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Jodo Pedro Nunes reads
Patrick Le Gales, Jennifer Robinson, The Routledge Handbook of
Comparative Global Urban Studies, Routledge, 2023.

Cities, urban territories, and globalization processes are more and more connected. And
yet, as the urban world becomes more diverse, plural, globalised, and interdependent, knowl-
edge-building is also changing. Within this broad problématique comparative research strate-
gies challenge theorisations, empirical practices, and methodological approaches. As the editors
of The Routledge Handbook of Comparative Global Urban Studies, Patrick Le Galés and Jennifer
Robinson, claim in their introduction, not only a new urban world is on the making, but also a
new methodological world is rising in global urban studies.

Le Galés and Robinson argue that scales, interdependencies, and globalisation processes hin-
der comparisons in the strict methodological sense. But as the global geography of research is
changing, they emphasise new conditions for comparisons involving cities in all continents and
contexts are developing. In a field that «was classically not very comparative» (p. 1) the editors’
point is that innovative research practices, renewal of objects and approaches, controversies,
and hybridisations are major contributions to the debates on which urban studies are being re-
invented. One of the book’s objectives is to explore an important and innovative angle: «Urban
comparisons are a major domain of global urban studies», and they reflect «the current moment
of innovation and experimentations in the field where a renewed comparative imagination fig-
ures strongly» (p.5).

The editors of The Routledge Handbook of Comparative Global Urban Studies do the job very
well. The book offers the readers a wide set of contributions framed by an open and pluralist
stance on current debates, presenting different research traditions, and pertaining to different
geographical areas. The chapters address conceptualizations and methods, experimentations
and theorisations, contexts and circulations that fully express and expand the global urban stud-
ies comparative endeavours and practices.

According to Le Galés and Robinson, comparative global urban studies have recently seen a
renaissance. First, globalization is turning the world more urban and more plural. In this broad
context, urban comparisons and accumulation of research results will foster theorisations. This
comparative endeavour has «to be able to take into account a vast number of cases that were
largely ignored» (p.5). Consequently, the book bears upon a new geography of knowledge pro-
duction and it aims to show different comparative inheritances from different geographical ar-
eas, including «concepts, methods, strengths and originality of research emanating from a wide
range of geographical contexts» (p. 2). Second, the book rests upon the idea that there is a
rising and widening range «of experiments in terms of research questions, design and methods,
objects and processes to be compared». And, as the editors cleverly put it, <comparative imagi-
nation in a world of imperfect and innovative comparisons is required» (p. 2). Hence the impor-
tance given to empirical research, data, and research methods throughout the book, particularly
on Part I, dedicated to methods and research design issues.

In the Handbook’s introduction, the editors acknowledge the comparative urban studies as
methodologically diverse. Some of the challenges for global urban comparisons arise from prac-
tical questions of method, others result from research orientations, for instance, either more
positivist or more constructivist. Overall, along the book’s parts and chapters, methodologi-
cal inclusiveness and diversity are sought after and achieved. Examples of different ontologies
and epistemologies are present and are highlighted by the editors. They stress how the field is
crossed by different disciplines — geography, sociology, political science, history, anthropolo-
gy, critical literary studies, post-colonial studies, environmental studies, science and technology
studies — that contribute to the broader comparative problématique.

Global urban comparisons bear upon the importance given to cities and metropolis in a world-
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wide scale. As Le Galés and Robinson point out, if «cities belong to a world of cities» (p. 4) these
same world is structured along processes and scales that are both national and transnational.
Hence the importance given to actors, organizations, and institutions, but also connections and
experiences, networks and relations, circulations and mobilities. In the editors’ view the hand-
book’s contributions «mark the centrality of the question of method and the vitality of a com-
parative imagination» (p. 5) responding then to a changing urban world. So a new set of com-
parisons made on a different basis due to growing interdependencies is to be made in order to
sustain knowledge accumulation and fresh theorisations.

The Handbook is organised in five Parts and forty-five chapters. Part | “Inheritance: Traditions in
Comparative Urban Research” excavates different research tropes, regional contexts, disciplines,
and conditions and brings to the comparative practices and their foundations. Part |l addresses
“Methods and Research Design”. These are central components of the comparative endeavour.
The chapters range from the scale of neighbourhood to transnationality, comprising the role of
monographs and the phenomena of comparative practices in policy making. In “Part Ill Con-
texts” the editors aim at equating the place of context in comparison by formulating a dou-
ble question. On the one hand, what theoretical approaches are open to or underpin different
types of comparisons and offer a sound framework for comparative analysis. On the other hand,
what and how comparative practices were developed in different regional contexts. The chapter
“Segregation Studies: Overriding Context through Implicit Comparison?” by Thomas Maloutas,
and the chapter “Cities in their States” by Goran Therborn, epitomize the richness of compar-
ative-based contextualities as ways to form theoretical propositions, one of the main concerns
in the Handbook. In Part IV “Connections” the focus is on globalisation circuits and circulations
of various kinds in a context of complex relations and connections. Finally, Part V “Experiments”
presents new research taking an explicitly experimental approach, working with different the-
oretical perspectives and new domains of urban life to foster innovative kinds of comparison.
Allin all, The Routledge Handbook of Comparative Global Urban Studies offers its readers with a
highly valuable and wide range set of contributions that will underpin further research practice
and theoretical production.
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