quantitative Data Collection at GaWC, 1997-2001’, taken from the website where it 

is published: http://www.lboro.ac.uk/gawc/guide.html (accessed on August 15th, 2016). 
5 We have to do away with the fact that “world city” here can be used interchangeably with “global city”, adding to 

the general theoretical confusion, and only if we agree with the notion “that the central agenda of world city theory is 
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Interesting to note from this statement is the fact that world, or global, cities are not the key actors 

in the formation of global networks. Rather, it is the “global service firms” that establish the global 

connections that constitute the basis of the global city. Again, this serves as further proof that 

global cities are defined by their economic (rather than policy) orientation, with global firms giving 

the city its defining character. This doesn’t mean that politics does not play a role. Much on the 

contrary, ever since Marx uncovered the relations of exploitation of the liberal market (present-

day neo-liberalism representing much of those traits that were contemporary to Marx himself), 

lack of market regulation by national, regional or local politics, is a political choice and thus 

constitutes a specific policy. The unregulated financial centres of which London and New York 

are world ambassadors, and which define them as global cities, are done with the complicity of 

their governments at many levels (in this case as the continuation of Reagan and Thatcher’s epoch-

defining fit of neo-liberalism6).  

Another relevant ranking of global cities, and thus another possible operationalisation of the global 

city concept, is done by A.T. Kearney, a “global management consulting firm”7 which produces a 

yearly review and analysis of the top global cities, ranking them according to two distinct sets of 

values: “current performance” referred to as “index” and “future potential”, known as “outlook”8. 

Their “Global Cities Index” 9  (GCI) “ranks 125 cities according to 27 metrics across five 

dimensions including business activity, human capital, information exchange, cultural experience, 

and political engagement10”. “The Global Cities Outlook (GCO) examines 125 cities and ranks 13 

leading indicators across four dimensions: personal well-being, economics, innovation, and 

                                                             

best conceived more broadly, as an attempt to analyze the rapidly changing geography of global capitalism in the late 

twentieth [and now early twenty-first] century” (Brenner 1998, p. 4), much like Sassen’s pretension with the notion 

of global city. Throughout the subsequent sections of the text we will use “world city” and “global city” 

interchangeably to, both, avoid confusion, and due to the fact that the field of global/world cities is full of 

contradictions with respect to these terms and where there are differences, these are of a subtle nature. 
6 A specific, but generalisable, case of this intimate relationship between governments and the financial markets is 

that portrayed by Freeman (2010). His paper on the economic crisis of 2007/8 makes clear that Washington and Wall 

Street shared a hallway through which financiers and politicians walked in and out. In fact, the ever increasing earnings 

of Wall Street caused admiration (rather than suspicion) amongst United States’ politicians: “such earnings boosted 

the esteem in which these financial executives were held by politicians and the general public” (Freeman 2001, p. 

168). 
7  This information is available on their website https://www.atkearney.com/research-studies/global-cities-index 

(accessed on August 20th, 2016). 
8  I extract these terms from the 2016 Global Cities study, available here: https://www.atkearney.com/research-

studies/global-cities-index (accessed on August 20th, 2016). 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
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governance. The rank and score in the GCO is determined by measuring change across each metric 

in the past five years, then projecting out to 2024”11. The combination of both the GCO and the 

GCI gives each city a different level according to their current status and their future potential.  

Again, New York and London are the two top global cities when both rankings are taken into 

account. London is in position number one in the GCI whilst San Francisco holds the trophy in the 

GCO, apparently because of its strong innovation capacity. London stands out in the Index because 

of its strong performance in its cultural exchange (measured in the number of museums, visual and 

performing arts, sporting events, international travellers, culinary offers and sister cities) and 

because of its leadership in business activity (whose operationalised metrics include a combination 

of number of top global service firms, capital markets, air and sea freight, etc.12). New York is 

number two in both rankings, while London, however, is number four when it comes to its outlook. 

It is not difficult to see from these two models (the GaWC and the A.T. Kearney’s Global City 

Index and Outlook) that they share many of the underlying assumptions of what constitutes a 

global city, and therefore what category of variables to measure in order to rank world cities 

accordingly. Again, it is possible to see that business related factors -in both cases the reference to 

“global service firms” is telling- are one of the key drivers distinguishing the globality of a city. 

Arguably, there is a bigger sense of competitiveness and hierarchy in A.T. Kearney’s approach, 

which is, after all, a business consultancy, rather than the GaWC’s more academic approach. 

Nevertheless, the issue of arbitrariness remains as a dark presence among such evaluations of 

global and world cities. It remains pertinent that although 

many commentators who accept that world cities13, as the commercial and financial hubs of 

international activities, such as commodity exchange, insurance and taxation, can be ranked on a 

continuum, or more accurately, continua[,] [c]laims of the existence of urban hierarchies, 

however, raise a host of unresolved questions, including: what are the elements for defining the 

ideal-typical world city; and if a continuum can be delineated, on what basis are the cities to be 

ranked, and what is the legitimacy of the indicators? (Stevenson 2013, p. 125). 

                                                             
11 Ibid. 
12  Analysis available here: https://www.atkearney.com/research-studies/global-cities-index/current-research-detail 

(accessed on August 20th, 2016). 
13 The author uses the following distinction, mentioned earlier, between ‘world’ and ‘global’ cities: “while ‘world 

cities’ are thought to be those that connect local (in its broadest and narrowest senses, including the national and the 

regional) economies into a world economy, global cities are the locations where the organization of the global 

economy occurs” (Stevenson 2013, p. 123). This distinction follows the theoretical understanding of S. Sassen (2001) 

on the matter. 
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Further analysis on the evolution of world and/or global cities has questioned these metrics and 

also some of the limited assumptions that has led to measure the modern urban centres across these 

dimensions. For example, notions of the “residual city” (Stevenson 2013) point both to the need 

to question western cities’ hegemony and reference point when it comes to understanding global 

cities -although this is hard to pursue when the mainstream indicators give economic wealth such 

an outstanding value- and to the need to do a local anthropology of the urban that seeks to 

comprehend the city as a broken, un-uniformed structure with many centres and with patterns of 

inequality, exclusion and marginality. For example, the notion of the ‘fourth world’, referring to 

populations living in “third world” conditions in the “first” world, can be one point of departure 

into questioning the hegemonic understanding of cities as unitary objects of analysis, as well as 

providing new insights as to how the modern global economic system produces new geographies 

of economic inequality which transcend the nation-state and incorporate a substantial level of 

regional and local dimensions, of which cities play a leading role. 

It is worth mentioning, though, that there is a beacon of light in the way global or world city 

measurements are broadening to take new variables into account. A.T. Kearney, albeit the 

importance given to economic measurements, still incorporates “human” experiences such as 

“personal well-being” into its GCO. It might be that we are slowly seeing a shift of what is given 

value to when it comes to the future of cities that want to be part of the global urban network. The 

C40 Cities Climate Leadership group 14 , for example, represents an interesting modern 

phenomenon whereby a group of cities organise and coordinate the reduction of carbon emission 

gases and their adaptation to climate change, filling the gaps left by nation-states. At the same 

time, “[t]he possibility of using measures of well-being as indicators to guide government policies 

has attracted considerable recent interest, both among academics and in several governments in 

Europe” (Kahneman 2011, p. 410), shifting the importance traditionally given to capital alone. 

The current paper endorses as valid the ‘mainstream’ global city theory, that proposed by S. Sassen 

or M. Castells when they claim, as mentioned above, that global cities are, defined in a nutshell, 

the command centres of the global economy. My fundamental point of interest, however, is not to 

categorise the city the way it has been done until now, but to fragment it so as to seek its global 

elements, and distinguish them from its more unconnected local features. My intuition is that this 

                                                             
14 Their home page can be visited here: http://www.c40.org/ (accessed on August 21st, 2016) 
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is an applicable lens to all cities (premium global cities included). It might be a rather better 

exercise of precision to refer to global elements in any given city, than to generalise those features 

into one coherent frame for the city. To drive the point home: London is considered a global city 

in all rankings and definitions, yet, there can be structures/features/elements (etc.) in the city which 

are so locally rooted and distinctive of itself that they cannot be understood as global15. The quest 

here is exactly the opposite. For this investigation to have any value, what is being sought after is 

for those elements or characteristics that, on the contrary, are globalised in Aarhus and, therefore, 

that do not distinguish it (on a categorical level, not necessarily on a specific level) from other 

global cities. 

Global cities, in their conceptual nature, could be outdated, imprecise and misleading. Because 

there are features in every city, mostly because of the advanced and still advancing information 

technologies, that belong to a supra-local (thus global, but also unrooted) level, cities are just 

spaces that define a rooted locality and that harbour, simultaneously, those elements connected to 

a wider global circuit. Every city, potentially, is connected, to a varying degree, to that global 

circuit -especially given the modern-day technologies of information and communication. S. 

Sassen in a more recent talk given in Tel Aviv expressed that if she would start a research on a city 

now (such as Tel Aviv) -to determine its potential to be global- she would look at “within its 

leading sectors, what are the circuits on which Tel Aviv is situated”16. Searching for those circuits 

is one way of understanding to what extent a city, such as Aarhus, is connected to the global 

network of cities, whilst forgetting momentarily whether that turns a city global, so as to not 

invalidate this research. 

No parallel research on Aarhus as a (global) city has been found according to the theoretical terms 

exposed above and exclusively in an English language, which points to the first limitation of this 

research: the lack of linguistic resources to access Danish-written academic sources on the topic 

                                                             
15 It is a common debate among global studies scholars the distinction between ‘global’ and ‘local’, to the point that 

it has been frequently argued that the common feature of globalization is the deepening of local features. Other authors 

(e.g. Gray 2009; Tsing 2009) have argued that it is local differentiations (as opposed to homogenising forces) that 

constitute the success of the globalisation of the free market economy. Sassen (2009) has also further argued that the 

“global” and the “national” do not stand necessarily in opposition and has defended “non-cosmopolitan forms of 

globality” (p. 107). See, as a small example of a wide-ranging literature, Geschiere et al. (1998) for further debate on 

this distinction between global and local forces. 
16 You can watch the whole talk on YouTube here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2RJX3yO0AkM (accessed 

on August 28th, 2016). 
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at hand. It has become apparent in this research that Aarhus is seldom a case study as a city and, 

with the historically-exceptional example of Mead (1942), not much academic evidence is 

available to the foreign researcher on the city of Aarhus that does not come from promotional 

writings from the Aarhus Municipality, such as Aarhus: The World’s Smallest Big City. 

An exception here has to be made with the case of specific aspects regarding the city. Examination 

of certain climate-change and sustainability policy-driven aspects of the city (Andersen et al. 2011; 

2009; Cashmore et al. 2014), regarding “smart cities”17 or focused on the forthcoming European 

Capital of Culture in 2017 (Hansen et al. 2015; Eriksson et al. 2015) point to interesting 

developments of the city within its political or economic structures while failing to address the 

overall place Aarhus occupies as a city within the global network of cities. This research, thus, 

builds on those notions of sustainability and smart cities, as well as incorporating the Aarhus 2017 

event, three aspects which are present in the visual product (and which are undeniably evident in 

Aarhus’ development as a city) and will integrate them within the much broader debate of the 

‘global cities’ literature. Below we will examine some of the fundamental aspects concerning 

Aarhus which will allow for a broader understanding of the city within its regional and global 

context. 

 

The Case Study 
 

“…Danish in the best sense of innovating constantly, while refusing to take itself seriously” 

-The Economist18 

 

Aarhus is Denmark’s second largest city with an approximate population of 330,000 inhabitants, 

in a country of approximately 5.7 million citizens. It is a fast growing city19, with an average 

growth of 1-1.5% increase in net population per year20. Aarhus is a historical Viking settlement 

which derives its name from the river that met its coastal landscape (the name originally stood to 

                                                             
17 Smart Cities – Ranking of European medium sized Cities (2007), developed by the Centre of Regional Science at 

the Vienna University of Technology. 
18 “What Danes consider healthy children’s television” (The Economist, Aug. 12th 2016, accessed on that date). 
19 http://www.businessaarhus.dk/en/Om-Aarhus.aspx (accessed on August 23rd, 2016). 
20 This information was provided to me by the current mayor of Aarhus, Jacob Bundsgaard, in a personal interview 

for the visual product (and can be seen in the documentary). Effortless internet surfing has also confirmed these figures. 
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mean the “river’s mouth”). As a port city, Aarhus has historically benefited from the industrial 

revolution and accessed overseas trade, bringing it wealth and prosperity (Mead 1942). Writing in 

1942, W. R. Mead wrote that Aarhus (along with Odense and Aalborg) should be considered “as 

urban settlements in a predominantly rural country and as industrial townships in an essentially 

agricultural economy” (Mead 1942, p. 41), a phrase which is as contemporary now as it was then. 

Aarhus’ economy is mainly knowledge-based, which is cause and consequence of it hosting one 

of Scandinavia’s most prestigious universities, and a praised institution world-wide, Aarhus 

University. The city has, therefore, “leading industries including IT, energy, the media, life 

science, food, architecture and design”21. This is possible because Denmark invests at least 8.6% 

of its GDP into its education system22, allowing university fees to be free for Danish and European 

students. In turn, Aarhus is the city with “the highest proportion of students in Denmark, with 

around 40,000 of its citizens being enrolled in short, medium or long term study programs”23. 

Relevant multinational companies such as Arla Foods and Vestas have their central headquarters 

in the city24, in part because the city harvests highly qualified labour. 

On top of this, and an issue that is addressed in the visual product, Aarhus will be European Capital 

of Culture 2017 under the slogan of RETHINK, which helps to brand the city as one that is in 

continuous self-development, innovative and cutting-edge: using “culture as a tool for societal 

change by reinventing [its…] ways of working and living”25. The intentions behind Aarhus 2017 

have to do with the value given to art and culture as a motor for relevant impact in addressing 

socio-political issues such as climate change or the economic crisis (Eriksson et al. 2015). I would 

not argue that there is a hidden agenda masked by an innocent cultural celebration of the city of 

Aarhus, however “[s]ince the beginning of 1985, the most common objectives of the Cultural 

Capitals have been to raise the internal capacity and ambition of the host city’s cultural offer and 

thereby also to improve the external city branding” (Eriksson et al. 2015, p. 50), and the Aarhus 

2017 project does not stray far from this objective either (Eriksson et al. 2015). 

                                                             
21 Extracted from The Times: http://bcg.thetimes.co.uk/Europe/Denmark/Aarhus#/Europe/Denmark/Aarhuseconomy 

(accessed on August 23rd, 2016). 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid. A more updated source claims the number is as high as 55,000, see: http://www.businessaarhus.dk/en/Om-

Aarhus/Why-choose-Aarhus.aspx (accessed on August 23rd, 2016). 
24 http://www.businessaarhus.dk/en/Om-Aarhus/Why-choose-Aarhus.aspx (accessed on August 23rd, 2016). Further 

information on both Vestas and Arla Foods will be provided in the analysis (below). 
25 http://www.jobvaerkstedet.dk/Do%20Business%20with%20Aarhus.pdf (accessed on August 23rd, 2016). 
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This notion of city branding is one that has become relevant over the last years and one that belongs 

to a general trend of marketization of public institutions and government policies (Andersen et al. 

2009). The notion of city branding is one that helps create a sense of unity or homogeneity in the 

image generated of a city, so that what is in fact a diverse range of “socially constructed, non-

contiguous, diverse, dynamic and superimposed networks of social relations and understandings” 

(Andersen et al. 2009, p. 307) portrays itself as having a coherent and stable self-identity. City 

branding, further, plays into the dynamic of understanding cities as competitive business models. 

Aarhus has played with this dynamic of city branding with the objective of attracting investors, 

residents and students to the expanding city of Aarhus (Lærke Maach 2014). Changing, in 2011, 

from “Aarhus: City of Smiles”, the Aarhus municipality invested up to 1,000,000 kr. in a marketing 

strategy that developed and promoted the name of “Aarhus: Danish for Progress”, a city brand 

which was officially dropped in 2014 when it proved a failure (less than half of the businesses had 

heard of the slogan)26. While the current mayor of the city, Jacob Bundsgaard, has decided to 

discontinue pursuing the city branding strategy, one brand remains used in certain contexts: “with 

Aarhus”27. It seems that city branding, for Aarhus, remains a trend hard to shake off28. 

One of the economic cornerstones of Aarhus is its large container port29, as mentioned earlier. It 

is the largest one in Denmark30, with an average of nine million tonnes of cargo passing through it 

every year. The port of Aarhus handles around 700,000 containers a year and takes up 

approximately 50% of market share of all container’s handled in Denmark31, which points to 

Aarhus’ economic importance in terms of its contribution to the wider national economy, as point 

of entry and exit of goods from Denmark into the international market. This is further strengthened 

                                                             
26  Lærke Maach, M. Aarhus dropper omstridt slogan efter fiasko (25th October, 2014). Available here: 

http://www.dr.dk/nyheder/indland/aarhus-dropper-omstridt-slogan-efter-fiasko (accessed on August 25th, 2016). 
27 Ibid. 
28 Another clear example of an urban centre attempting to create a sense of unified identity through a process of city 

branding is the campaign of “I Amsterdam” done in the city of Amsterdam. See: 

http://www.iamsterdam.com/nl/amsterdam-marketing (accessed on August 27th, 2016) 
29 http://www.aarhushavn.dk/en/about_port_of_aarhus/about_port_of_aarhus.htm (accessed on August 27th, 2016). 
30  See the data for the specific turnover of goods at the Aarhus port, between 2003 and 2013, here: 

http://www.aarhushavn.dk/download/om_aarhus_havn/statistik_aarsrapport_2013_-_eng.pdf (accessed on August 

27th, 2016). 
31 Further information available here: 

http://www.aarhushavn.dk/download/publikationer/lokal_regional_g_pjece_gb.pdf (accessed on August 27th, 2016). 
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by the fact that the port of Aarhus is home to around 150 companies that employ up to 10,000 

people32. 

One of the current aims of the Aarhus municipality is to make the city CO2 neutral by 203033. The 

municipality is aiming to contribute to some of the climate challenges that affect the world: 

We are also working towards the municipality as a business in its own right becoming CO2 neutral 

by 2030. Consequently, the Council decided that the municipality will reduce its own emissions by 

a minimum of 2% per annum under the 'climate municipality agreement' signed with the Danish 

Society for Nature Conservation34. 

Andersen et al. (2009) have conceptualised the Aarhus’ municipality CO2030 approach, 

innovatively, by explaining it from a stakeholder perspective, contributing to understanding urban 

dynamics from the perspective of “the city as being constituted by stakes and relationships between 

stakeholders” (p. 305). The authors apply their stakeholder theory on this issue by asserting that 

“[a] modern stakeholder perspective on the Aarhus CO2030 forefronts Aarhus as a municipal 

authority and its stakeholders, who are all obliged to take responsibility; urban life is 

conceptualized as a life of obligations” (Andersen et al. 2009, p. 320-321). Some of these ideas 

are further mirrored in the visual product for the case of “Smart Aarhus” or Aarhus 2017. 

According to the GaWC Research Network (mentioned earlier), Aarhus only enters the ranking of 

global cities in the “sufficiency” category, meaning that it is not considered a world or, even less, 

a global city. Sufficiency cities are defined by the GaWC Research Network as “cities that are not 

world cities as defined here35 but they have sufficient services so as not to be overtly dependent 

on world cities”36. It is difficult to compare Aarhus to Alpha ++ cities such as London and New 

York, or even ones that fall a little bit lower in the category, such as Beijing, Paris or Tokyo. The 

position endorsed in this paper agrees with the fact that Aarhus cannot be labelled as a global city 

according to some of the definitions advanced here. Nevertheless, as will be examined below, 

Aarhus presents global city features that may point to a global city in the making. 

 

                                                             
32 http://www.aarhushavn.dk/en/a_modern_all-purpose_port.htm (accessed on August 27th, 2016). 
33 http://www.aarhus.dk/sitecore/content/Subsites/gogreenwithaarhus/Home/Maal/CO2-neutral.aspx?sc_lang=en 

(accessed on August 27th, 2016). 
34 Ibid. 
35 See the previous chapter for a reminder of the way the GaWC Research Network defines a global/world city. 
36 http://www.lboro.ac.uk/gawc/gawcworlds.html (accessed on August 28th, 2016). 
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The Method 
 

“We can often learn as much from how and why questions have been asked in other circumstances as we can 

from the historical answers they yielded” 

-Christian Lund 

 

This research is presented as a two-piece work, having at essence a decentralised dimension. It is, 

concomitantly, a mixed-media presentation of a singular research issue. As such, the research 

product consists, thus, of a visual product, on one hand, depicting the issue being examined, and, 

on the other, the present written text, which contextualises the product and analyses it. In this way, 

no singular part of the ‘research outcome’ (the text plus the product) should be taken to stand for 

itself, and should, therefore, also not be judged as a self-reliant explanation of the issue at hand.  

Having said that, it should also be noted that there has been an attempt to make the visual product 

more independent in nature than the text, with the objective of making it available to a wider 

audience beyond academia. This objective does not stand contrary to the argument of dependency 

made before, but, as we argue below, it requires the active participation of the audience and, 

possibly, a presentation of the current text to assist the viewing of the product. In any case it 

remains pertinent to emphasise that the visual product should be understood as a qualitative 

description of the issue portrayed whilst the written text serves as the superstructure that gives 

meaning and contrast to the product.  

The aim here -the main objective- is to assess the applicability of the concept of ‘global city’ to 

the city of Aarhus through the examination of a number of themes presented by a number of actors 

that play a particular role in it. Expressed otherwise: the approach taken here (in the entire 

research, that is) is to assess ‘global city’ elements in Aarhus, according to some of the definitions 

and theoretical debates stipulated in the ‘global cities’ literature, through the examination of the 

relevant themes examined, as portrayed by those being interviewed in the visual product hereby 

presented.  

The product is strictly interview-based qualitative research (Magnusson et al. 2015), focused on 

in-depth interviews of which the final edit only shows (for logical time limitations) selected 

fragments considered relevant. The visual product, which has attempted to depict strategically a 
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variety of different actors in Aarhus, has sought to portray different perspectives which could 

illuminate trends that can readily be analysed against the global city theory here developed. The 

research results of the interviews showed, as will be further argued in the analysis, recurrent themes 

in the answers of the interviewees which are of interest to the study at hand. C. Lund (2014) 

emphasises that it is a common mistake  

to let one or few informants speak on behalf of the entire group or to present one incidence as 

typical without confidence in the data. It [is] therefore important for the credibility of the research 

that it [gives] some basis to see patterns. Confidence is established through iteration […] [t]hat is, 

through iterative interviews […], information becomes increasingly predictable, and surprises 

peter out (p. 226-227). 

This is a phenomenon that, as the research developed, became increasingly clear, and a factor to 

capitalise on. Because “[o]ne will never be able to talk to, or get data from, everybody in the 

studied group […] generalization from some observations to the group as such is inevitable” (Lund 

2014, p. 226) -a defining characteristic of qualitative research-, making such (re)iteration a 

powerful element to expose in the visual product, granting it congruity and interest with regard to 

the question being raised. 

As such, this work will make use of what is known in qualitative research studies as thematic 

analysis, in order to carry out both a descriptive as well as a potentially explanatory study of the 

issue at hand. Again, while the visual product serves as a description of the theme, the analysis 

here will serve to test the theory exposed above by entering the subjective dimension of the 

speakers who have been interviewed in order to conduct this research. This qualitative research 

stance is taken here in order to pursue the specific objective of arriving “at an understanding of a 

particular phenomenon from the perspective of those experiencing it” (Vaismoradi et al. 2013, p. 

398) in what we believe could be an innovative angle for understanding the complex issue of global 

cities where individuals -involved in the concrete dynamics that precisely characterise the 

overarching forces of the city- are at the centre.  

The personal position of the author is that research on global cities has been mostly a quantitative 

enterprise where individuals have been obliterated by numbers (GDP’s, businesses, rankings, 

economic sectors, markets, etc.). The aim is, therefore, partly to “fill a gap” in the theory, if not to 

provide a contrast to the dominant quantitative stance on the matter, never fully becoming a 

contradiction but only seeking to complement the knowledge developed until now while widening 
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the margins of the potential debate and dialogue that characterise the foundations of academic 

endeavour. 

The choice of the method is further underpinned by the interest sparked in this research for 

understanding how actors from different sectors/institutions frame the city they take part in. This 

could be understood simply as an attempt to open further research paths in the future where the 

qualitative study of subjective perceptions of the city may serve to confirm or contrast the 

overarching global city theory, generally underpinned by quantitative methods, and serve possibly 

to elaborate new theories of the city that can stand parallel or in conjunction to mainstream global 

city theory. 

This is further justified by the possibility granted by thematic analysis, in discovering patterns in 

themes developed in the answers of the interviewees, of providing insights into a shared bundle 

of knowledge on the (inter)personal (thus, social) level within their urban (though possibly also 

regional or national) setting, shedding light into a personal epistemology of the local. This will 

confirm that “[t]he task of social scientists is to explore, and to make people understand, the 

patterns they form together, the nature of the changing configuration of all that binds them to each 

other” (Elias 2007 [1987], p. 79, in Baur et al. 2011, p. 119), which is constructed discursively in 

the cultural relationships they form on the local, urban, level and which can flourish in the 

interviewees in the revelation of their perceptions (which is indistinguishable from the construction 

of their reality). Sociologist W. I. Thomas is often quoted as having stated that “if men define 

situations as real, they are real in their consequences” (Thomas et al. 1928, pp. 571-572). 

The analysis, developed below, will present the themes that have sparked my interest while 

undertaking the research process with regards to developing an analysis that produces the most 

fruitful ideas with regards to the question being examined. The themes have been codified 

according to three main criteria: patterns or repeated ideas; topics that can be related directly to 

global city theory and thus lend themselves to further research and analysis in order to contrast the 

data; finally, issues that were surprising, generally interesting to examine with respect to the 

theory, or where referred to as important by the interviewee. 

In this regard, and in order to make the method clear, it should be pointed out that, because thematic 

analysis can have various meanings and is often ill-defined (or often confused with discourse 

analysis, content analysis or narrative analysis, among others), I am adhering specifically to a tool 
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that will fragment interview content into selected themes, which have emerged in the course of the 

dialogues undertaken, in order to report “experiences, meanings and the reality of participants [as 

well as examine] […] the ways in which events, realities, meanings, experiences and so on are the 

effects of a range of discourses operating within society” (Braun et al. 2006, p. 86). In this way, I 

am placing myself between an “essentialist” or “realist method” (as depicted by the former) and a 

“constructionist method” (as described by the latter), which has been referred to as a 

“contextualised method” (Braun et al. 2006), although I am not too keen on labels. 

The analysis will take both an inductive as well as a deductive approach. The themes were chosen 

according to what was deemed relevant with regards to the existing theory (deductive) and what 

was persistent, and stood out, in the data (inductive). It is important to allow for data to speak for 

itself even when the researcher is looking for something specific. In the same light, focus has also 

to be given to what is left unsaid. The gap between the expectations on the results of the data and 

the data itself provide further insights for analysis where a critical and reflexive understanding of 

the position of the researcher in the research process cannot be overlooked. 

Thematic analysis was, thus, deemed the best possible method to apply in the current research 

case. It is the pertinent defence to be raised here concerning the justifiable possible criticism 

regarding how exhaustive the choice or number of subjects of study -and therefore the data 

produced- is. This legitimate objection to the study is avoided by the (un)ambitious character of 

the current study in its invitational approach towards creating a new qualitative epistemological 

account of the global cities debate. The current research can be understood to have a general as 

well as a specific methodological objective. The general objective is to present a qualitative-

empirical example that deals with global city theory from the personal perspective of (certainly 

arbitrarily-selected) actors, in order to inspire future research of the kind with regards to this 

quantitatively-dominated field. On the other hand, this research should be understood as a partial 

academic take on the specific example of Aarhus as a global city. If anything, the current study 

could belong to a potential current or future series of studies that deal with the city of Aarhus by 

examining local discourses in order to approach the local knowledge that builds the urban reality 

of the city. That is, in essence, the scope of the study. 
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The Product: Justification 
 

“Mientras que el avión se evadía del mundo de los objetos, el cinematógrafo sólo pretendía reflejarlo para 

examinarlo mejor”37 

-Edgar Morin38 

 

That it is not possible to be objective when making a documentary film is just a continuation of 

the general true statement that it is not possible to be objective at all when a human is mediating 

between ‘reality’ and its communicative process. Like the admirable Chilean filmmaker Patricio 

Guzmán told a group of students: “only a security camera in a bank can be said to be objective”, 

and even then it is placed at a specific angle. The filmmaker always takes a stand. The filmmaker 

has a position, he is intrigued by an issue and wants to get to know it better, but he never leaves 

his values, his ethical position, behind. He carries his persona with him, and it cuts through 

everything he does. It goes without saying that making a “[d]ocumentary involves ethics: difficult 

judgements about the issues involved in the personal interactions around filmmaking” (Ellis 2012, 

p. 75). 

It sometimes is easy to define the object of analysis of the researcher/filmmaker, and this allows 

for the issue to represent an amalgam of defined positions which can be taken towards it. 

Nevertheless, the city, which is as much an abstract as a concrete (interesting here the double 

meaning of this word) phenomenon, becomes an issue hard to grasp in its entirety and which, 

therefore, makes it hard to construct a coherent research position towards it as a whole 

(notwithstanding the fact that an array of different, and divergent positions can be taken towards 

the different aspects that constitute it). Some of these thoughts presented themselves as attractive 

dilemmas the potential solution of which was determined to be the visual product.  

Because in any communicative process there is a “natural” potential for the receiver to obtain more 

than strictly intended (or to interpret it in a different way, a process which could be referred to as 

overflowing), the visual solution is here intended to expand that opportunity beyond the limits 

posed by a more conventional writing exercise. The underlying motivation is, thus, to make the 

                                                             
37 “While the airplane evaded the world of objects, the cinematographer only intended to reflect it in order to examine 

it better” (translation is mine). 
38 El Cine o el Hombre Imaginario (orig. Le Cinéma ou L’Homme Imaginaire [1956]), p. 11. 
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spectator of the film an active participant of the learning process, and not merely a passive receiver 

of information, much like Julio Cortázar intended with his magnanimous novel Rayuela (1963). 

Cortázar referred to his novel as a “counternovel”, in part because it broke all the patterns of 

conventional novels. Just like Rayuela’s non-linearity, the product here presented breaks many 

continuities represented by traditional documentary film-making. In that regard, the film here 

presented, just like in Rayuela, does not have a teleological storyline. Rather, the film is an 

amalgam of stories, perspectives, comments, on the city which could be taken in any order and 

should be mentally recompiled by the viewer as so.  

It could be argued that “[p]artly what makes a film a documentary, it must be said, is the way the 

viewer (or spectator) watches it. The way we look at, react to, and anticipate a film, crucially, has 

a bearing on how ‘real’ we perceive it to be” (Saunders 2010, p. 14). In this regard, the 

documentary becomes a format that allows the spectator to be automatically more empathetic with 

what she is viewing and to attach coherence and significance to the array of images that float 

passed her eyes. The filmic documentary is, thus, more emotional and tends to bring out newer 

and richer dimensions of sympathy from the viewer which build a more affluent picture of the 

issue at hand. The spectator is presented with primary research material directly as it has been 

originally seen by the filmmaker’s eyes. 

Certainly this was a reason to choose the video format in approximating myself to the city. Another 

related reason to justify the choice of the visual documentary stems from a personal need to 

vindicate and explore new forms of approaching the multifaceted dimensions of reality. To that I 

would add that the academic and the artistic spheres represent only two exclusive but interrelated 

spheres of looking at reality (epistemological windows to the world). And because “documenting 

the world through new audiovisual technologies has always been about finding new ways of 

engaging with reality” (Kara et al. 2016, p. 1), the task of the researcher, one who is salivating for 

wanting to know, is to not restrict him/herself to one of these spheres, but to connect them, exploit 

them and widen the scope and the lens of that window -establish an epistemological dialogue-. 

Undeniably, the filmic documentary (from a blank canvas) can be blown into a painting, maybe a 

portrait (a self-portrait) of our society; a translucent mirror through which the viewer can view the 

world and her/himself concomitantly. This process of looking at the world as an outsider -

Weltfremdheit (“world estrangement”) in Peter Sloterdijk’s terms- whilst understanding that such 
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world lives and is an active agent through ourselves as active participants of its mechanics, is the 

meeting point (the bridged “frontier zone”) between academia and art, knowledge and pleasure, in 

other words: philosophy.  

The documentarist, who is as committed to the truth as the academic or the journalist, uses the 

camera to seek new forms of objectivity, while acknowledging the failed enterprise of fully 

capturing reality and questioning well-known statements such as “the camera cannot lie”. So, 

precisely because “real life remains the key concern of committed documentarists” (Lee-Wright 

2010, p. 103), the seemingly artistic story-telling, rather story-arousing, aspect of the visual 

documentary is herein brought to the forefront in order to explore new ways of producing research 

which entangles the conceptual approach of the academic, the creative attitude of the filmmaker 

and the truth-thirsty style of the journalist in order to produce a more resourceful and 

interdisciplinary account of the issue at hand, namely: Aarhus as a potential global city. 

The creative aspect of film-making allows for a topic to be explored in variegated ways. 

Documentary film-making, while still having in essence a motivation for story-telling, is aware of 

its audience and the capacity it has to build stories and make “sense” of an array of moving images. 

This notion that the audience can become an active participant in the construction of the “story” is 

one that motivates the approach taken here: to elicit the active participation of the viewer. The aim, 

certainly, is to make the viewer co-creator of the potential story behind the images and co-

participant of the research, turning him into an accomplice in the deep-sea dive into the question 

at hand39. 

Logically, this approach has a clear aspect of experimentation which is not foreign at all to the 

field of documentary filmmaking. Man with a Movie Camera (1929) by the soviet filmmaker 

Dziga Vértov is considered a pioneer of cinema verité -literally “truthful cinema”, appealing to the 

observational40 nature of this style of documentary filmmaking- and the film is valued as one of 

                                                             
39 As mentioned above, the aim of the visual product goes beyond the academic realm. For this reason, I have 

attempted to make a visual product that can be shown to wider audiences and that stimulates debate later on (to engage 

in this form of participatory action as explained here). 
40 Observational documentary is, arguably, the most “objective” of all the styles akin to this area of filmmaking. It has 

been written that “observational documentary practice favours an aesthetic that aims for (apparent) neutrality – the 

proverbial ‘fly-on-the-wall’ that merely looks on and does not in any way interfere, intervene or (again, supposedly) 

creatively shape the material that unfolds” (Ward 2005, p. 14). Nevertheless, this objectivity is betrayed by the fact 

that, always, film makers point the camera in a chosen direction, record for a chosen amount of time and edit and cut 

the film in a specified manner, undeniably tainting the material in the blood of their subjectivity.  
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the first relevant documentaries, inspiring (especially by its wide-ranging set of techniques) many 

future documentaries henceforth. 

And while documentaries have generally adopted, famously, the classical three-act structure of 

storytelling (‘setup’, ‘confrontation’ and ‘resolution’), innovation in documentary filmmaking is 

still in today’s agenda. Referring to the participatory nature that is defended here, Dovey (2014) 

states that “[c]onventional film making and journalistic practices are adapting to the potentials of 

participation and changing, though not destroying, the forms and the address to the audience of 

documentary” (p. 19), and refers to this as “co-creative ecosystems”. 

These co-creative ecosystems can point to two inter-independent phenomena. On one hand, the 

argument made earlier regarding the technical aspects in the edit of the film: experimenting with 

the form to seek-out the story-teller in every viewer –a phenomenon which will bring out as many 

different stories (with their own distinctions) as viewers. Second, another aspect of these “new 

documentary ecologies” (Nash, et al. 2014) is the opportunity provided for a democratised 

interaction with the film which can create spaces of dialogue and debate. Again, Dovey (2014) 

referring to Robert Greenwald’s “production company Brave New Films around participatory 

dynamics [writes that] audiences are encouraged to set up local screenings of the films for free 

precisely in order to convene a temporary or contingent public space for debate and co-creation” 

(p. 19). Part of the aim here is, thus, to engage the spectators to participate in a dialogue following 

the visual product, in order to continue exploring the content of the film. 

Therefore, the underlying concept behind the documentary is that of interaction. Interaction 

underlines, on one side, the fact that the documentary is confronted by an audience, and, on the 

other, that such audience can play a critical role in interpreting, analysing and assimilating the 

story/ies presented to them. To talk about the “experiential dimension” of documentary implies 

that “our attention then is directed toward participants and what they perceive and experience” 

(Nash 2014, p. 57). Therefore, less focus is put on the “emission” side of the communicative 

process, or, rather, attention is given to the meeting point between the audience and the storyteller, 

the ‘emitter’ and the ‘receiver’. The substantial quest is for the film, albeit it maintaining a classical 

unidirectional position (in the sense that the audience cannot directly interfere with the audio-

visual content, as happens in some “interactive documentaries” (Nash 2014)), to elicit debate and 

to provoke a healthy dialogue on its content, its assumptions and new streams of research. If none 
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of this should account to make the visual product worthy of the noble title of ‘documentary’, then, 

inspired by Cortázar’s case, maybe we should term it a “counter-documentary”. 

 

The Product: Design 
 

“…este es un mundo muy paradójico, donde nos paralizan las máquinas inventadas para acelerar el 

movimiento y donde nos aíslan, nos condenan a la soledad, las ciudades nacidas para el encuentro”41 

-Eduardo Galeano 

 

The documentary “Aarhus: A Global City?” is scripted as a fragmentary conglomeration of 

‘talking heads’ that appear in successive order throughout the film. The numerous characters that 

appear during the course of the film provide an overview of both the city of Aarhus from different 

institutional and social dimensions as well as illustrate certain aspects of what makes a 

contemporary global city. Throughout the film there is a total absence of the filmmaker’s voice 

and image, aiming for an apparent “neutrality” through the observational nature of the film, which 

resembles at certain moments aspects of the cinéma vérité style (see footnote 40). In between the 

interviews, images of Aarhus are shown and, at times, notes on “global city” theory or of elements 

that concern the case study intertwine within the “journey” feel of the succession of images, which 

are led by a string of concatenated talking-heads. This technique has been chosen based on the 

agreeable statement that “[d]ocumentaries are films and programmes that seek to find their form 

from their subjects, rather than to impose a form on what they film” (Ellis 2012, p. 10). 

Because we are attempting to understand the extent of the global nature of the city through the 

participants who have a social or institutional connection to the city, the interview questions were 

designed as open-ended questions. Thus, participants were allowed to talk freely and express a 

range of opinions as well as to bring out their own conceptual connections in regards to the 

questions they were asked. In this way, the interview serves a basic principle, namely: to “attempt 

to understand the world from the subjects’ points of view and to unfold the meaning of their lived 

world” (Kvale 2006, p. 481) through their particular narrative framework. Such questions allow 

the interviewee to deliberate longer and construct arguments that, when analysed later, permit the 

                                                             
41 “This is a very paradoxical world, where we are paralysed by machines invented to accelerate movement and 

where we are isolated, condemned to solitude, by cities, born for encounters” (translation is mine). 
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researcher to understand not only the content, but the conceptual field and context, the ‘standpoint’, 

from which the interviewee raises his or her arguments.  

This form of ‘qualitative’ open-ended interview, accompanied by its recording on film, allows for 

a rich narrative understanding that integrates into the analysis the more “spontaneous” character 

of the interviewee. The limitation, however, is that the presence of a recording device, in general, 

and a camera, in particular, affects the discourse and tone of the interviewee, shaping the results 

of the study. In physics, this phenomenon has been termed as the “observer effect”, referring to 

the fact that measuring the object of study cannot be done without changing or modifying it in 

some way. This is best described by contemporary documentary-maker, Joshua Oppenheimer 

(2015), when he speaks of interviewees “performing” for the camera. I think he has it right when 

he claims that: “[p]erformance is always intended for an audience: Who is their imagined 

audience? How do they want to be seen, by me, by the camera, by the world audience?”42. These 

questions are pertinent to any self-conscious and reflexive interviewer. 

Nonetheless, the themes that have been integrated into the study bring together both the 

preconceived theoretical lens of the researcher (in the form of the questions asked), as well as the 

empirically evident topics that surfaced throughout the conversations (in the answers). It is 

undeniable that the researcher conditions the themes explored in the interviews through the 

questions raised. After all, “[t]he interview situation is a construction” (Rapport 2012, p. 57) whose 

main (but not sole) architect is the researcher. However, taking into account more than the specific 

answers to those questions is what solidifies the richness of the thematic analysis. 

While in many interview-led research studies participants are “purposively chosen to embody key 

similarities” (Magnusson et al. 2015, p. 98), the underlying connecting string among the 

participants43 of this research was at first hard to define, having no identifiable concrete actors, at 

                                                             
42 Extracted from an interview given to Esquire, available here: 

http://www.esquire.com/entertainment/movies/interviews/a36285/joshua-oppenheimer-the-look-of-silence/. 

Accessed on the 22nd of October, 2016.  
43 Some of the footage was obtained during the RE-DO Conference (on sustainability and cultural cities), hosted by 

Aarhus University between the 28th and 31st of October, 2015, and do not account as interview material. Rather, it 

should be noted that these were presentations to wider academic audiences. Juliana Engberg’s, Marc Perera 

Christensen’s (audio only), Louise Ejgod Hansen’s and Stephen Willacy’s appearances are all taken from this material. 

For this, I am thankful to the organisers of the event (especially Louise Ejgod Hansen) and the participants for granting 

me rights to use the footage acquired for the current visual product. 
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least derived from the conventional theory of global cities to date44. So the characters had to be 

constructed, designed, invented, and shaped for the first time, or rather: visibilised, discovered. 

Here intuition played a role. But, most importantly, it was the theory that led to the actors which, 

naturally, were arbitrarily selected in regards to the value given to the role they played in the city.  

Selection was, thus, a discriminate choice but not one that had been done without reflection. For 

the research to play its role of creating knowledge that has (some) degree of generability, the actors 

had to be chosen on the basis of their representational nature, that is: that their voice could resonate 

with a wider institutional or social organisation that could be indicative of a wider reference group, 

granting, at least to the extent here concerned, validity to the study. This is, furthermore, 

underpinned by the logical fact that the researcher has to “select people for study who are likely to 

have had the experiences of interest” (Magnusson et al. 2015, p. 35), namely: relevant relationships 

with political, economic or socio-cultural aspects directly related to the ‘city’. 

That is, the interviewees had to play a “relevant” role in the workings of the city (for example, 

politically-speaking), or have a connection to the elements described in the global city theory, 

which mainly pertain the economic space of the urban centre. In this way, the mayor of the city 

was chosen as a relevant actor because if the global city is mainly developed in economic terms, 

it can only be possibly done with the “enabling” powers of its political structure, in the sense 

pointed by Harvey (2015 [2014]): “those aspects and specific functions of the state [or the city, in 

this case, as a microcosmos of the state] that have to operate in a certain way to support the 

reproduction of capital (p. 47). Likewise, the choice of the director of business development of the 

municipality of Aarhus was one that responded to the interest again on the economic development 

of the city (its political economy).  

The choice to include the head of communications of Aarhus 2017 and its programme director 

responded to the requirements posed by this investigation to obtain further knowledge on the 

process of Aarhus becoming “European Capital of Culture” (ECOC, henceforth) in its potential 

effects of strengthening the city’s international relevance. The interviews that were undertaken 

                                                             
44 There are, of course, notable exceptions to the rule that global city analysis is mostly quantitative. See, for example, 

Lai (2012) and Nian et al. (2014) for two interesting qualitative analyses on the topic in Chinese cities. For a more 

general qualitative take on global city theory, see Bouteligier (2013), who claims there is “a shift from a quantitative 

to a more qualitative analysis that can be witnessed increasingly in global cities literature” (p. 75). In any case, this 

author confirms that global cities literature has tended “to focus mainly on network structure and [relied] mostly on 

quantitative data and methods” (ibid).  
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with representatives of the International Community organisation are an extension of this objective 

(centred on the international sphere of Aarhus). 

Accompanying it are “grassroots” voices to complement the institutional “layer” of the film. These 

are for example the interviews undertaken with both a rapper (extensively involved, however, in 

the city’s cultural and institutional life), Erik Jacobsen, and a representative of OFF TRACK 2017, 

Signe Lund Juhler, a social organisation that runs parallel to Aarhus ECOC 2017 and which 

connects local artists to the wider framework of the ECOC organisation. The logic behind the 

choice of these actors is to find elements that either contradict or reinforce some of the notions 

presented by the more political or institutional actors, in order to approximate the viewer to a wider 

discursive framework. 

In between the social and the institutional spheres are the interviews obtained with a representative 

of Smart Aarhus and the inside knowledge from an anthropologist on Gellerup, a well-known 

“ghetto” area in the near outskirts of Aarhus. The idea of bringing in a voice on the concept of 

Smart Aarhus responded to the notion, defended in this paper, of looking for traits of a potential 

“self-actualisation” or update of the global city concept that takes into account the technological 

innovations that have occurred since the inception of the global city concept in the early 1990’s.  

The appearance of Mathias Dahl Cramer, speaking on the situation of Gellerup, provides a 

necessary insight into the question of social marginalisation that is historically inherent in the 

production of global city centres. According to Abu-Lughod (2006 [1999]) “[a]ccompanying these 

changes [(developing the features of a global city)], and often thought to result from them, is a 

presumed new bifurcation of the class structure within the global city and increased segregation of 

the poor from the rich” (p. 43). Thus, further insight into the issue of social or economic 

marginalisation could provide symptomatic evidence of a global city in the making. 

The interviews combine both internal as well as external actors, the former (the ones mentioned 

above) having the prevalent role throughout the documentary. Externally, the role of Hugh Lester, 

David Adam and David Donnerer is that of “informed speakers” on the matter45 and could be 

                                                             
45 The role of Søren Winther Lundby, of GlobalCitizen, hovers between these roles. He represents an external actor 

in the sense that his Non-Governmental Organisation (NGO) has “think-tank” characteristics (being a research-driven 

institution in the field of sustainability), as well as being a local actor that acts in the urban landscape of the city and 

participates directly with other institutions within it. 
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understood to represent a continuation of the theoretical debate here laid out and, therefore, does 

not, overall46, serve to provide data on the research question, as they represent peripheral voices 

to the city as such.  

Overall, then, the visual documentary has to be treated for what it is: a description of the issue 

being enquired. It has been edited in such a way as to include those elements that, in accordance 

with the methodology, allow for the identification of pertinent themes for the current research, and 

especially when there was iteration of topics between the different actors. The inclusion of external 

actors, quotes47 or vivid imagery and film-making beyond the strict interviews respond to the 

objective of developing a product that could live beyond its perishable academic requirements and 

enter modestly the category of a documentary film, in as far as it can provide insights which are 

of interest to a general public concerned with issues of urbanisation (within and outside Aarhus). 

The next chapter will delve into the analysis of the interview content in light of the theory proposed 

and paying special attention to the potential meanings and ideas concealed and revealed by the 

themes. 

 

The Analysis 
 

“the general process of expansion in urban growth involves the antagonistic and yet complementary process of 

concentration and decentralization” 

-E. W. Burgess48 

 

The interviews produced a number of themes which have been broken down into categories with 

subsequent sub-categories. The main core themes extracted from the visual product have been 

reduced to four, namely: Culture, Population Growth, International Business and Sustainability. 

These themes run across the entire visual product, in their more specific and varied codifications, 

with each interviewee representing one or more of them. In the following pages we will stream 

                                                             
46 The role of David Adam is also contested. He is an external actor to the city of Aarhus, but he has been involved 

with development strategies for the city in the past and therefore provides some inside knowledge (from outside) on 

the topic. Therefore, Adam should also be considered in this regard an internal actor (as well as an external one). 
47 The quotes in the visual documentary only include the name of the author(s). Nonetheless, all the references are 

included in the reference list of the current paper. 
48 1967 [1925], p. 52. 
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through these main four categories in an intertwined form and analyse them accordingly, due to 

the fact that, in many cases, they have been interrelated in the way that they have been presented 

by the speakers or the interviewees. When I refer to notions, themes, or direct quotations that can 

be traced back to the visual product, I will put into brackets the surname of the interviewee or 

speaker that ‘brings it forward’. 

‘Culture’ is, without a doubt, the most prevalent category and the one that is more easily identified 

throughout the interviews (in repeated occasions the word is frequently used). Arguably, the most 

important reason for the prevalence of the ‘culture’ theme can be traced directly to the fact that in 

2017 Aarhus will become “European Capital of Culture” and this was a matter of discussion with 

many of the interviewees or the speakers (nearly the totality of the speakers makes a direct allusion 

to this event). However, the second most prevalent reference in the interviews concerns the local, 

modern-art museum, ARoS, which can be deduced from the speakers as being the most relevant 

cultural institution in the city.  

The reference to ARoS museum is, arguably, of seemingly less importance than that of Aarhus 

becoming European Capital of Culture, with respect to our study, but it is important to point out 

that the continuous references found in the interviews hint to some form of reliance on the museum 

as being a trademark of the city, in the sense found for example in other global cities: Paris and 

the Eiffel Tower, London and the Big Ben, New York and the Statue of Liberty, etc. It speaks 

perhaps of its ambition to be global for a city to have a building that generates “sign value”, an 

“image building” the purpose of which is to “create a favourable image of the city in order to 

attract foreign investors. Image buildings are landmark buildings that give the city the appearance 

of a global city” (Haila 2006, p. 287).  

The notion of ARoS as a landmark building is epitomised, for example, with the brave metaphor 

of the representative of Arla, Astrid Gade Nielsen, when she refers to it as a “lighthouse” -Bent 

Sørensen, later on in the film, will refer to it as a “highlight”-. Arguably, then, the continuous 

presence of ARoS as a cultural reference in the interviews can speak of both an underlying need 

to construct a singular, concrete, reference to the city for the global spectator, as well as possibly 

providing a framework of identification for the local population, which is generally accompanied 

by a sense of pride (for example, as is hinted by Fridthjof). None of this makes the city anymore 

global, according to the theoretical framework here laid out, however it does tell a story about the 
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way different actors (from different sectors) understand the international value of their city49, and 

it does continue a trend exemplified by (global) cities in general: that of having a singular building 

harnessing the individual identity of the city.  

More important, arguably, is the reference to Aarhus becoming ECOC in 2017. Its importance 

relies on two elements which have a visible thread in the narrative throughout the visual product: 

its relationship with sustainability -as an overall concept-, and its interrelated connection, further, 

to the local business infrastructure, linking it in this way to the other themes mentioned above.  

First and foremost, it is indubitable that the ECOC is a sizeable economic investment for the city 

of Aarhus. This is explicitly expressed by one of its head representatives, Bent Sørensen, with 

claims such as “for every euro you invest in a capital of culture, you get 7 or 8 euros back”, and 

the concomitant expectation that tourism will bring wealth to the city, too. This, of course, is 

representative of the motivations, again, of the city’s political structure in developing economically 

the city and generating wealth, a position which would favour the development of a potential 

‘global city’. Determination for the city to become global is further expressed by Bent Sørensen 

when he claims the city is aspiring to become an international centre for “global contacts, 

businesswise and university-wise…” which, if such contacts became institutionalised over time, 

could provide a possible breeding ground for the “central coordination and control functions for 

firms, and, even, markets” (Sassen 2006, p. 93), part and parcel of the primary ‘global cities’ 

theory. 

This idea of “contacts” is one that is categorically present throughout the narrative of the visual 

product, a sub-theme that runs across many of the conversations present in the product. Bent 

Sørensen, Signe Lund Juhler or Jesper Algren mention it at certain points. The notion of 

establishing contacts, networks or relationships, seems to form part of a strategy encompassed in 

the ECOC Aarhus 2017, and which is visibly expressed by Juliana Engberg when she claims that 

the reason why cities are “very keen to get the cultural capital kind of label is because it is inclined 

to produce an atmosphere that then draws in quite creative people, quite intellectually-abled 

people…”, echoing the idea expressed earlier by Bent Sørensen as well as the more fundamental 

                                                             
49 ARoS was often the answer to the question “what do you think makes Aarhus a global city, in your opinion?”. 

These kinds of questions help the researcher to understand the perception of the interviewee on the topic being 

analysed as well as their understanding of the question, implicit in their answer. 
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notion that “the world cities draw, surely not all, but presumably a greater than average proportion 

of, “the best and the brightest”” (Hannerz 2006 [1996], p. 316). This points to the significance of 

Aarhus becoming ECOC in terms of how the city can tap into “global city” conditions with regards 

to the people it can potentially attract to its urban centre of gravity. “Global contacts” can also be 

read as a continuation of the notion put forward by Castells (2005) of the “network society”, a 

concept which of course incorporates the unneglectable phenomenon in every contemporary city 

of “information and communication technologies” 50 which, as argued before, no global city can 

go without. 

Thereafter, a link is produced between creating a network of cultural/artistic entrepreneurs with 

the private/business community in favour of developing sustainability-driven solutions, which is 

a continuation of the above idea of bringing together creative citizens. The report prepared by the 

Monitoring and Advisory Panel of Aarhus ECOC 2017 plainly states that “[s]ustainability is at the 

core of the [Aarhus 2017] bidbook and the ECOC project” (2016, n. 4), proving that this is not 

merely a discursive selling point from the speakers representing the Aarhus ECOC project in the 

visual product: “sustainability” is what the city project rests on. This is truly a fascinating point, 

for this is the way that Aarhus will “brand” itself in 2017 when the international community 

glimpses into the local reality of Denmark’s second biggest city51.  

It can be easily concluded from the visual product (by looking specially at the interviews with the 

politico-institutional actors) that Aarhus is both growing and expanding in terms of population (as 

expressed by Bundsgaard; Lundby; Schmidt-Sørensen) and in terms of employment (Schmidt-

Sørensen; Kühn and Theil). At the same time, this growth seems acceptable, “manageable” 

(Bundsgaard), if not directly desirable (Kühn and Theil, at least in the case of foreign, technical, 

workforce for the big companies in Aarhus). Nonetheless, there seems to be an overall consensus, 

visible throughout the visual product, that the expansion of Aarhus in both demographic and 

economic terms cannot be detached from one that is “globally conscious in terms of some of the 

technologies and the industries that they have that are going to make a difference in some of the 

big challenges that the world faces” (Adam). What is immanent from this logic is that Aarhus has 

                                                             
50 I am unaware of the exceptions, if they exist. 
51 Two organisations within the program, Worldperfect and Samsø Energiakademi, have even created an “Aarhus 

Sustainability Model”. See their website here: http://www.aarhussustainabilitymodel.com/frontpage. Accessed on the 

18th of October, 2016. 
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thought ahead of the global ecological challenges that it faces locally if it is to grow into a “relevant 

city” (Bundsgaard) in the future. It has developed, arguably, a “global cities perspective [that] tries 

instead to address how ecological sustainability, municipal politics, and global citification 

interconnect in “local social struggles that try to keep damaging consequences of globalization at 

bay”” (Luke 2006, p. 277-278). A further link can be made between this phenomenon and the 

changing indicators in the global cities rankings mentioned above: shifting from pure economic 

data towards notions of liveability, cultural and sustainability aspects. This could point to 

categorical changes as to what makes a city ‘global’. 

With the notion of growth52, inherent in the discourse of sustainability (see Lundby; Algren), 

comes the necessary question of the composition of such growth beyond the local population, that 

is: the non-nationals. The “immigrant community” of Gellerup, the “ghetto” (Dahl Cramer), and 

the “international community” (Kühn and Theil) seem to stand in stark opposition53. Nevertheless, 

a first impression produced by the interviews here concerned with these “two” groups pertains the 

materiality of the space (the area, the district, the ghetto, etc.) over which the municipality is 

currently investing a lot of resources and effort in transforming, “normalising” (Cramer), on one 

hand, and the centrality of the international workers, “expats” (Kühn and Theil), per se, on the 

other, over which the ‘international community’ organisation is investing a lot of resources and 

effort in maintaining, since “they cost a lot of money” (Theil) to the big companies that employ 

them. One instance where it becomes visible the division between these two groups is in Jesper 

Theil’s comment (International Community) about most of the composition of such foreign 

workforce coming from Western countries, whilst Gellerup is characterised by a non-western, 

Muslim majority. 

In this regard, the spatial considerations given to Gellerup as a space that harbours a specific, 

homogenous, immigrant community (coming in many cases from what is normally referred to as 

                                                             
52 A small reference has to be made, furthermore, to the growing numbers of the homeless population in Aarhus - 

around “800 homeless, and it’s one of the biggest numbers of Denmark” (Willacy). Concordant with theoretical 

propositions that claim that “[t]hose categories of people who are most socially and economically marginal -the 

homeless, the criminal, the recent immigrant- are located close to the centre” (Tonkiss 2005, p. 38, italics are mine), 

we find that the homeless community lives in the very centre of the city of Aarhus (while the same case cannot be 

corroborated here for the “criminal” and the “recent immigrant”). These figures could be explained by the increasing 

inequalities produced by economically buoyant and “attractive” (Willacy) cities and the increasing demand of housing 

(with its rising prices) associated with the growth of its population (Schmidt-Sørensen). 
53 Going deeper into how the language used to treat different social groups conforms boundaries and social divisions 

is beyond the scope of this investigation. 
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developing or “third-world” countries) in the very near outskirts of the city (whilst part of it, 

simultaneously) becomes an emblem again of “world-city” formation. As such, while “social and 

spatial polarization [is] frequently seen as the key characteristic of the contemporary “world” or 

“global city” (King 2006, p. 324), it is difficult to determine in this case (without further study) 

that the development of an “outsider” community such as Gellerup is a specific symptom of “global 

or world city” formation. Nevertheless, its existence is comparable to that happening in the 

banlieues in Paris or the “urban landscapes of the eastern, western and southern suburbs of the 

postcolonial/postimperial global city of London” (King 2006, p. 323). 

A historical global trend takes place in this regard in Aarhus, namely that: “it has always been the 

fate of poor recent immigrants to occupy the most marginal spaces of the city” (Parker 2015, p. 

93). Those “margins” are further exemplified by the clear comment portrayed by Signe Lund 

Juhler when she claims that she hopes both Aarhus and Gellerup “will be connected somehow”54, 

placing the city of Aarhus at a direct dichotomy with Gellerup, albeit the latter being an 

unmistakable part of it. Whether this lack of “connection” between Gellerup and Aarhus is due to 

the cultural, ethnic, urban, economic or religious differences that divide them becomes irrelevant 

in the face of what the symbolic power of a neighbourhood such as Gellerup conceals with respect 

to the future of Aarhus. In this regard, how the political structure of Aarhus deals (and is dealing) 

with such a space will also define it as a (global) city and S. Sassen has been quick in noticing the 

dual (conflictive) presence of “contradictory spaces” in global cities. She warns that: “global cities 

concentrate a disproportionate share of global corporate power and are one of the key sites for its 

valorization. But they also concentrate a disproportionate share of the disadvantaged and are one 

of the key sites for their devalorization” (Sassen 2006, p. 360). To this idea it is pertinent to add 

the insight of F. Tonkiss (2005) when she claims that “[t]he depiction of different urban zones, 

local areas or neighbourhoods is rarely a matter of drawing lines on a page: it also creates social 

categories, sets apart social groups, and demarcates social problems” (p. 32). It might be because 

of this that the city’s masterplan attempts to break old social categories and problems by “drawing 

(new) lines” and restructuring the area, avoiding, thus, the negative consequences of global city 

formation. 

                                                             
54 This notion of connecting Gellerup to the rest of the city is portrayed further by M. D. Cramer when he refers to the 

municipality’s masterplan, that seeks to turn Gellerup “into a city district as part of Aarhus”. 
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The connection between the demand of foreign, presumably skilled, workforce, mentioned earlier, 

and the global relevance of the companies that hire them (repeated many times are “Vestas”, 

dedicated to developing wind turbines, “Arla Foods”, specialised in dairy products, and Grundfos, 

developing water pumps) should bring into our attention again the notion of ‘global circuits’ 

defended by S. Sassen. While Grundfos does not lie within the closer perimeter of Aarhus, it should 

only be regarded in terms of its proximity to the city. At the same time, beyond the strictly private 

business sphere lies Aarhus University, a globally-leading research institution. As a matter of 

concrete relevance, then, to the current study is the presence of those three key institutions that are 

headquartered in Aarhus, namely: Vestas, Arla Foods and Aarhus University, mentioned in the 

visual product by Kühn and Theil, Schmidt-Sørensen and Algren55. 

Vestas is a company that to this date has a revenue of about 9.5 billion euros56. Vestas is, by far, 

one of the biggest wind turbine developers in the world and, as of today, ‘Windpower Monthly’ 

has a Vestas turbine heading its top ten biggest turbines in the world57 list. Vestas has a global 

market share within its sector of 12.3%58 and has installed over 56,860 wind turbines59 in at least 

73 countries60 across 6 continents61. This data serves to emphasise the (growing) importance of 

Vestas as a key leader within its sector, a magnitude which is expected to increase as the world’s 

natural trend seems to indicate a gradual move towards renewable energy sources over time.  

Arla Foods represents a similar case as Vestas within its sector. It is headquartered in Aarhus, 

albeit it having a multinational ownership (as most, if not all, transnational companies do) whereby 

Danish ownership only accounts for 23.9% of the total62. It has, similar to Vestas, a 10.3 billion 

                                                             
55 As a matter of relevant curiosity are the specific examples the mayor of Aarhus provides when describing the “major 

issues that we are facing in the world”. He makes a reference to “climate change”, “clean water” and the “food 

challenge”. They have a direct or indirect link to Vestas, Grundfos (or Aarhus Vand) and Arla Foods respectively. 
56 Taken from Vestas’ oficial website: http://www.vestas.com/en/investor/financial_reports#!outlook. Accessed on 

the 21st of October, 2016.  
57 http://www.windpowermonthly.com/10-biggest-turbines. Accessed on the 21st of October, 2016.  
58  http://www.windpowermonthly.com/article/1352888/ten-biggest-best-manufacturers. Accessed on the 21st of 

October, 2016.  
59 See Vestas’ Annual Report 2015: 

https://www.vestas.com/~/media/vestas/investor/investor%20pdf/financial%20reports/2015/fy/2015_annualreport.p

df. Accessed on the 21st of October, 2016.  
60 http://www.windpowermonthly.com/article/1352888/ten-biggest-best-manufacturers. Accessed on the 21st of 

October. 
61 https://www.vestas.com/~/media/vestas/investor/investor%20pdf/financial%20reports/2015/fy/2015_annualreport.

pdf. Accessed on the 21st of October, 2016.  
62 http://annualreport2015.arla.com/EN/. Accessed on the 21st of October, 2016.  
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euros’ revenue (as of 2015)63 and it “calls itself the world's largest manufacturer of organic dairy 

products” 64 . The latest annual Rabobank survey of the world’s 20 largest dairy companies 

according to turnover places Arla Foods in the 7th position65, again, making it a world-leading 

company within the dairy sector.  

Therefore, in this regard, both Arla Foods and Vestas66 represent two transnational corporations 

of great relevance within their sectors (in the global economy) that are headquartered in Aarhus. 

While the more specific reasons to do so are here, arguably, less relevant67, their presence does 

have a practical effect on the city -creation of 2000 jobs by Arla Foods in Aarhus (Nielsen), as an 

example- as well as a symbolic effect on how the city is conceived (for example, by the actors 

interviewed in the visual product)68. In any case, the presence of two headquarters69 of globally-

leading companies in Aarhus, added to the presence of Aarhus University, as a globally-leading 

research institution, brings us inevitably to the original definition of ‘global cities’ modelled by S. 

Sassen, namely: as command and control centres of the global economy (within its specific 

economic sectors). 

This takes us inevitably to the original criticism presented earlier with regards to the theoretical 

complexities of terming an entire city as ‘global’. It is hard to deny that Vestas and Arla, as well 

as Aarhus University70, incorporate the city of Aarhus into specific global networks or ‘circuits’. 

                                                             
63 http://www.mynewsdesk.com/arla-foods/images/arla-annual-results-2015-revenue-526739. Accessed on the 21st 

of October, 2016. 
64 http://www.dairyfoods.com/articles/91618-for-european-dairy-cooperative-arla-2015-revenues-decline-33. 

Accessed on the 21st of October, 2016.  
65 https://www.rabobank.com/en/images/global-dairy-top-20.pdf. Accessed on the 21st of October, 2016.  
66 “Vestas has English as the preferred language” (Algren) is a phrase that exemplifies the international dimension 

(and “strategies”) of these companies. 
67 In the visual product, the representative of Arla defends the placement of Arla Foods’ headquarters in Aarhus 

because of the proximity to the owners (located in the Jutland region of Denmark). Information technologies might 

play an important role in diminishing the importance of the location of the headquarters of a company. However, 

“[m]ost of the added value that these technologies can produce for advanced services firms lies in the so-called 

externalities; and this means the material and human resources – state-of-the-art office buildings, top talent and the 

social networking infrastructure that maximises connectivity. Any town can have fibre optic cables, but this is not 

sufficient” (Sassen 2006, p. 94). 
68 Again, “Vestas” and “Arla” were the common answers to the question “what do you think makes Aarhus a relevant 

global city, in your opinion?”. 
69 Naturally there are more companies with international relevance placed in Aarhus (DuPont, mentioned in the 

product, being one of them). However, we have settled here with, noticeably, the two biggest international players, 

that are, likewise, the two companies most often repeated throughout the visual product. 
70 The university does not have, arguably, any means of controlling the “world economy”. Nevertheless`, it plays a 

key role within any ‘global city’. P. Hall (2006 [1966]) was visionary when he claimed that “[s]tudents and teachers 

are drawn to the world cities: they commonly contain great universities, as well as a host of specialized institutions 
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These institutions, in as far as they have a ‘global’ outreach (having international economic impact, 

attracting foreign workforce, students and researchers, etc.) while maintaining locally-centralised 

headquarters, allow Aarhus to fit comfortably within the primal definition of ‘global city’ as 

presented by S. Sassen or M. Castells. 

A possible criticism to the general concept of ‘global city’ (as argued originally by S. Sassen) is 

that it doesn’t specifically describe the ‘city’ as much as it seeks to analyse the important economic 

‘command centres’ that are centralised in them and that seem to have no general bond to the city 

as such, except perhaps to the strict urban infrastructure it provides. This is what, from a slightly 

different but necessarily-related angle, claims A. Jones (2009) when he states that “current 

approaches to economic globalization have yet to sufficiently capture the complex evolving 

relationships between actors and the multiple ‘spaces’ that constitute them in a globalizing world 

economy” (p. 205). So, while there seems to be some detachment between the actual ‘city’ (beyond 

the limited framework of the companies that operate in it) and the important headquarters it 

harbours, this is not the case represented, for example, by Arla Foods in Aarhus.  

Arla Foods, as is claimed in the visual product, feels a “sense of obligation of being able to develop 

the city and [has] a responsibility for that as well” (Nielsen)71. This notion is in close contact with 

the overall idea of ‘community’ which is present in other speakers throughout the product (Kühn 

and Theil, Lundby, Jacobsen) and which might be, arguably, attributed to the “small” size of 

Aarhus (Lundby, Engberg, Schmidt-Sørensen, Kühn and Theil). This conception of community or 

Gemeninschaft, as conceived by Tönnies, characterises, normally, towns and villages. Hard to 

define and embedded in racial, cultural and ethnic tensions, “[c]ommunity in this way becomes an 

extension of personality, a form of collective identification based on what is nearby, familiar, like-

minded” (Tonkiss 2005, p. 26).  

                                                             

for teaching and research in the sciences, the technologies and the arts” (p. 23). This is, undeniably, the case of Aarhus 

(being within the first 100 universities in the world -98th according to the “World University Rankings”). Having a 

high-profile university does not make a ‘global city’ per se, nonetheless it plays an important role within it. Again, if 

we compare Aarhus to other global cities such as London, New York or Paris, we will find that they too harbour some 

of the best universities of the world. 
71 Within the conversation between myself and Astrid Gade Nielsen, not included in the product, appeared the fact 

that she, herself, is also a board member of VisitAarhus, “the official tourist organisation for the city of Aarhus”. See 

their website here: http://www.visitaarhus.com/ln-int/denmark/tourist-in-aarhus. Accessed on the 23rd of October, 

2016. 
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While a sense of community seems to stand in stark opposition to the “anonymous” qualities of 

the big (again, global) city, this could be understood as a reflection of the cultural qualities of the 

Danish society established around the notion of trust. A description of this trust is provided by 

Svendsen (2014) when he writes that “Danes are the world’s most trusting people: More than 3 

out of 4 (78 percent) trust most other people” (p. 17). Whether the growth of Aarhus, in numbers 

and in the cultural diversity of its migrant inflows, will break this ‘trust’ and, thus, its sense of 

‘community’, is something that is still to be seen and represents a challenge and a possible 

contradiction to the global ambitions of its elite. This is what might have led J. Engberg to conclude 

(at the end of the visual product) that “if [Aarhus] is going to stretch itself to become a city, you 

know, in what we understand globally as a city, it’s going to have to forgo some of those things, 

perhaps, that actually make it the happiest place in the world”.  

However, as has been argued before here, “globalization is also a process of localization” 

(Douglass 2006 [1998], p. 268), something that is claimed by one of the interviewees, Erik 

Jacobsen, when he expresses that “the most global thing nowadays is to be local” and then adds 

that “that is exactly what I am seeing happening here, people they care about the stuff…their 

neighbours around them and the environment right around them to make it a vibrant place”, 

emphasising again the sense of community-building present in the city of Aarhus. The notion of 

‘community’ is one that can be linked with that of liveability, another sub-theme running across 

the product and referred to explicitly or implicitly by J. Algren, J. Bundsgaard, E. Jacobsen, V. 

Kühn and J. Theil. References to the forests and the beach from some of these actors seek to 

emphasise a harmonious relationship between the urban city and its environmental contours as an 

indispensable value of the city that improves the living standards of its citizens. 

Finally, a word on the concept of “smart cities” and “Smart Aarhus”. The technological 

breakthroughs happening in all cities facilitate the interconnectedness between cities and the 

capacity of their political, civic and economic institutions to be incorporated into the vast network 

of urban centres around the world. Aarhus, in that regard, is not different. However, it is possible 

to see continuities between its understanding of what a ‘smart city’ is and some of the notions 

explored here, especially regarding sustainability and community. The idea presented by J. Algren 

of ‘Smart Aarhus’ being a “partnership” which includes “the public, the private and also the 

educational sector” takes us back to the idea presented by S. W. Lundby at the beginning of the 
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visual product when he speaks of the “ABC” (Academia, Business and Civil Society) being 

“nearby” to “knock on the door”. In both cases (Lundby and Algren), the main concern is 

‘sustainability’ in general, and in particular for Aarhus. The notion of “partnerships” is a strong 

reminder of the concepts of ‘trust’ and ‘community’ put forward above and inspires the idea of a 

participatory and decentralised dimension of democracy which seems an essential feature of 

Danish political and civic life. 

 

The Conclusion 
 

“Highly complex, self-sustaining structures, whether cells, organisms, or cities, require close integration of enormous 

numbers of constituent units that need efficient servicing” 

-Bettencourt et al.72 

 

This investigation has attempted to tackle the complex issue of ‘global cities’ critically by using 

an interview-based qualitative methodology to examine the case study at hand, namely, the city of 

Aarhus. The interviews produced a bundle of data the richness of which is underpinned by the 

repeated themes that were possible to identify and that run at different levels and scales across the 

actors interviewed. As has been argued, Aarhus does not qualify as a ‘global city’ according to the 

GaWC Research Network, which is fundamentally based on the work of the “founding fathers” of 

‘global city’ theory, S. Sassen or M. Castells (to mention the two most relevant ones), and which 

is a global reference in measuring global cities. However, the current investigation illustrated 

certain dynamics happening in the city of Aarhus which resonate with clearly identifiable elements 

of ‘global city’ theory (in its vast literature beyond the one strictly provided by S. Sassen) which 

require not so much the re-thinking of the position of Aarhus as a global city within those official 

rankings, but rather the general applicability of the concept of ‘global city’ to an array of “ordinary 

cities” (Robinson 2006 [2002]) around the world with ‘global city’ features or functions, of which 

Aarhus is just one potential example. 

S. Sassen has to a certain extent “democratised” her original ‘global cities’ theory by incorporating 

(over a decade later and most likely due to the explosion of ‘technologies of information and 

communication’) the notion of “global circuits” which invite any potential researcher to look for 

                                                             
72 2007, p. 7302 
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elements within a city that are incorporated within the global network of cities -or rather, that 

incorporate the city into such a network. The research has demonstrated that there are specific 

institutions in Aarhus which place the city in specific global networks. I have here presented the 

case of how Arla Foods and Vestas provide two clear examples of ‘command and control centres’ 

within their respective economic sectors. The same can be said with respect to Aarhus University 

in the field of academic research. The fact that these headquarters are established in the city of 

Aarhus speaks of the capacities of the city of providing the technology and infrastructure needed 

for them to operate, beyond informational technologies (Sassen 2006). At the same time, it can be 

argued that these institutions provide international recognition to the city and bring in resources of 

their own that spill over to other areas of the city, economic sectors or other types of social or 

political institutions, greatly enhancing its potential global economic capacities (Bettencourt et al. 

2007). 

Concomitantly, I have attempted to make the case that there are other phenomena occurring in the 

city that may be indicative of global city formation. This is for the example the case of population 

growth, a notion that is backed by the first speaker in the visual product when he refers to the work 

by Bettencourt et al. (2007). In the same way, David Adam, later on, speaks of “how a city deals 

with growth” as a determinant factor in understanding global city formation. The visual product 

makes clear that the city of Aarhus is, in effect, growing and this is pointing to a growing relevance 

(and not a decline) of Denmark’s second biggest urban centre. This is further strengthened by the 

seemingly similar growth patterns (in both population and creation of jobs) that Aarhus and 

Copenhagen (considered a Gamma World City according to GaWC Research Network) seem to 

share (Schmidt-Sørensen). 

Likewise, the concept of ‘growth’ is correlated to the city’s growing periphery and this led to the 

examination of its “ghetto” area, Gellerup. Here, I have argued that marginal communities, and 

especially migrant communities are especially vulnerable elements that find their echo in both 

other global cities (such as New York, London or Paris) as well as across global city theory in 

general, S. Sassen being a relevant voice on the issue. While ghetto areas can be found in many 

cities across the world, beyond the well-known global cities, they are indicative of an economic 

model (a specific understanding of neo-liberalism) constitutive of global cities, which produces 

severe income inequalities to the point that these global cities have been termed “dual cities”: their 
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“global functions drawing in not only a highly professional and well-paid skilled labour force [as 

portrayed by the International Community], but also relying on an unskilled, very poorly-paid and 

often immigrant workforce to service the global companies” (Robinson 2006, p. 221). 

Culture and Sustainability are the other two dimensions which are very present in the visual 

product and which speak of the political and economic ambitions surrounding Aarhus ECOC 2017 

in attracting international artistic talent and developing sustainable solutions for the future, two 

elements that have been consistently related in the visual product with the private sphere and the 

business capacities of the city. While, as has been mentioned (Hannerz 2006), global cities attract 

highly-valued intellectual masses, Aarhus is seemingly attempting to combine the capacity of 

developing its artistic potential with the development of “sustainable” solutions, in the broadest 

sense of the word. This might be an indication of a “shared consciousness” growing amongst cities, 

global cities included, that understand their growth and development as dependant on the 

management of such issues and which is reflected in the changing indicators measuring ‘global 

city formation’ (see A. T. Kearney). 

By doing interview-based qualitative research, this investigation has attempted, furthermore, to 

explore new alternatives with which to continue building and re-thinking the ‘global studies’ vast 

theoretical field. While many of the themes that arose throughout the interviews have strong links 

with much of the theory developed until now on global cities, the individual perceptions of the 

actors interviewed shed light on a number of dimensions which both transcend the strict field of 

‘global city’ theory as well as enrich it. This means that ‘global city’ theory is still both an open-

ended field of study and one that will benefit to a great extent, on a number of levels, by widening 

the scope of its methodological approach. Because “cities have been at the crossroads of many, 

often worldwide, processes” (Sassen 2006, p. 95), and are growing in relevance with regards to 

future economic, political and social evolution, their intelligibility will only profit from an open-

minded dialogue across academic disciplines and from a non-sectarian, questionable definition of 

the “globalisation” that is binding them together. 
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