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Bespeaking of the transnational turn that 
has, at last, also found its way into urban 
history circa within the last ten years, both 
volumes attempt to shift the focus from 
the history of a particular city to an in-
quiry of connections, comparisons, and 
transfers between cities, not only in North 
America and Europe but in a global per-
spective. While this premise certainly lies 
at the heart of both volumes, nonethe-
less, they offer different methodological 
approaches as well as varying degrees to 
which the respective geographical scope 
actually encompasses studies from all 
around the world. Thus, a reader of these 
two volumes is confronted with a whole 

range of cases and dissecting instruments 
that offer multiple strategies and ways to 
conduct studies in urban history with a 
transnational or global angle. 
The editors of Cities Beyond Borders, Nicho-
las Kenny and Rebecca Madgin, are clearly 
indebted to the work done by Pierre-Yves 
Saunier on transnational urban history as 
they also point out in their introduction 
to the volume. Saunier’s work was instru-
mental in researching the connections and 
transfers between cities.1 At the same time, 
Saunier committed himself to link new 
approaches of transnational history with 
methodologies of different sub-disciplines, 
namely of comparative history.2 It is also 
through this background that the book 
emphasizes the possibility to compare cit-
ies with each other in order to trace con-
nections, similarities, or differences. Since 
studies in transnational history often ex-
amine the exchanges between two societies 
and, thus, possess a “bilateral structure”,3 
linking the comparison between two cities 
with the framework of transnational his-
tory is fitting. However, with it comes a 
constraint of the connections a city might 
have had and a geographical constriction 
that may fall trap to leaving a global per-
spective out of the inquiry. 
To an extent, this is traceable since the vol-
ume largely focusses on Europe and North 
America. That is not to say that the essays 
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collected in the volume pursuing a trans-
national history or a comparative history 
of cities on both continents are obsolete 
– quite the opposite. For instance, Dan 
Horner’s study on how Montreal and Liv-
erpool organized the massive 19th-century 
Irish immigration, or Janet Polasky’s essay 
on urban reform in London and Brussels 
are striking examples of how cities coped 
with phenomena like mass migration and 
urbanization by adapting to practices and 
knowledge that were constantly fluctuat-
ing between the respective cities. In this 
context, comparative history becomes 
an effective method of exemplifying how 
transnational processes travel vice-versa. 
However, complemented by such texts as 
Jeffry Diefendorf ’s essay on the rebuilding 
of European cities destroyed in World War 
II or Stefan Coperus’ and Shane Ewen’s es-
say on the Union Internationale des Villes 
attempts to spread socialist notions of 
modern urban life, in the end, Cities Be-
yond Borders tells a very European transna-
tional urban history. 
A welcomed exception from this feature, 
alongside Nikhil Rao’s essay on town plan-
ning in late colonial Bombay and Harold 
L. Platt’s take on the global spread of gated 
communities, is Carl Nightingale’s reflec-
tion on his research on racial segregation 
in cities all around the globe which yielded 
the much-lauded 2012 book Segrega-
tion: A Global History of Divided Cities.4 
Looking back on the fruits he harvested 
from his research, Nightingale highlights 
the possibilities available for researchers 
when engaging in a global perspective. 
Without the latter, it would have indeed 
been impossible to conclude that segre-
gation “spread, and deliberate action was 
involved in making it spread”,5 not only 

on one continent but all around the world. 
Deriving from these insights, Nightingale 
convincingly argues for the advantage that 
lies at the heart of a global perspective in 
urban history: “to abjure any tacit or active 
support for ideologies of national excep-
tionalism.”6 Aside from this essay and its 
two like-minded others, the geographical 
scope of Cities Beyond Borders falls a bit 
short on going beyond the northwestern 
hemisphere, something that the editors ac-
tually address when they admit that they 
cover “primarily Europe and the Ameri-
cas.”7 It is, however, a confession that 
relativizes the claim of the volume to be 
“global in scope”.8

In contrast, Making Cities Global goes 
further in exploring global dimensions of 
urban history by focusing largely on South 
America and South and East Asia at the 
same time offering studies of the “usual 
suspects” group of North America. While 
the latter may seem like a rather ordinary 
choice for urban history and not really an 
outcome of a global perspective, the es-
says collected in this volume dealing with 
North America bring a fascinating angle 
to this space by emphasizing urban change 
and conflict through settlement pat-
terns and consumer cultures of migration 
groups. For instance, Arijit Sen analyzes 
how city spaces in Chicago were affected 
by the presence of Indian and Pakistani 
migrants, the conflicts between them, and 
how, in turn, transformed localities shape 
transnational identities. By focusing on 
parades that were organized by ethnic as-
sociations on the occasion of India’s Inde-
pendence Day, Sen emphasizes that urban 
spaces and local politics influence the self-
perception of an immigrant community 
while at the same time being under the 
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constant influence of transnational poli-
tics. This is just one example of how the 
volume attempts to open urban history to 
a global perspective. Avoiding most of the 
time the explicit use of comparative his-
tory, the essays in this volume rather ex-
amine urban environments’ connections 
to knowledge and people fluctuating be-
tween multiple cities around the globe. 
By this, the search for connections is not re-
stricted to a bilateral relationship between 
cities in two nation-states but, rather, a 
much more open and flexible methodol-
ogy is used in order to unpack the excep-
tionalism of one city’s history. Thereby a 
multitude of connections is grasped that is 
not restricted to a specific nationhood or 
nation-state set up by the imperative of a 
comparison. The essays combine a detailed 
analysis of local conditions with a history 
of thought concerning globally circulat-
ing urban planning ideas and, thus, offer 
a striking strategy on how to open a city’s 
history to a global perspective. While com-
parisons are not disregarded they are rather 
enmeshed within the overall analysis. At 
the same time, by putting thematically 
similar essays side by side the reader auto-
matically develops modes of comparisons 
for his own understanding, a way which 
might leave more freedom and enjoyment 
to the individual reader. 
While it is said that global history in 
contrast to transnational history is going 
beyond the historical existence of nation-
states and theoretically encompasses more 
than the last five hundred years,9 Mak-
ing Cities Global chose to confine its ap-
proach mainly to the post-World War II 
period. The reason for this somewhat 
temporal fasting is that the volume wants 
to highlight how capitalist surges began 

to spread globally at that time, affecting 
urban spaces of work and living in many 
parts of the world. For example, two es-
says deal with the Alliance for Progress, a 
US-funded project that aimed to create af-
fordable housing in South American cities 
for tenths of thousands of members of a 
developing middle class. Put in the context 
of international politics and the Cold War, 
these housing projects deeply affected the 
respective urban space. At the same time, 
both essays show that theoretical ideas 
mapped out on an international level by 
city planners and US-academics almost 
always were confronted with local prac-
tices different to significant degrees from 
what they had sketched out. In the end, 
the local population took it upon itself to 
deal with the housing offered by the state, 
adapting it to the conditions and needs of 
their daily lives. 
Tracing how capitalist imaginations of ur-
ban space began to spread and affect cit-
ies in the second half of the 20th century 
stands out in other essays of the volume as 
well. For instance, an essay by Nancy H. 
Kwak explores how slum clearance began 
to develop as a mutual aim of global actors 
such as the World Bank. In addition, while 
Carola Hein’s essay on globally migrating 
urban experts and their advisory func-
tion in city planning in South East Asia 
is closely linked to Kwak’s topic, the essay 
by urban historian Matt Garcia highlights 
how first race created and later the spatial 
expansion of a university college threat-
ened the existence of a considerable Mexi-
can neighborhood at the outskirts of Los 
Angeles. Garcia’s study puts the main fo-
cus of the volume in a nutshell by showing 
that the spatial expansion of the university 
college was capitalist-driven in the context 
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of a competitive situation for rich students 
from all around the globe. All in all, the 
volume makes for a strong case of how ur-
ban spaces became fully part of global eco-
nomic entanglements after World War II. 
Through this, while not explicitly referring 
to it, Making Cities Global pursues a set of 
inquiries shared with the so-called New 
Urban Sociology10 which emerged first in 
the early 1990s and which has its roots in 
the work of Henri Lefebvre who, already 
in the 1960s, famously made the diagnosis 
of a worldwide expansion of “urban soci-
ety” shaped by a global economy.11 
Ultimately, two major aspects that reach 
far beyond the focus on the urban deserve 
extra mentioning. First, both volumes ef-
fectively demonstrate by the respective in-
clusion of Jordan Stanger-Ross’ and Carl 
Nightingale’s take on the possibilities of 
digitization in urban history, how the field 
has adapted fruitfully to the technological 
progress done in the last thirty years. While 
it is bemoaned by some historians that the 
study of history has in general only hesi-
tantly adapted to these developments,12 
urban history may be a step ahead. The 
combination of historical sources offering 
residential patterns or individual-related 
data, for instance from census material, 
and GIS software has opened the door to 
an in-depth and at the same time extensive 
study of how people moved in time and 
space, something seemingly impossible 
without the use of modern software equip-
ment. Beyond the essays in both volumes, 
there are several research projects current-
ly conducted dealing exactly with these 
technological possibilities. A prominent 
example for this kind of development is 
the “The Urban Transition Historical GIS 
Project” organized at Brown University.13 

While not being a panacea, erasing the 
need for complex historical interpretation, 
such a use of technology helps to locate 
general aspects of historical inquiries like 
consumerism, racial or ethnic segregation, 
class, or networks within specific urban 
spaces. One could argue that such a com-
bination of space, time, and human condi-
tions was indeed attempted in sociology or 
economics but was largely missing in his-
torical studies up until recent times.14 Ur-
ban history with all its expertise in digital 
history offers impressive solutions for how 
to handle the digital in historical studies. 
The second proposal both volumes clearly 
agree upon are the remedies urban history 
might offer for potential shortcomings of 
global history studies by bringing a focus 
of place back into the discussion. For in-
stance, the editors of Making Cities Global 
identify “pitfalls of the study of globaliza-
tion […] that are based on the exigencies 
of model building or theory rather than 
empirical inquiry.”15 Through this, it is dis-
regarded that “local conditions build and 
shape transnationalism – that, in fact, local 
imperatives influence cross-border move-
ments even as transnational flows trans-
form the local.”16 Much in the same vein, 
the editors of Cities Beyond Borders pro-
mote urban history’s utility in providing 
“possible remedies to globalization studies 
that are often criticized for making univer-
salistic generalizations at the expense of at-
tention to local variations […].”17 Thereby, 
in fact, the editors of both volumes point 
to an aspect that has been identified as a 
potential pitfall of global history when 
done only superficially. As one influential 
global historian has indicated, “the privi-
leging of large scales may come at the price 
of down playing local agency.”18 In this 
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context, urban history with all its affinity 
for detailed analyses of local conditions 
may offer manifold empirical evidence for 
global history’s expanding field.
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Conceptual history belongs to those fields 
of historical enquiry where the full impact 
of the spatial turn has only recently started 
to be felt. While for the longest time, re-
search questions mainly addressed the na-
tional level, this book contributes to this 
new current by analysing how “European 
transnational (meso)regions have been, 
and are being, conceptualized and delimi-
tated over time, across different disciplines 
and academic traditions, in different fields 
of activity and national/regional contexts.” 
The volume, which mainly discusses the 
19th and 20th centuries, presents the results 
of a multi-year research project hosted at 
the Center of Advanced Study Sofia. The 


