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Introduction: Space and Scale in Transnational History

Bernhard Struck, Kate Ferris and Jacques Revel

If the frequency of specific key words in book titles, series or journal editions are an
indicator of the shift within a discipline, transnational history has certainly arrived.
Next to other key terms that have marked methodological shifts during specific
periods in the past such as social history since the 1950s, micro history during the
1970s and 1980s, or more loosely the ubiquitous dominance of cultural history from
the 1980s onward, transnational history could mark such a shift. One could certainly
argue that forms of transnational history have existed for a long time. Since the early
1990s and even more significantly since the early 2000s, however, the rising frequency
of the term transnational – alongside global – history indicates that something within
history and neighbouring disciplines has and is still happening.1 It does not have to
be yet another turn, revision or even less a change of paradigm in the sense Thomas
Kuhn understands it.2 But the publication of the rather monumental ‘Palgrave
Dictionary of Transnational History’ by Akira Iriye and Pierre-Yves Saunier might
indicate the transition from earlier, partly unconnected roots via debate and
programmatic pleas to a firm establishment of transnational history – at least in
some scholarly communities such as the US, Britain, Germany or France.3 When,
rather simultaneously albeit stemming from different impulses and interests,
something such as transnational history emerges in different places and in different
intellectual contexts and milieus, arguably most importantly in the US, in Germany
and France but also elsewhere, there is good reason to treat it seriously. The
detached but almost contemporaneous debates among American scholars on the
internationalisation of US history since the early 1990s and the intense discussions
among German and French historians about comparative history and the concept of
transferts culturels since the late 1980s, or more recently histoire croisée, have
certainly fuelled the growing interest in transnational perspectives.

Time will have to tell if, and if so what, transnational history or history in a
transnational perspective can add to our current understanding of the world and to
particular nations and nation states within this world. As some pundits argue
transnational history is not new.4 This is true. But that is not a reason to dismiss it
altogether. Transnational history can actually be seen as an umbrella perspective
that encompasses a number of well-established tools and perspectives such as
historical comparison, (cultural) transfers, connections, circulations, entangled or
shared history as well as a modern form of international history.5 All of these stem
from different and earlier contexts and debates but all share the conviction that
historical and social processes cannot be apprehended and understood exclusively
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within customary, delineated spaces or containers, might they be states, nations,
empire or regions. Consequently, all of these tools or perspectives stress the
importance of the interaction and circulation of ideas, peoples, institutions or
technologies across state or national boundaries and thus the entanglement and
mutual influence of states, societies or cultures. According to such a definition
transnational history is a perspective of study; it does not claim to be a specific
method.6 Among the well-established, yet expanding list of objects of transnational
history, we may be confronted with a variety and to a certain extent some
heterogeneity of topics: research on international institutions, NGOs, social
movements, environment, imperial history, migration and diaspora or journeys
and their impact on societies, groups or identities.7

Transnational history may not be new. But the quantitative output of
publications with ‘transnational’ in the title has reached an unprecedented level
over the past few years. If there have always been implicit transnational histories, the
shift that is currently occurring is that it has become explicit over the past fifteen
years or so. Whether transnational history has to be explicit or not is debatable, just
as many national histories used to be rather implicit than explicit.8 What has
changed, then, is that transnational history is now explicit. But the interesting
question is why now?

There are various reasons for the growing number of transnational titles and
approaches. Without even attempting to be exhaustive there are at least three –
mutually interconnected – reasons that are all related to the present context in which
we work.

The first, and this has often been pointed out, is the growing awareness that we
live in an increasingly globalised and interconnected world that has repercussions
on economic developments, climate change, pop and mass culture, financial crisis,
human rights or mass migration.9 If not all of these aspects are new, the sheer
number of these transactions and, more importantly, their technological nature
and, as a result, the often almost instantaneous dissemination and perception of
these processes via contemporary media, has reached an unprecedented level. This
has spurred historians to investigate and analyse the history of globalisation and
global processes. The fact that globalisation and transnationalism are interrelated
does not necessarily mean that global history and transnational history are
synonymous or that they will converge as some scholars argue.10 Global history is
only one of many spatial frameworks and can, arguably, not be exercised without
a transnational perspective as defined above. Indeed, as Maike Thier’s article in
this volume indicates, imperialism united transnational, national and global
elements. Transnational history, though, can be exercised on a sub-world scale – a
regional one, for instance, as in the case of the women’s organisations examined by
Marie Sandell or an intra-European one, as in the case of two cities such as
Leipzig and Lyon or the one institution explored in the articles by Joachim
Häberlen and Frederick Whitling respectively.11 It is the ‘playing with scales’ from
a transnational perspective and the impact this has on our historical practice that
particularly interests us here.

A second reason results directly from the first one and is, to some extent, a
paradox. Driven by processes of globalisation there seems to be a recurrent demand
for a narrative order, which might fit with the new perspectives. What we know for
sure is that earlier grand narratives and large-scale questions at world and global
level do no longer work at a moment of – and this is a paradox – growing suspicion
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of older, often normative explanatory models such as modernisation or stage
theory.12 Part of the normative macro-model of modernisation theory was the
successful building of states and nation states with their bureaucracy and institutions
as an integral part of the Western story of successful modernisation.13 Transnational
history is undogmatic in this respect and together with global history it shares a
suspicion of such monocausal and unilinear macro-explanations. In this respect
transnational history is a reflex and symptom of a much wider shift in the social
sciences and humanities.14

A third reason for the question of why now can be related to the fact that a
generation of students, graduate students and younger historians – though of
course not exclusively – is by its very training, its often multi-linguistic
capabilities and through international exchanges in a way far more transnational
than any generation or cohort ever before.15 There is not only a growing number
of practitioners whose lives have a transnational component. More generally,
there is a growing number of people who live transnational lives or whose lives
are entangled in various national or cultural contexts whether through migration
or different experiences such as higher education and university. Again, the fact
that people live transnational lives is nothing new in itself. Waves of mass
migration over the past two centuries resulted in people living transnational lives.
What is new is the technological component that makes the transmission and
circulation of these transnational experiences more immediate. More often than in
the past modern means of transportation allow people to move back and forth
between cultures and nations and make transnational lives arguably more
entangled within different cultures than in the past when migration often led from
A to B with little prospect of returning. Just as there was a growing market for
national histories in the nineteenth century and a mutual process of nation-
building, the emergence of history as a discipline and a national (reading) market,
something similar might be or is already happening in terms of demand and
market for transnational histories.

There are certainly more reasons as to why historians have embraced
transnational history over the past ten to fifteen years or so. Harking back to the
earlier question of what transnational history actually is, a perspective or a method,
one could argue that it is more than that, simply a reality. Certainly not a new one
but one that has become more pressing and one that is in need of historical
understanding.

Following from our earlier point, transnational history is not new and there are a
number of earlier roots, which date back to the early twentieth century and include
prominent names such as Max Weber, Marc Bloch, Lucien Febvre, Fernand
Braudel, Robert Palmer and others who have argued to go beyond the level of
national analysis.16 Thus it is not wrong to argue that historians have always worked
in fields that are transnational per se including migration or diaspora without
necessarily labelling it transnational explicitly.17 Transnational history that seeks to
analyse the movement of ideas, people or institutions as well as processes across state
and national borders, specific area and regional studies or the study of border
regions are part and parcel of transnational history.18 One such example could be
Febvre’s classic study of the Rhine as a transnational region shaped by similar
economic and social structures as well as cultural patterns.19 Historians and literary
scholars have long argued to analyse cross-border cultural or intellectual transfers in
order to escape what could be called a methodological nationalism.20
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In contrast to history that is spatially defined as national history or otherwise
geographically defined, for instance European history21, there is no clear-cut,
predefined space in which transnational history takes place.22 If this is the case it is a
challenge to rethink the relevance of space, spatial dynamics and the interrelation of
various scales or the jeux d’échelle. How might we practice and spatially frame
transnational history alternatively? Where can we start to locate transnational
history? How to establish the relation between perspectives of radically different
scope: the global, the international, the intercultural, the national, regional or local?
These are pressing questions in particular if transnational history seeks to be an
extension of social history or Gesellschaftsgeschichte that is most often, though not
exclusively, practiced on a national scale or within a comparative framework that
operates on a national level.23 Because the boundaries are fuzzy and far more
difficult to grasp than those of a society defined in national terms – French
bourgeosie, English middle class or German Bürgertum – this does not mean that
such a transnational society does not exist.24 In this respect social history in a
transnational perspective, as proposed by Jürgen Osterhammel, is a welcome
challenge to rethink spatial relations and dynamics in modern history.25

One of these spatial levels is, of course, the nation. Part of the word transnational
is national and most scholars who argue for transnational perspectives do not
deemphasize the nation. On the contrary, most of them explicitly acknowledge the
important impact nations and nation states have had on peoples’ lives and societies
during the modern or late modern period. They also accept that they will most likely
continue to do so. What transnational history seeks to do is to add further
perspectives on the national and spatial levels that have impacted on the shaping of
nations, nation states and individual lives in the past. As a perspective transnational
history assumes that the nation and nation states are one – and definitely a crucial
one– but only one spatial dimension among others ranging from global history and
international dynamics to (supra- or subnational) regional to local and individual
levels. It concedes the importance of the nation state for most parts of modern
history but it does not treat the nation as a hermetically sealed container but seeks to
analyse the various forces and processes that have shaped and changed national
societies in the past and will, most likely, do so in the future.

Despite a number of successful examples ranging from Ian Tyrrell’s ‘Transna-
tional Nation’ to Daniel Rodgers’ ‘Atlantic Crossings’, from Philipp Ther’s spatial
concept of Zentraleuropa for the analysis of European opera houses to Sebastian
Conrad’s analysis of various global forces such as labour migration that have
impacted upon the shaping of the Wilhelmine Empire26, to name but a few, it
remains, to us, a challenging question of how to combine and analyse these various
interacting spatial levels. Despite a somewhat critical stance, Jürgen Osterhammel
seems to embrace the idea of a ‘polycentric’ analysis of various spatial levels ranging
from ‘local phenomena’ to ‘global contexts’ in his plea for a ‘social history in
transnational perspective’. Ideally, he argues, this kind of ‘historical analysis should
begin from both ends at the same time’.27

This sounds tempting but the question is whether this is feasible and what impact
this has on the narrative of history and explanation in transnational history in
particular. Classic theory of science would distinguish between inductive and
deductive methods – in theory. In practice most historians arguably know from their
own work that this distinction does not function in such a neat, clear-cut manner.
The process of historical research in particular is a constant mutual or dialectic
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negotiation between questions and hypothesis on the one hand and the critical
empirical analysis of primary sources and evidence on the other.28

What Osterhammel alludes to has already been practiced to some extent, though
often rather implicitly. One such example is Ian Tyrrell’s ‘Transnational Nation’. His
analytical practice and narrative might serve to exemplify what we would like to
contribute to in this volume: the question of choice of scale in transnational history
and the methodological problem of creating evidence between these multiple scales
that transnational history offers.29

From broad-ranging macroscopic questions and guiding hypotheses, the shaping
of the national history of the US through global forces and shifting macro regions –
from the Atlantic to the Pacific – Tyrrell often scales his analysis down to a local
scale or an individual figure. This is, arguably, done for a number of reasons, for
instance to make a story, in practical terms, feasible, writable and, not least, readable
and marketable. Selling transnational history to an audience is, after all, worth
reflecting upon. Who needs or wants transnational history? While there are relatively
clear audiences for national histories, it is, again, more difficult to define one for
transnational history.30

The choice of zooming into a small-scale local or individual level has arguably a
(at least) three-fold advantage. First, it does allow for bringing actors and agency
back into the analysis, something that is usually missing in macro-social analysis of
cultures or societies. These actors, small-scale local levels, individuals, groups or
institutions are often the nodes between the ‘honeycombs’ of the transnational
spaces in between.31 Second, such an approach enables the analysis of the spatial
multiplicity of individual actors’ lives and experiences ranging from local micro-scale
to macro-levels including national or global scales as in the cases of Ottavio
Piccolomini, Cardinal Lavigerie or Dietrich von Hildebrand in the articles by
Alessandra Becucci, Daniel Laqua and Denis Kitzinger in this special issue. This
does not only enrich the historical analysis but might also appeal to wider or new
audiences. One could think of younger, quantitatively often significant generations
of second or third generation migrants who share similar experiences. To give just
one example: As these lines are being written and since the editors have a weak spot
for football, the U17 Football World Cup is under way. Unsurprisingly, the
‘Germans’ are (again) performing rather successfully. It is, however, an interesting
German team, very different from past teams (as in many other European countries
nowadays), which does not fit neatly into a clear-cut German history or identity or
any other national category, with a majority of players stemming from a number of
different immigrant backgrounds. Some of the individuals discussed in this volume
such as Dietrich von Hildebrand in the article by Denis Kitzinger are similarly actors
who do not fit into a neatly defined national history. As the article highlights there
are a number of interacting polycentric scales ranging from the local through the
national, intellectual (Catholic) networks to the European, transatlantic and
universal or global that have affected the life of Dietrich von Hildebrand.

Finally, a third advantage is, of course, that zooming in and out from grand and
large-scale questions to micro analysis, case studies of individuals or small groups
and vice versa enables the historian to fulfil his craft and the ethic of the discipline by
working close to primary sources.

Despite these advantages, however, crucial methodological questions remain:
How does the historian create evidence? How do we bridge the broad range from the
local and individual to the global? What units of analysis are appropriate in order to
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climb the ladder between the local and the global and vice versa? Where do we start
our analysis in order to realise transnational or global history? At the local,
individual micro end of history, at the global, or at both ends at the same time, as
briefly discussed above? How do we justify our choices? Is the micro-cosmos of a
football team or an individual actor such as Dietrich von Hildebrand representative
of a large-scale phenomenon on national or global scale? These are questions
addressed for instance in Joachim Häberlen’s contribution that aims to shed light on
global trends of interwar fascism by focussing on individual lives and microscopic
events in Lyon and Leipzig.

None of these questions is new. They are fundamental and are arguably as old as
the discipline itself, at least as old as Max Weber. With his interest in large-scale
comparisons he had a very clear sense, as so often, for the two distinct functions of
the individual as a small-scale level of analysis. On the one hand, according to Weber
one could analyse the individual as a personality that acts, operates and performs
deliberately as an element and actor with agency in a chain of events and causalities.
Or, on the other, one could study a specific personality as an ‘indifferent individual’
seen simply as an object or locus in order to analyse the features and characteristics
of a larger social milieu or group.32 This is an important distinction with wide-
ranging methodological consequences, which are not the subject of this introduction.
What we would like to suggest with this issue on scale and size, however, is that
transnational history, which prefers the prism of an individual, specific groups or
institutions more often explicitly reflects the two options proposed by Weber.

The questions listed above have been discussed in a number of contexts and
disciplines including social sciences, historical sociology or anthropology.33

Furthermore, none of these questions is exclusive to transnational or global history.
They are equally important at any other scale, including national history. Hardly any
national history is a fully-fledged complete history of a nation or a nation state. Most
histories that carry a national label analyse political, social, cultural or economic
aspects or subsystems of a given (national) society.

Having acknowledged this, we do think, however, that these questions deserve
some attention in transnational history, not the least for the success of transnational
history as one perspective next to others. We share the rather wide and open
definition of transnational history as given above. We also consider the openness to
be an advantage rather than disadvantage and embrace the, perhaps rather modest
plea shared by other colleagues, that transnational history is first and foremost a
perspective, not a clearly defined method. It is a change of perspective, however,
which eventually appeals to new methods of analysis. Thus we do think that
transnational history needs to reflect carefully and perhaps more explicitly about
methodological questions of scales, which has repercussions on aspects such as
explanation, choice, evidence or narrative.

Questions of scale are certainly not new but it seems timely to rethink them and,
as we would like to propose in this issue, learn from previous discussions,
approaches and methods some of which, for instance microhistory, may not seem to
be relevant for transnational history at first glance. To us, it seems timely to think
about scales and size since the pendulum seems to have swung from large-scale
questions and analysis in classic social history of the 1960s to 1980s to small-scale
analysis in cultural history, microstoria or Alltagsgeschichte (though not necessarily
small-scale questions) during the 1980s and 1990s back to a preference for large-scale
questions related to globalisation, global, world and transnational history over the
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past ten or fifteen years.34 Sharing the sense of a need to pose and to answer these
large-scale questions we would like to contribute to a reflection about the
appropriate level and scale of analysis of research in transnational history. This
seems necessary since within transnational history as well as debates on global and
world history the spatial scope and level of analysis have become fuzzier.35

Following from what has already been said about transnational history as a
perspective rather than a clear-cut method, some critics seem to suggest that the fact
that there is no clearly underlying method of ‘doing’ transnational history and that
its definition remains vague is a weakness. On the one hand one could counter this by
asking where the blueprint, the method or the manual is for how to do national
history or regional or global history. There is none. On the other it is a challenging
critique that we are happy to take up. Not by prescribing a or the method of
transnational history but hopefully by stimulating further reflection about how to
practice transnational history.

It seems useful to reiterate that transnational history does not deny the impact of
the nation and the nation state in modern history. With the challenges stemming
from world, global and transnational history, however, the nation state has certainly
lost its privileged position as the primary scale of analysis and it is ‘no longer the
principal narrative tool that so much of our trade used to rely on’.36 This has
consequences. If the nation is no longer the principal meta-narrative and preferred
structuring device for a European history, historians will have to look for alternative
narratives and scales of analysis. As Jan Rüger argues, one of the challenges of
transnational history ‘is to find more imaginative ways of connecting micro and
macro levels’.37

Sharing this plea, this is precisely what this themed journal issue intends to
contribute to. Following a meeting on ‘The Local and the Individual in Comparative
and Transnational History’ held at the Centre for Transnational History at the
University of St Andrews in May 2010 in cooperation with the European University
Institute (EUI), Florence we hope to contribute to the ongoing discussions on
transnational history and the shaping of methodological awareness without
prescribing any particular method.

During the meeting participants were asked to engage with questions of scale,
micro history and the use of biography in transnational history as well as the link
between various scales.38 Practitioners of micro history are certainly not alone in
investigating how to ‘reason by singularities’ and how to establish connections
between ‘case’ and ‘context’, between ‘micro-cases’ at a local or sub-national level
and ‘macro’ conclusions. In its attempt to transcend the boundaries of national
histories and to avoid a determinism that is, at times at least, inherent in a more
traditional use of comparative analysis that separates entities and neglects cross-
border transfers and entanglements, transnational history needs to focus on micro-
scales at local or individual level for practical as well as analytical reasons.39

It is not just that we reduce our scale to the micro level of an individual, a city or
an institution in order to find evidence that can be effectively deployed or compared
in a transnational analysis. This practical consideration is of course important but so
too is the broader explanatory benefit afforded by a small-scale focus. Macro
processes are played out or experienced in much smaller units, within villages,
institutions, families or local streets. As Alltagsgeschichte explained with respect to
the impact of the everyday life approach on our understanding of past social realities
and thus on how we do social history, by playing with the scale of our analysis of
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transnational phenomena, by examining how these processes of connection, transfer
and exchange actually take place or are experienced can also change how we
fundamentally understand these processes.40 A change of scale might lead to a
change of question and of explanation.

Despite their different points of departure, we would argue that transnational
history shares microstoria’s concern with scales of analysis, its micro-process
perspective and its concern with individuals or the local in order to facilitate macro-
scale understanding.

Finally, we would like to thank Antonella Romano and Frederick Whitling who
helped setting up the meeting. Andrew Williams, Joint Editor of The International
History Review, was so kind as well as enthusiastic as to invite us to continue
discussions and to dedicate a themed issue on the question of size and scale in
transnational history. Also, we would like to thank colleagues who have acted as
rigorous, diligent and extremely helpful reviewers and commentators at various
stages. The same accounts for the editorial work done by Paola Maria Raunio,
Alexia Grosjean and Rona Johnston.

If transnational history is not a strict method, its beauty is that it does bring
people together who would otherwise perhaps not get together and write
introductions. In this case a French (more or less) early modernist with a long-
lasting interest in social sciences, a British late modernist with an interest in local
history, every day life and dictatorship and a German border liner between early and
late modern with interests in travel, space and border regions. Due to our different
backgrounds we have deliberately included an early modern contribution on a
specific individual, Ottavio Piccolomini, and thus, we hope, circumnavigated the
usual divide between early and late modern.
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bung zwischen Theorie und Praxis (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht 2011), 11-30;
George M. Fredrickson, ‘From Exceptionalism to Variability: Recent Developments in
Cross-National Comparative History’, The Journal of American History, 82/2 (1995),
587-604, 590-1. For a critique see Sebastian Conrad and Jürgen Osterhammel (eds), Das
Kaiserreich transnational. Deutschland in der Welt 1871-1914 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck
& Ruprecht 2004). On the concept of transfer/transferts culturels see for instance
Michel Espagne and Michael Werner (eds), Qu’est-ce qu’une literature nationale.
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Penser par cas (Paris: Éditions de l’École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales 2005),
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