Amandine Desille, Charlotte Rauchle,
Ilona van Breugel, Juan Carlos Triviho-Salazar,
and Antonie Schmiz

Negotiating Migration in Cities:
A Relational Comparative Perspective

Abstract

This discussion paper calls for broadening the scope of research on cities and
migration, both empirically and theoretically, by applying a relational com-
parative perspective. It pleas to rethink how cities are studied and compared
in migration studies. Although cities have become central reference points in
migration research since the >local turn¢, most studies still focus primarily on
capital cities and gateway cities as self-contained spaces in the Global North.
These biases lead to blind spots in the production of knowledge regarding
the migration—city nexus. Newer theoretical, empirical, and methodological
perspectives offer possible ways out by decentering migration and focusing
on the multiple relations sustained in and across cities in the Global South
and North.
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Die Aushandlung von Migration in Stidten: Eine relational
vergleichende Perspektive

In diesem Diskussionspapier rufen wir dazu auf, die Forschung {iber Stadte
und Migration sowohl empirisch als auch theoretisch um eine relational ver-
gleichende Perspektive zu erweitern. Es pladiert dafiir, die Art und Weise,
wie Stddte in der Migrationsforschung untersucht und verglichen werden, zu
iiberdenken. Obwohl Stédte seit dem >local turn« zu zentralen Bezugspunk-
ten in der Migrationsforschung geworden sind, konzentrieren sich die meis-
ten Studien weiterhin hauptsédchlich auf Hauptstddte und Gateway-Cities als
in sich geschlossene Raume im Globalen Norden. Dieser Blick fiihrt zu blin-
den Flecken bei der Produktion von Wissen an der Schnittstelle von Stadt
und Migration. Neuere theoretische, empirische und methodische Perspekti-
ven bieten mogliche Auswege, indem sie Migration dezentrieren und sich
auf die vielféltigen Beziehungen konzentrieren, die in und zwischen Stadten
im Globalen Siiden und im Globalen Norden bestehen.

1 Introduction

Research on the migration—city nexus dates to the development of the Chica-
20 School of Sociology and the birth of urban sociology in the 1920s. Urban
sociology began with the study of European migrants to Chicago. Today, its
theory of ecology for which human behaviors are shaped by the natural envi-
ronment is considered largely deterministic. Despite this promising start, in
the years that followed, the rise of the nation state and the concomitant focus
on the interrelation of states and migration left cities in research largely ig-
nored, even though they played a crucial role in migrants’ reception during
World War II.! Since the end of the 1970s decentralization reforms in Europe
coupled with the realization that the so-called guest workers were staying for
good, led to a renewed role for cities in migrants” reception. For instance, at
the European institutional level, cities are acknowledged as places of integra-
tion, and when it comes to governance, their role as actors in European mi-
gration policies is increasingly acknowledged and researched (Payre and
Spahic 2012; Russeil and Healy 2015). Yet it has taken a few decades for this
political redistribution of power and resources to be accompanied by a cri-
tique of »methodological nationalism« in migration research (Wimmer and
Glick Schiller 2002) and an ontological shift to the local scale in research: the

1 For more on this topic, see the work of Jacques Semelin (2018) on municipal actors and
exiles in France 1940-1944, and the special issue edited by Shaev and Hackett (2021) in the
Journal of Migration History for the postwar period.
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»local turn« (Scholten and Penninx 2016; Zapata Barrero et al. 2017; Caponio
et al. 2019).

With the >local turn< in migration studies, scholars have again recognized
that cities have become central reference points in migration research. In-
deed, a bibliographical review of English publications on this nexus shows
that »between 1975 and 2018, [...] the annual number of publications on ur-
ban level has grown by 28 times, while the field of migration studies as a
whole has grown by 8 times« (Pisarevskaya and Scholten 2022, p. 764). In
such a prolific subfield (and not only in the English language), a broad range
of concepts and empirical studies with variegated disciplinary frames have
engaged with the migration—city nexus. While contributing to empirical
knowledge on the local level, we argue here that this research still suffers
from three major biases. First, it has a strong focus on the Global North (Col-
lins 2011; Natter 2018; Schmiz et al. 2020). While intense urbanization and
migration processes have shaped the Global South, this has not resonated in
(mainstream) migration studies (Lacroix and Desille 2018; Martiniello 2013).
Second, studies tend to focus on capital and gateway cities, leading to a
knowledge gap in the analysis of small and medium-sized cities (Bloemraad
2013; Martiniello 2013; Schmiz et al. 2020). Third, the large number of studies
on migration and diversity at the city level resulted in competing theories as
to what constitutes the »local level« (see e.g., Alexander 2003; Caponio and
Borkert 2010; Zapata Barerro et al. 2017). But rather than problematizing and
unraveling the production of place in (translocal) migration regimes, cities
have been studied as self-contained spaces, replacing »methodological na-
tionalism« by »methodological urbanism« (Pott 2015; Rauchle and Schmiz
2019) or »methodological localism« (Filomeno 2017).

To overcome these theoretical and methodological biases, we suggest
bringing forth a relational comparative approach, as developed in urban
studies, to show the potential of this epistemology for migration studies. For
this exposition, we largely rely on the works of Robinson (2005, 2006), Ward
(2010), Allen and Cochrane (2010), and McCann and Ward (2013), which
have proposed ways out of Eurocentric, hierarchical, contained views of the
governance of socio-spatial matters in cities, to focus instead on the un-
bounded, dynamic, dispersed processes transforming cities. Some seminal
literatures in migration studies have already taken that direction (Glick Schil-
ler and Caglar 2011; Filomeno 2017), but despite their affinity with compara-
tive urbanism, they have not succeeded in radically convincing the research
community to overcome the abovementioned biases. We argue instead that
taking comparative urbanism seriously enables a new focus on the relational
embeddedness of the local and its construction through different processes,
both empirically and theoretically. In this line, it is essential to rethink how
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cities are studied, brought together, and compared in migration studies. As a
result, this approach could lead to an informed and spatially sensitive
knowledge production on the migration—city nexus.

We proceed by, first, defining the relational comparative perspective.
Second, we will take a closer look at the three abovementioned biases in local
level migration studies and suggest ways out of these biases by proposing a
relational approach to the study of migration in cities and its methodological
and empirical operationalization. We conclude with a summary of the main
findings and propose a few initial steps on how to circumvent the biases in
subsequent research projects.

2 A Relational Comparative Perspective of How Urban
Migrations are Governed

For us, the authors of this paper, the work of anthropologists Nina Glick
Schiller and Ayse Caglar has undoubtedly been a milestone in their under-
standing of migration processes as relationally produced, rather than bound-
ed and static (Glick Schiller and Caglar 2011; Caglar and Glick Schiller 2021).
In a conversation with Ayse Caglar in 2018? she reiterated that despite her
disciplinary affiliation with anthropology, human geography and the concept
of >scale< had provided her with necessary tools for her analysis.

As a matter of fact, debates on the constructed nature of geographical
scales and cities can help to approach the migration—city nexus in a more
open manner, without presuming fixed positions in hierarchical orders. In
the past two decades, a critical conceptual reflection of traditional compara-
tive research has argued for the epistemological value of relational compara-
tive studies (Ward 2010; Robinson 2006, 2013). This approach entails that
cities are not only territorial fixed entities (containers) but are also open, his-
torically embedded, and interconnected spaces. It means that we ought to
understand (migration) policy making »as both a local and, simultaneously, a
global socio-spatial and political process« (McCann and Ward 2013). There-
fore, »an object of study — e.g. a policy — is approached as a complex social
construction (but no less >real« for all that), which can only be understood by
studying both its apparently >internal< characteristics and, simultaneously, its
»external« relations, which are co-constituted« (McCann and Ward 2013, p. 4).

In this vein, Robinson (2005) conceptualizes the city as »both a place (a
site or territory) and as a series of unbounded, relatively disconnected and
dispersed, perhaps sprawling activities« (p. 763). Arguing from a decolonial
perspective, the author warns against the generalization of Western-centered

2 Informal conversation between Desille and Caglar, May 2018.
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urban perspectives (Robinson 2006). This connects to the idea of provincializ-
ing cities as >ordinary«, without categorizing and labeling them.

For research on local migration processes, this means to study migration
not only within a city but also across its various relations. This is why Glick
Schiller’s and Caglar’s work is such a widely recognized approach: the adap-
tation of rescaling in the field of international migrations (Glick Schiller and
Caglar 2009, 2011) forms an interesting direction for research. It argues that
the way immigrants integrate in different localities is linked to the scalar
positioning of a city. While the rescaling approach offers several enriching
conceptual thoughts on how to circumvent the biases identified above, the
approach itself also categorizes cities and reproduces hierarchical orders, as it
is based on a notion of neoliberal, linearly progressing globalization (Rauchle
and Schmiz 2019). Moreover, Glick Schiller and Caglar still leave methodo-
logical questions unanswered, as their publications are empirically thin on
the access to the field.

To overcome the strong focus on discrete governance levels in migration
research, and to rather focus on their interconnectedness and fluidity, Ward
(2010) (developing Robinson’s argument further) proposes a relational com-
parison that considers different cities. Such relational comparison questions
»how different cities are implicated in each other’s past, present, and future«
(p- 480), thereby recognizing their contextual embeddedness. Speaking in
relational terms is a welcome solution to the analytical »local trap« that con-
ceptualizes the city as the only scale of reference (»methodological urban-
ism/localism«) (Pott 2015; Rauchle and Schmiz 2019). Filomeno (2017) pro-
poses that »the limitations of the localist mode of explanation make necessary
a relational mode of explanation, capable of accounting for broader processes
that encompass, link and cut across multiple localities, generating interde-
pendencies« (p. 8). This means to at least consider global, national, and local
contexts to understand the migration—city nexus.

The adoption of a relational comparative approach has its methodologi-
cal implications. In-depth comparative case studies provide options to over-
come case study selection and causal assumptions based on numbers of in-
habitants or other quantitative indicators. The suggestion is to instead select
case studies based on qualitative indicators, such as cities with similar trajec-
tories of migration, similar relational positionings, similar arrival policies, or
ones similarly affected by economic or migratory crises (e.g., harbor cities in
the Mediterranean). In her research on transnational city networks, Oomen
(2019) claims that we ought to »capture the complex interplay between actors
and institutions positioned at different levels and in different places that
characterizes migration governance today« (p. 5). In fact, researchers have
tended to pay »too little attention to agency and the process of policy mobili-
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zation and the wider contexts that shape and mediate the agency of various
policy actors« (McCann and Ward 2013, p. 6). McCann and Ward promote
the use of qualitative and ethnographic research methods, among others, as
they elucidate how scales are assembled relationally by particular interested
actors. These methodologies — well developed in the fields of human geogra-
phy and anthropology — provide a focus on a range of scales, sites, interests,
actors, and relations within and beyond the state. Indeed, policies and gov-
ernance practices — including the ones focusing on the lives of migrant per-
sons — are »gatherings, or relational assemblages of elements and resources —
fixed and mobile pieces of expertise, regulation, institutional capacities, etc.«
(McCann and Ward 2013, p. 8). Let us see how this could be brought into
migration studies.

3 Biases in Migration Studies

3.1 Focus on the Global North

The scholarship on international migration and urban studies has over-
whelmingly focused on cities in the Global North. Portrayed as main recep-
tion sites, New York, Vancouver, London, Amsterdam, Berlin, Paris and
others are subjected to regular comparative research (Penninx et al. 2004;
Glick Schiller and Caglar 2009; de Graauw and Vermeulen 2016). This is also
shown by Schmiz et al. (2020) in bibliometric research on articles within this
academic field. Their study demonstrates that while cities in the Global
North are primarily conceptualized as places of arrival, cities in the Global
South mainly appear as places of origin. In this context, international mi-
grants who settle in the Global North are scrutinized based on concerns of
»diversity«, whereas the same migrants in the Global South are studied as
agents of development, or in transit (Lacroix and Desille 2018). The Global
North focus shapes the lens through which cities and migration are studied
globally: it considers the Global South as the sending or development region,
while South-South migration is growing bigger than South-North migration.
The magnifier placed on the Global North distorts the empirical reality of
international migration, and thus neglects intraregional dynamics (Robinson
2006).

In today’s academic, political and social context, this is no longer ac-
ceptable. Calls for the decolonization of knowledge have multiplied (Gutiér-
rez Rodriguez 2018; Romhild 2021), especially in the light of the externaliza-
tion of European border- and migration control and the intensification of
social movements related to the decolonialization of urban public spaces and
>Black Lives Matter«.
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Yet in the literature, little attention is paid to the (migration) diversity
within >Southernc« cities. Even though specific cities in the Global South —
those that are located in the vicinity of Europe such as some North-African
cities — have gained exposure in migration trajectories (Bredeloup and Pliez
2005; Alioua 2020), they are often only regarded as >transit« cities. Similarly,
work on migration and cities in South America (Reboratti 1986; Dubucs and
Imbert 2014) highlight the temporariness and circulation rather than the
long-term effects of migration. In Africa, cities in Nigeria, Senegal, Mali, and
South Africa benefit from a little more exposure than cities in the rest of Afri-
ca (see Balbo 2005; Lacroix and Desille 2018).

Although few scholars include case studies from the Global South, there
are some notable exceptions. Seto (2011) compares the impact of migration on
delta cities in Asia and Africa, and the extent to which migrations reshape
these spaces. Landau (2018) has offered a rare and insightful window on
migration processes in cities across different countries in Southern Africa,
arguing that people create »nodes in national and diasporic networks of so-
cial and economic exchange [through] multilocality and mobility for socio-
economic survival« (p. 217). In one of the few comparative works available
on Global North and South cities Berry-Chikhaoui et al. (2007) show that
metropoles in the Global South fully participate in internationalization, in-
cluding new forms of cohabitation of populations from different continents
and various migratory traditions.

The focus on the Global North is also reflected in the fact that scholars
from the Global North are overrepresented in international knowledge pro-
duction in migration research (Schmiz et al. 2020, p. 12). The privileged ac-
cess to academic publishing, funding, and academic networks results in
knowledge production dominated by theories and epistemologies originating
in the Global North (see Zhang and Geiger [2021] on migration research in
China). However, European and North American researchers should be cau-
tious in any rush to include the Global South at all costs too, as blindly apply-
ing Eurocentric knowledge and concepts to realities outside of North Ameri-
ca and Europe would prove counterproductive at best. Doing so would be
part of the coloniality of power (Quijano 2000) and reinforce its impact on the
geopolitics of knowledge (Mignolo 2002). One must also be careful that the
inclusion of Global South cities does not mean convergence, but rather that it
takes into account the multiple socio-spatial configurations of these variegat-
ed spaces (Berry-Chikhaoui et al. 2007; Porter and Yiftachel 2019). This calls
for a decolonization of migration knowledge production both in theory and
practice (Kosnick 2021). For instance, using the concept of diversity may
entail imposing Global North frames on realities that are not equivalent in
the Global South. Furthermore, the selection of case studies is decisive: com-
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parison often occurs a posteriori when the editors of an edited volume (see, for
instance, Zincone 2011) or a special issue bring together various local case
studies. Rather, we suggest building joint research projects, with diverse case
studies, such as the Soli*City project?, and a collaborative working methodol-
ogy allowing for comparison, and building relations. But it could also include
conjointly organized conferences, workshops, academic stays, and more.

3.2 Focus on Capital and Gateway Cities

Besides the focus on the Global North, both migration and urban studies
have focused predominantly on (global) capital and gateway cities. Indeed,
this also applies to seminal works of the migration—city nexus. This is the
case for Friedmann and Lehrer’s analysis of the making of a municipal inte-
gration policy in Frankfurt (1997), as well as the seminal volume Citizenship
in European Cities: Immigrants, Local Politics and Integration Policies (Penninx et
al. 2004). Despite providing migration scholars with groundbreaking empiri-
cal studies on the issue, they set the tone for a discussion on large gateway
cities.

The >local turn< has supported this direction. Spurred by, inter alia, the
critique on »methodological nationalism« (Wimmer and Glick Schiller 2002),
the »local turn« (Scholten and Penninx 2016; Zapata Barrero et al. 2017; Ca-
ponio et al. 2019) led to focusing on capital and gateway cities that attracted
migrants and were considered beneficiaries from a (global) capitalist model
that undermined the state. This results in the ascription of an open and toler-
ant character to cities, which welcome accommodating diversity, as contrast-
ed to its national context (see e.g., Alexander 2003; cf. Scholten 2013; Oomen
2019). The work of Sassen (1991) has been influential in this regard, as she
brought global cities to the forefront, and built a sustainable basis for a last-
ing consensus: global cities’ networks are more powerful than the nation
states hosting them. The work of global cities has had the effect »to leave
most of the world >off the map«« (Robinson 2005, cited after McCann and
Ward 2013, p. 5).

Schmiz et al. (2020, p. 12) have substantiated this bias with their data set,
showing that metropolitan cities, defined as cities with 1-5 million inhabit-
ants, are the main focus of research. This emphasis on metropolitan areas
overlooks small and mid-sized towns as well as megacities. Thereby the liter-
ature on the local level insufficiently addresses how »migration and integra-
tion dynamics vary between types of cities« (Bloemraad 2013, p. 34), both in

3 Led by the Canadian geographer Harald Bauder at Toronto Metropolitan University:
https://www.torontomu.ca/urban-sanctuary-solidarity-hospitality/
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the Global North and particularly in the Global South (cf. Lacroix 2015), as
megacities are to a large extent located in the latter.

The year 2015 and the >crisis< of the EU border regime and its migration
management can be seen as a turning point. Small and mid-sized cities
gained visibility as the operating scale of dispersal and forced settlement (see
Darling 2020 for the UK; Hinger 2020 for Germany). Although this new visi-
bility reinforced the idea that living in small cities is >»non-voluntarys, a grow-
ing number of studies has explored the broader spectrum of local settings of
migration diversity. This shows the increased research interest in under-
standing migration in a variety of spatial settings (Walker and Leitner 2011;
Bonizzoni and Marzorati 2015; Kreichauf 2015; Glorius 2017; Trivifio-Salazar
2018; Desille 2018; van Breugel 2020; Hillmann and Samers 2021; Kreichauf
and Glorius 2021; Pisarevskaya et al. 2021; Glorius 2022). In fact, recent re-
search projects such as the Whole-COMM Horizon 2020 project, which fo-
cuses on the integration of migrants in small and medium-sized towns and
rural areas, and the CAMIGRI program® in France, which studies the French
countryside through the prism of international migration, signal the enthusi-
asm of funding bodies for these locales.

Focusing on cities, beyond their capital/non-capital position, entails mov-
ing beyond the simplification that smaller cities are usually the homogeneous
and assimilative counterpart of the diverse and open city (van Breugel 2020).
In fact, the claim of gateway cities as free havens of tolerance and cultural
diversity is, however, now often disputed, instead calling attention to the
politics of exclusion (Ambrosini 2013) or scales of global salience (Glick Schil-
ler and Caglar 2009). Instead, it is time to make the case for a relational com-
parative perspective where cities need to be seen in relation to their context.
Here, the choice of the case studies is decisive to avoid reproducing the biases
described. For instance, studying cities that do not belong to the category of
capital gateway cities in the Global North may hold surprising findings. In
this way, peripheral cities, smaller villages, municipalities entangled with big
cities in the Global North and Global South alike become of interest.

With a relational comparative approach, we could look at migration
through and across cities more carefully, as well as rural-to-urban internal
mobility (Dines 2021). In general, this would mean taking into account a
wider array of displacements and emplacements, including tourism, rural-to-
urban migration, Internally Displaced Persons, migrants, and refugees (Desil-
le and Sa’di Ibraheem 2021; Lépez-Gay et al. 2021).

4 https://whole-comm.eu/, see also Caponio and Pettrachin (2021).
5 https://camigri.hypotheses.org/
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3.3 Conceptualization of Cities as Self-contained Spaces

Although constructivist conceptualizations of space are common sense in
critical migration studies, the essentialist perception of cities and parts of the
city, like neighborhoods as self-contained spaces, has been very influential in
(governance-oriented) research on local migration regimes in and across
European countries, as Martiniello (2013) shows. This happens at both the
city as well as the neighborhood level. Under the heading of >segregated
neighborhoods¢, empirical studies have analyzed whether neighborhoods
with a high share of migrant population have positive or negative effects on
the lives of their inhabitants, e.g., when it comes to so-called »neighbourhood
effects« (Schnur 2014). Accordingly, many social neighborhood development
measures in European cities intervene in these >segregated neighborhoods«
based on statistics of migrant population and social transfer payments,
geared toward creating group-spanning contacts, in combination with the
idea of a »social mix« in a demarcated space (Phillips 2015). However, there
is the risk that this spatial political access co-produces stigmatized neighbor-
hoods and that the social-mixing debate is often a hidden agenda for ethnic
mixing, as exemplified in the current >Ghetto-debate« in Copenhagen (Olsen
and Larsen 2022).

While studies on the neighborhood scale are important to understand
migration, discrimination, and the effects of integration policies from >be-
lows, this research risks to step into the >local trap« of methodological urban-
ism by not taking into account social networks and infrastructures beyond
the neighborhood. Here again in contrast to »methodological localism«
(Filomeno 2017), »what we >code« as local might actually be national or even
global« (p. 8). Thereby, a relational comparative perspective allows us to take
the entanglement of neighborhood processes with global, national, and met-
ropolitan processes into account.

In a similar vein, the third bias also has effects on the analysis of subur-
ban areas as spaces of migration and their entanglements in the context of
migration processes. A multitude of empirical studies has analyzed the influ-
ence of immigrant and racialized ethnic communities on the transformation
of suburban places (e.g., Marchal and Stébé 2012; Depraz 2017). However,
such studies tend to portray the suburban as »leftover spaces«, while their
relations to the »core« city are overlooked (e.g., Zhuang 2021 on the study of
the Greater Toronto Area) — even if Glick Schiller and Caglar (2009) have
pointed out that in particular these regional entanglements through issues of
migration can be decisive for the scalar positioning of cities. A similar situa-
tion can be observed with suburban municipalities with high rates of migrant
residents. Although they have received important scholarly attention in re-
cent years, a clear relational perspective that compares them with other sub-
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urban municipalities beyond the economic dependence and entanglement
with capital cities is still missing.

The conceptualization of cities and city spaces as self-contained has also
raised the question of how place-specific the empirical production of local
migration policy making is, or what other factors play a role here (e.g., eco-
nomic and political power of a city or its positioning in the national/global
hierarchy). Or, in other words, would a different conceptual and theoretical
perspective on space allow for other empirical results?

3.4 Overcoming the Three Identified Biases: A Few Proposals

The way of conducting comparative research, i.e., the research design itself, can
help to avoid empirical and methodological pitfalls (Filomeno 2017, Ward
2010). A relational approach (Ward 2010) creates space for new insights into
different ways of conducting comparative research, from the research design.
Essentially, this means not to approach cities as self-contained spaces but
rather to understand them in their relation to other cities, be it regionally,
nationally or globally, and in their regional embeddedness, as developed
above. Unusual ways of comparison can lead to particularly interesting re-
sults. As such, the now completed CITYDIV project brought together 40
French and German cities, permitting relational analysis and bringing front
collaborations with immigration advocacy bodies (Schiller et al. 2020). Fur-
thermore, the French collective project CAMIGRI has adopted a geographical
lens. This has meant that a few regions were selected, and so all types of
migration and mobility experiences (labor, youth, privileged, asylum, tour-
ism and short-term residents) were included in these particular regions,
towns, and hinterlands. All emplacements participate in what transforms the
regions under scrutiny, breaking away from distinctions between long-term,
seasonal, or transit migrations.® This >relational plea< thus goes beyond
broadening the scope empirically only or »subscribing to a fantasized vision
of >small is beautiful« (Flamant et al. 2020, § 5). Rather, as suggested by
Ward'’s relational approach, we should make sense of these places >through
each other« so that from this broadened empirical field conceptual innovation
can emerge.

The relational perspective can be adopted when looking at (transnational)
networks of cities (see Leitner 2004; Caponio 2019; Oomen 2019; Lacroix 2021)
and policy mobility along them. Here, the starting point is the network itself,
often a cluster of cities meeting similar challenges when it comes to migra-
tion. While geographically far apart, they can be characterized by similar

6 For a full list of publications generated by researchers of the CAMIGRI project, see
https://camigri.hypotheses.org/ressources/publications-et-communications-de-lequipe
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urban challenges related to their location, demography, and political opposi-
tion to national policies. Some cities” leaders find support for similar chal-
lenges elsewhere rather than within their own national boundaries. By shar-
ing best practices, local policy responses may converge (Jorgensen 2012). The
increase in refugee arrivals in Europe in 2015 and 2022 showed that cities
gain political power when they cluster as in, for example, the >Solidarity City
Network<d, which promotes and exchanges sanctuary policies among Euro-
pean cities — by standing together they gain weight against the national level.
As Lacroix (2021) shows with his unique data set of migration-linked trans-
national city networks, there is a tendency toward regional organization and
inclusion of smaller towns, thus reinforcing city coalitions. However, re-
search of these networks is often trapped in a >good practice« bias and further
research on hostile policies or anti-solidaric« cities is needed. Collective pro-
jects are important, not only when they include a wide range of urban set-
tings, but also when ethnographic data is brought together and compared.
What appears in such discussions® is that networks of actors are not neces-
sarily institutionalized, but leaders, activists, and workers move around,
borrow from others, adopt, and adapt, so that in sum these more informal
networks lead to the processual transformation of local reception realities.

A relational comparative approach can also be translated in visual tools,
including visual representations of actors’ networks. Related to the develop-
ment of multilevel governance and the analysis of complex actor arrange-
ments toward immigration policy making (cf. Caponio and Jones-Correa
2017), these visual representations offer deterritorialized understanding of a
city embeddedness in other processes. Pettrachin (2020), basing his work on
social network theory, has created dense actor-network representations for
the Veneto region in Italy. This mapping unveils »the often-neglected role of
politics in asylum policy-making and governance« (Pettrachin 2020, p. 209),
usually explained though structural inefficiencies. Desille (2022) did similar
visualization work. Here, the visuals helped discover that specific national,
regional, and transnational actors had intervened in the migration govern-
ance of four small Israeli cities, explaining some policy convergence. In this
way, visualizations of actors’ networks can aid in bringing a multilayered
understanding of the embeddedness of local migration (governance).

7 https://solidarity-city.eu/de/

8 Such as the Localacc program, a French project looking at networks of actors and cities, of
which author Desille is a participant. See: https://www.icmigrations.cnrs.fr/recherche/les-
projets/localacc/.
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4 Conclusion

This paper pleads for the adoption of a relational comparative approach
when studying migration in cities. Cities are open, historically embedded,
and interconnected spaces. When studying local migration policy making,
we ought to include local, regional, translocal, national, and supranational
governmental and civil society institutions, actors, and processes.

A few works following this human geography tradition are already in
the canon of migration scholars — notable are the works of Glick Schiller and
Caglar (2009, 2011) and Filomeno (2017). Yet studies on the Global North,
large cities, and an understanding of cities as self-contained still seem to
dominate a major part of the newer empirical studies. Our exploration leads
us to propose a set of guidelines when designing new projects focusing on
the interrelations of migration, urban studies, and governance. We thus sug-
gest that future research strives:

— To understand and reflect on the embeddedness of cities within na-

tional, global, and other local realities;

— To select case studies that deliberately favor localities as intercon-
nected, including diasporic links and colonial links;

— To mobilize epistemologies and theories from the Global South,
thereby decolonizing knowledge production;

— To build collective projects with teams located in different regions,
and not only by Global North scholars studying the Global South;

— To take into account a wider array of displacements and emplace-
ments, considering exiles, (forced) migrations, internal mobilities,
visitors, and more;

— To use innovative methods to give thickness to these processes, in-
cluding visualizations and critical mapping;

—  To study the mobilities of inhumane, material, or conceptual objects,
such as policies.

Despite editing these guidelines together, we admit that we have not yet
fulfilled all our ambitions. The only author here who is non-European is still
affiliated to a prestigious European university, while another is European but
gained her BA and her PhD in Asian universities. We also believe that we
should not necessarily be the ones studying cities beyond Europe at all costs:
our research projects fit our own positionality. However, it is our responsibil-
ity to acknowledge the relations that the cities we work in have with other
regions of the world and with neocolonial policies. To achieve this, we
should also support collaborations, collective works, and dialogue to enhance
joint research projects and to learn from non-European/American scholar-
ship.
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