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Geography 640, Urban Space, & Power 

Keeping pace with pol i cy  mobi l i t i es  
 

Simon Fraser University.  Spring, 2014. 
 
Eugene McCann 
 
Office:  RCB 6229 
Email: emccann@sfu.ca  
Office hours: By appointment. 
Class meetings:  1.30-4.30pm, SFU Harbour Centre room 3122 
 
Critical conceptualizations of how policy travels among places and how it is conditioned in and 
through wider institutional and ideological fields have burgeoned in geography in the last decade.  
Building conceptually on a combination of insights from neo-Marxian political economy and post-
structuralism, with a generally social constructivist orientation, this work seeks to extend and 
question some of the key assumptions and arguments of a longer-standing political science literature 
on policy ‘transfer.’  As such, it has tended to involve geographers, sociologists, anthropologists, and 
others in the multidisciplinary development of ‘critical policy studies.’   

Empirically, this geographical work tended, at first, to focus largely on the global North and, 
particularly, on transatlantic circulations of workfare/welfare models, Business Improvement 
Districts, urban planning and design strategies, and social and health policies.  More recently, the 
literature has broadened empirically, encompassing new cases, connections, and continents, thus 
allowing the policy mobilities approach to become one part of a wider conversation in urban studies 
about ‘provincializing’ global North cities in our conceptualizations and about the ‘worlding’ of a 
wider range of cities and urban experiences. 

Politically, this literature eschews any naïve or celebratory embrace of currently ‘hot’ or 
hegemonic policy models.  It demonstrates a commitment to contextualizing and critiquing the 
conditions for, and interests involved in the proliferation of certain policies and ‘best practices.’  
Furthermore, the policy mobilities literature shows a still nascent inclination to use the insights 
gained from the study of how, why, and where policies travel to inform and mobilize alternatives.   

 The purpose of this seminar is to provide an overview of the policy mobilities conversation, 
to position it within related and cross-cutting discussions, and, primarily, to offer a chance to keep 
pace with the recent proliferation of studies that have, in one way or another, drawn upon, extended, 
and/or critiqued the policy mobilities approach.  



	   2	  

Evaluation 

Students will be evaluated on:  

(a) Thorough reading of the weekly assignments & conscientious participation in all class 
discussions and activities (25%). 

(b) Submission, each week at the beginning of class, of two responses to the readings, each 
about one paragraph long and engaging critically with the arguments in the texts (25%). 
*Note this is a requirement of participation even for those auditing or sitting in the 
course. 

(c) Writing a substantial paper of journal article style and length (c. 5,000 – 7,000 words), based 
on the themes of the course and presentations of an in-progress version and a final version 
to the class (50%). 

 

Discussion topics & readings (tentative) 

Jan 10 Introduction 
• No readings. 

 
Jan 17 Foundations 

• Dolowitz, D., & Marsh, D. (1996). Who learns what from whom: a review of the 
policy transfer literature. Political studies, 44(2), 343-357. 

• Evans, M., & Davies, J. (1999). Understanding policy transfer: A Multi-level, 
multi-disciplinary perspective. Public administration, 77(2), 361-385. 

• Dolowitz, D. P., & Marsh, D. (2000). Learning from abroad: The role of policy 
transfer in contemporary policy-making. Governance, 13(1), 5-23. 

• Radaelli, C. M. (2000). Policy transfer in the European Union: institutional 
isomorphism as a source of legitimacy. Governance, 13(1), 25-43. 

• Stone, D. (2000). Non-governmental policy transfer: the strategies of 
independent policy institutes. Governance, 13(1), 45-70. 

• Peck, J., & Theodore, N. (2001). Exporting workfare/importing welfare-to-work: 
exploring the politics of Third Way policy transfer. Political geography, 20(4), 427-
460. 
 

Jan 24 From transfer to mobilities, mutations, & assemblages 
• Peck, J., & Theodore, N. (2010). Mobilizing policy: Models, methods, and 

mutations. Geoforum, 41(2), 169-174. 
• McCann, E., & Ward, K. (Eds.). (2011). Mobile urbanism: cities and policymaking in the 

global age. U of Minnesota Press. 
 

• [Optional:] McCann, E. (2011). Urban policy mobilities and global circuits of 
knowledge: Toward a research agenda. Annals of the Association of American 
Geographers, 101(1), 107-130. 
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Jan 31 Talking with political scientists about policy-making 
• Benson, D., & Jordan, A. (2011). What have we learned from policy transfer 

research? Dolowitz and Marsh revisited. Political studies review, 9(3), 366-378. 
• Dussauge-Laguna, M. I. (2012). On the past and future of policy transfer 

research: Benson and Jordan revisited. Political studies review, 10(3), 313-324. 
• [Skim:] McCann, E., & Ward, K. (2012). Policy assemblages, mobilities and 

mutations: toward a multidisciplinary conversation. Political studies review, 10(3), 
325-332. 

• Benson, D., & Jordan, A. (2012). Policy transfer research: still evolving, not yet 
through?. Political studies review, 10(3), 333-338. 

• Dolowitz, D. P., & Marsh, D. (2012). The future of policy transfer research. 
Political studies review, 10(3), 339-345. 

• McCann, E., & Ward, K. (2013). A multi-disciplinary approach to policy transfer 
research: geographies, assemblages, mobilities and mutations. Policy Studies, 34(1), 
2-18. 

• Marsh, D., & Evans, M. (2012). Policy transfer: coming of age and learning from 
the experience. Policy Studies, 33(6), 477-481. 

• Stone, D. (2012). Transfer and translation of policy. Policy studies, 33(6), 483-499. 
• Marsh, D., & Evans, M. (2012). Policy transfer: into the future, learning from the 

past. Policy Studies, 33(6), 587-591. 
 

Feb 7 Policy worlds 
• Shore, C. N., Wright, S., & Però, D. (Eds.). (2011). Policy worlds: anthropology and the 

analysis of contemporary power. Berghahn Books. 
 

Feb 14 ~Reading break.  No class meeting~ 
 

Feb 21 Critiques and ongoing conceptualizations I 
• Jacobs, J. M. (2012). Urban geographies I Still thinking cities relationally. Progress 

in Human Geography, 36(3), 412-422. 
• Robinson, J. (2011). The Travels of Urban Neoliberalism: Taking Stock of the 

Internationalization of Urban Theory. Urban Geography, 32(8), 1087-1109. 
• Clarke, N. (2012). Urban policy mobility, anti-politics, and histories of the 

transnational municipal movement. Progress in Human Geography, 36(1), 25-43. 
• Prince, R. (2012). Metaphors of policy mobility: Fluid spaces of “creativity” 

policy. Geografiska Annaler: Series B, Human Geography, 94(4), 317-331. 
• Smith, M. P. (2013). The Global Diffusion of Public Policy: Power Structures and 

Democratic Accountability. Territory, Politics, Governance, (ahead-of-print), 1-14. 
• Williams, C., & Pendras, M. (2013). Urban Stasis and Politics of Alternative 

Development in the United States. Urban Geography, (ahead-of-print), 1-16. 
 

Feb 28 Critiques and ongoing conceptualizations II 
• Quark, A. A. (2013). Institutional mobility and mutation in the global capitalist 

system: a neo-Polanyian analysis of a transnational cotton standards war, 1870–
1945. Environment and Planning A, 45(7), 1588-1604. 

• Söderström, O., & Geertman, S. 2013. Loose threads: The translocal making of 
public space policy in Hanoi. Singapore Journal Of Tropical Geography, 34(2), 244-260. 
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• Bunnell, T. (2013). Antecedent Cities and Inter-referencing Effects: Learning 
from and Extending Beyond Critiques of Neoliberalisation. Urban Studies. 

• Harris, A. J., & Moore, S. M. (2013). FORTHCOMING Planning histories and 
practices of circulating urban knowledge. International Journal of Urban and Regional 
Research, 37(5), 1499-1509. 

• Jacobs, J. M., & Lees, L. (2013). Defensible space on the move: revisiting the 
urban geography of Alice Coleman. International Journal of Urban and Regional 
Research, 37(5), 1559-1583. 

• Cook, I. R., Ward, S. V., & Ward, K. Forthcoming. A springtime journey to the 
Soviet Union. IJURR. 

 
Mar 7 Advancing methods / Research paper progress reports & presentations 

• Peck, J., & Theodore, N. (2012). Follow the policy: a distended case approach. 
Environment and Planning-Part A, 44(1), 21. 

• Larner, W., & Laurie, N. (2010). Travelling technocrats, embodied knowledges: 
Globalising privatisation in telecoms and water. Geoforum, 41(2), 218-226. 

• Roy, A. (2012). Ethnographic circulations: space–time relations in the worlds of 
poverty management. Environment and Planning-Part A, 44(1), 31. 

• Cook, I. R., & Ward, K. (2012). Conferences, informational infrastructures and 
mobile policies: the process of getting Sweden ‘BID ready’. European Urban and 
Regional Studies, 19(2), 137-152. 

 
~DUE:  Students writing a paper for the course will submit a 3 page summary 

today and present a version for comment to the group~ 
 

Mar 14 A book-length case study of travelling policy 
• Kingfisher, C. (2013). A Policy Travelogue: Tracing Welfare Reform in Aotearoa/New 

Zealand and Canada. Berghahn Books. 
 

Mar 21 ~Vicky Lawson (UW) visit (tentative)~ 
 

Mar 28 Planning, development, & policy mobilities 
• Blok, A. (2012). Greening cosmopolitan urbanism? On the transnational 

mobility of low-carbon formats in Northern European and East Asian cities. 
Environment and Planning-Part A, 44(10), 2327. 

• Zhang, J. (2012). From Hong Kong’s capitalist fundamentals to Singapore’s 
authoritarian governance: the policy mobility of neo-liberalising Shenzhen, 
China. Urban Studies, 49(13), 2853-2871. 

• Lees, L. (2012). The geography of gentrification Thinking through comparative 
urbanism. Progress in Human Geography, 36(2), 155-171. 

• Khirfan, L., Momani, B., & Jaffer, Z. (2013). Whose authority? Exporting 
Canadian urban planning expertise to Jordan and Abu Dhabi. Geoforum, 50, 1-9. 

• Mountz, A., & Curran, W. (2009). Policing in drag: Giuliani goes global with the 
illusion of control. Geoforum, 40(6), 1033-1040. 

• Swanson, K. (2013). Zero tolerance in Latin America: Punitive paradox in urban 
policy mobilities. Urban Geography, (ahead-of-print), 1-17. 
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Apr 4 
Last 
class 
meeting 
 

Presentations 
 

~DUE:  Students writing a paper for the course will give a 15-20 min conference-
style presentation in class.  Time will be allotted for comments and questions.~ 

Apr 11 ~DUE: Final papers, via email, by 5pm~ 
 

 


