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owens:  Is there such a thing as a global 
city, or is every city with global citizens 
so different that it’s hard to make general 
claims about it?

rougeau:  I think every city is rooted 
in a place, a tradition, a history and a 
culture. But what defines a global city is 
the nature of its inhabitants and the fact 
that, for whatever reason, this place has 
been identified as a destination for people 
from all over the world. I suppose that 
the broader the range of people in a city, 
the more likely one is to define that place 
as global. When you consider the places 
where this sort of broad, cross-section of 
humanity exists, only certain cities like 
London or New York City come to mind. 
It takes not only a very large city, but also 
the sense that people from a number of 
different continents have identified that 
place as somewhere they want to be. 

owens:  Do global cities look alike in 
terms of size, wealth and language vari-
ety? What else defines them apart from 
the fact that people want to be there?

rougeau:  I think we can look at it on 
several levels. First, there is an econom-
ic factor. People are drawn to a vibrant 
economy, a place where they believe that 
they can make a living and find econom-
ic opportunity. This applies to a wide 
range of people: the investment banker, 
the multimillionaire and also the low- or 

semi- skilled migrant. For an immigrant 
in a global city, there are plenty of places 
where a low-skilled worker can actually 
get a foothold.

Second, there is a cultural aspect. The 
broad range of cultures represented in 

global cities is producing something 
exciting, new and varied. However, it 
does not create a situation where people 
from all over the world are assimilating 
into some preexisting structure or into 
the shadows. These people are out in the 
open, and the cultural life of the place is 
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that people who live together in commu-
nities traditionally rally around together 
because they experience a shared sense 
of need or possibility. They come together 
because of their shared geographic space. 
They feel a sense of community and 
identity as members of a neighborhood 
in a particular city, but they come to the 
issue from very different perspectives. 
The neighborhood is not a group that has 
long seen itself as a unit. Rather, it is a 
community of people who are creating a 
new sense of unity and identity around a 
particular issue.

So on that level, a lot of issues arise that 
you would not necessarily associate with 
immigrants to modern cities. While they 
are not always low-skilled laborers, the 
only jobs they have access to tend to be 
relatively low-skilled ones. They are also 
trying to figure out a way to integrate into 
the preexisting culture.

owens:  It seems that race and gender 
are both enormous points of discrimi-
nation within cultures. How do you deal 
with this when you are trying to bridge 
cultural boundaries between things that 
may have very different foundational 
starting points?

rougeau:  Well, that’s a great ques-
tion. If you go somewhere like London, 
for instance, where you have traditional 
white working class British neighbor-
hoods which are now being infused with 
Muslims from Asia, Catholics from Afri-
ca and Eastern European Poles—people 
who have some very different views on 
family life, alcohol and the role of wom-
en—you get conflict over issues. Negoti-
ating those things can be kind of tricky.

These groups do not pretend that there 
is no conflict. Rather, they say that there 
are some things we share because we 
all live in this neighborhood or occupy 
similar positions in the economy, and we 
need to have a conversation about what 
this neighborhood needs. A lot of people 
come to these conversations from strong 
faith commitments, and so a lot of the 

organizing starts in churches or Muslim 
community centers.

We find that when people do this, they 
at least build a foundation around which 
they can actually start to discuss their 
differences in a more productive way 
without stereotyping. For instance, a 
secular resident of European descent in 
London may say that Muslims do not 
treat women fairly. But, once they start 
engaging this issue, they realize that they 
may not be getting the whole picture. (I 

am generalizing about the secular view 
in Britain.)

Now, this is not to say that these differ-
ences do not start real conflict on all 
kinds of levels. However, recognizing 
that we all live in a shared space provides 
the basis for overcoming conflict. We 
need to recognize that we cannot expel 
all of the people we do not like, and that 
we need to develop structures within 
our democratic, cultural and political 
traditions that will allow us to negotiate 
differences.

“New 
understandings of 
citizenship involve 
much more 
complex ideas 
of what it  means 
to be a citizen.. .
people do not feel 
the obligation 
to assimilate 
completely.”

owens:  What is the relationship 
between the sense of being in diaspora 
from various homelands and being part 
of a new global city? How do you navigate 
the idea of citizenship without telling 
immigrants to leave everything behind?

rougeau:  The question of what does it 
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really thought about Islam as part of that 
conversation.

What will be the new understanding 
of what it means to be a citizen? How 
will we allow for some more complexity 
without going into total anarchy? I think 
some of us have a lot of faith that our 
democratic structures, human rights 
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When you talk about the dignity of the 
human person or the idea of solidari-
ty, those are things that resonate with 
people around the globe, even if they 
don’t come to those values from the same 
perspective.

At the end of the day, situating the 
human person in the social group is 
something that most religions struggle 
with. So, it is important that the Catholic 
social tradition possesses a lot of intel-
lectual material that it can use to have 
this conversation in a pluralistic context. 
We see in the community organizing 
work that we’ve done that this tradition 
communicates. It communicates to a 
Muslim audience. It communicates to a 
secular audience. It allows for people to 
come together around a shared idea, even 
though they may not come to that idea 
from the same place.

[end]
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