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Rationale

In the past decade, scholarship on the question of futures across a wide range of topics has increasingly
embraced the imaginary. One reason for this is the acceleration of technological transformation and cultural
flows after the Cold War, as futurists seek to imagine possible brave new worlds for strategic advantage in
heightened global economic competition (Andersson, 2018). Another reason concerns imminent risk of
civilizational collapse due to the persistent ecological crisis in the Anthropocene, as scholars seek to imagine
plausible futures given the extant situation and anticipated further challenges of climate change (Bai et al,
2016, Groves, 2017). The city features prominently in these concerns. The most established academic
engagement with imaginary urban futures has to do with what might be learned from cities in science fiction
and other techno-future imaginations (Abbott 2016) or the imaginative creativity of planning designs and
processes (Phelps, 2021, Batty, 2024). Beyond utility and the use value of the imaginary for urban planning,
scholars have begun to look more closely and critically at the exchange and flow of imagined futures between
planners and state authorities, not just as policy mobilities and inter-referencing models, but also as socio-
political performances produced by techniques of futuring (Oomen, Hoffman and Hajer, 2022).

Our proposed special issue seeks to theorize and analyze new cities as sites of futuring, combining the
exchange modalities of imagined futures. We are inspired by the work of Pierre Nora (1989) on sites of memory
and history and aim to understand their counterpart, where “some places are imagined as instantiations of the
future” (Bunnell et al, 2022: 1083). We are interested in how these sites of futuring are rendered and how they
are render each other as truth spots (Gieryn 2018) in the contradictory age of thoroughgoing urbanization
(Jones, 1997) and adaptation to the climate crisis. We are attuned to the policy mobilities and politics of these
sites of futuring, where specific techniques of presentation, exhibition, immersion, designing, piloting, inter-
referencing, and so on, are deployed to create imaginations, possibilities and actualizations of urban futures
that are explicitly shared and circulated, and most importantly, also contested. Our approach not only
interrogates cities as material and discursive environments that entail subjection to new regimes of everyday
life and identity, but also as digital hotspots and in terms of their position in recurring events, extended
infrastructures and other representational techniques of re/making futures and un/doing futures (Chakkalakal
and Ren, 2022).

We focus on Asia in part because of the widely acknowledged predominance of non-liberal developmental
states and their role in driving urbanization in the past three decades, and most recently, the building of new
cities. Asian cities have also seen extensive privatization of urban spaces, as have been witnessed in the
neoliberalization of planning and urban development in liberal democracies in the West and in the illiberal
regimes of sub-Saharan Africa (Herbert and Murray, 2015, Van Noorloos and Kloosterboer, 2017, C6té-Roy
and Moser, 2018) and the wider Global South (Su, 2023). Moser and C6té-Roy (2021) argue that the building of
new cities is a peculiar phenomenon in the Global South, with over 150 new cities constructed from scratch in
over 40 countries, in their summation, to manufacture “power, profit and prestige”. In this regard, Asia is a
significant region that is very well inter-connected, spanning both the Global North and Global South,
comprising developmental states with varied modes of government, and experiencing rapid urbanization
including the building of new cities.



This special issue zooms in on Asian new cities to extend and deepen the analysis to argue for the complicity
of developmental states in driving new city constructions on a scale and impact unseen in any other regions.
In so doing, the developmental states are reconstituting themselves in differentiated ways in the neoliberal
age of global capitalism in place and through place-making involving the deployment of futuring techniques.
Our emphasis is on the reenactment of state power on site in the new cities, with substantial involvement of
capital in the structuring of public-private partnerships in land value activation and real estate marketization
(Rimmer and Dick 2009, Shatkin, 2017), to create urban possibilities beyond the sites. We are not saying that
promissory futuring is peculiar to the making of new cities in Asia or to the set of urban developments that
could be classed as new cities. Promissory futuring is accentuated in Asian new cities because of the
historically specific imbrication of developmental states, rapid urbanization and the globalization of the
neoliberal capitalism. We seek to draw out its features so that scholars could also see its variation in other
parts of the world and indeed in the West too, not to mention the variation in Asia itself.
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