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Re-thinking the “Region”
in (Global) History

BY

LEON JULIUS BIELA

ABSTRACT

While historians frequently use the term “region”, little thought is given to what
“regions” are. This methodological essay explores the concepts of the “region”
used in current historical scholarship and especially in global history, discussing
their problems and potential. Drawing on ideas from spatial theory and human
geography, the essay considers how an analytically viable conceptualization of the
“region” would look. Overall, the essay contends that working out theoretically
informed spatial concepts is essential for (global) history, and argues that a more
reflective use of the “region” will open up new perspectives for (global) historical
research.
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INTRODUCTION

In his introductory volume on global history, Sebastian Conrad argued that global
history, as well as any approach that analyzes global processes at the macro-level, runs
the risk of becoming too abstract and detached from realities on the ground. Therefore,
for him, global history “remains unsatisfactory unless it is anchored in regional studies
and their research results.” For him, developing “regional” expertise or drawing on
‘regional’ research is essential to remain aware of “local” and “regional” specificities
and to tie the analyses of abstract processes to micro-level contexts. Conrad also noted
that many studies by global historians already develop their research interests
proceeding from a “local” or “regional” context.

(Global) historians would probably agree that a history of flows, connections, and
transfers takes place somewhere and thus, necessitate spatial units, ideally ones that
are not just discursively constructed container-spaces like the “state” of national
histories. For Conrad, as for many other global historians, especially those working with
“transregional” approaches, the “region” seems to be a good way of anchoring
connections and flows in space without having to resort to the nation-state. Even
studies less concerned with finding spatial concepts for analyzing cross-border or global
processes use the term “region” surprisingly often.

Closer scrutiny, however, reveals a wide and diverse range of sometimes
contradictory understandings of the term “region”, which are seldomly informed by
spatial theory. Often, what exactly is referred to by the term “region” remains vague.
Conrad, too, never explained in his introductory volume what he meant by the “region”.
Nonetheless, the “region” remains a spatial signifier and is thus connected to at least
implicit understandings of space. For a historical analysis that is aware of the
importance of space, it is thus necessary to reflect more thoroughly on the term
“region”. Thus, it is crucial to ask: What is the “region” and how can it be fruitfully
used in historical analysis? Other disciplines like sociology and especially human
geography have explored the nature of the “region”, yet these works have neither been
broadly received by historians nor has the historical discipline itself thoroughly
discussed its understanding of the “region”.

Therefore, this essay will reflect on what constitutes a “region” and how to use it
in (global) history by drawing on concepts from other disciplines and suggesting how to
think differently about “regions” in historical research. The essay will start with
discussing some of the most prevalent understandings of the “region” in current
historical scholarship and the key problems of this current use. I argue that despite
these problems, the “region” still has potential uses for historical research. Thus, we
should not abandon, but re-think it.

1

2

3

4



6 | Global Histories: A Student journal | IX – 1 – 2023

THE CURRENT USE OF “REGION” AND ITS PROBLEMS

In its everyday use, the word “region” is often associated with the idea of clearly definable
spaces characterized by a more or less homogeneous population or natural environment.
This essentialist conception of the “region” has long been present in historical scholarship,
and to some extent, still is. That is not to say that the “region” should never be used for
historical analysis. However, in order to pave the way for the use of the “region” as a
methodologically thought-out and flexible spatial concept, it is first necessary to discuss the
current usage of the term in historical scholarship and to identify its most central problems.

1. THE DIVERSITY OF CONCEPTIONS OF THE “REGION”

It is striking how many different conceptions of the “region” exist among historians, and
how much the spaces labelled as “regions” differ in size and nature. In general, there are
two main understandings of the “region”. On the one side, historians like Martina Steber
understand “regions” as “medium-sized spatial units”, whose size lies between towns and
cities on the one hand, and the nation-state on the other. Examples for this could be
territories as different as the Palatinate in Germany, Provence in France, or Khuzestan in
Iran. The interdisciplinary journal Regional Studies also defines its subject as
“subnational”. This understanding is especially prominent in German historical research,
in which “regional” history is often equated with Landesgeschichte, i.e. the history of
federal states or former administrative units. While these approaches have been criticized
for their tendency to treat these units as essentialized spaces, past and present political
borders are still influential for German regional history. More generally, the understanding
of “regions” as sub-national units still takes the nation-state as its spatial point of
reference, with all its problematic methodological implications.

On the other side, many historians understand “regions” in the sense of “world
regions”, that is, as spatial units comprising multiple states (or parts of multiple states).
For instance, Austrian global historian Andrea Komlosy described “world regions” as
supranational spaces formed by shared historical interactions and experiences, or common
cultural characteristics like similar languages. Unfortunately, hers and similar approaches
to the definition of “world regions” remain somewhat vague and without elaborate
theoretical or methodological foundations.

Besides these two broad and general concepts of the “region”, various other, more
specific approaches to the “region” have been used in historical research. One example for
this is the concept of “historical meso-regions”, which seeks to provide a heuristic tool for
identifying cross-national and cross-cultural spatial units with shared historical and cultural
characteristics over time. According to Stefan Troebst, for example, “historical meso-regions”
include the “Black Sea World”, the “Levant”, or “East-Central Europe”. However, since
these “regions” are discursively constructed inventions with their own complex histories,
their use as heuristic tools can be criticized. Still, the concept’s emphasis on the potential
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independence of “regions” from states and nations, as well as the understanding of “regions”
as “clusters of structural characteristics over longer periods,” are both intriguing ideas.

Other approaches have focused on the natural environment instead of cultural
characteristics to define “regions”. They focus either on landscapes that provide a shared and
distinct habitat for communities across political borders, such as mountain ranges, or on rivers,
seas, and oceans that connect various communities along their shores. Many of these
approaches are inspired by the works of the French Annales school. Annales-historian Lucien
Febvre defined “natural regions” as “simply collections of possibilities for society which makes
use of them but is not determined by them.” Studies focused on the connecting quality of
bodies of water have burgeoned in the last decades. However, these approaches have been
criticized for their often one-sided focus on the natural space, their underestimation of
disconnecting forces, and their frequent lack of spatial-theoretical foundations.

This has only been a very brief and selective overview of the various understandings of
the “region” relevant to (global) history. It shows that historians do not share a common
understanding of the “region”. Thus, the exact meaning of the term “region” in historical
studies is often unclear. Especially the use of the term “region” in various contexts without
defining it can be confusing for readers and deprives the “region” of analytical value. For
instance, Domenic Sachsenmaier wrote in an essay on the methodological implications of
critiques of Eurocentrism for global history on one page about both “world regions” like the
“Islamic World” or “East Asia”, and “regions within India”. This makes it quite unclear
what kind of spaces he is referring to when he later mentions “the effects of globalizing
sugar trade on regional markets.” Similarly, Matthias van Rossum, in his article on
“regional” price differences in the global slave trade, used “regions” as the central spatial
unit in his study (and words like “region” or “regional” over 150 times). However, he never
explained just what a region is to him and refers to spaces and territories as different as the
Western Indian Ocean, the Bay of Bengal, Timor or Makassar as “regions”.

2. “REGION” AS A FALLBACK TERM

Perhaps it is precisely this terminological vagueness of the “region” that makes the term
attractive. In political-diplomatic negotiations, the term “region” is used whenever it is
preferred not to be spatially-territorially specific. The same may be true in historical
writing. Especially when a spatial entity is referred to incidentally, in passing, historians
frequently resort to the term “region”, which, due to its mundane nature, makes it possible
to avoid the complex and laborious introduction of a thought-out spatial unit. This, again,
deprives the “region” of any real meaning. When, for example, Craig Lockard in his
textbook on global history referred to spaces as different as Egypt, the Sahara, Southeast
India, the coasts of Sri Lanka, or the Middle East as “regions”, it seems that “region” is just
a convenient “spatial word” used for all kinds of spaces which are not a nation-state or
another clearly defined territory. Consequently, in sentences like “Arab slave trading
badly disrupted some East African regions,” “region” seems to mean nothing in particular.
The “region” serves as a fallback term in a different way when “world regions” are
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concerned. Often, the existence of spatial entities is presupposed –like by Mariola Espinosa,
who argued for the decentering of the global history of public health and thus advocated a
focus on “Latin America”– and these entities are conveniently named “regions”, making
them appear somehow natural. This kind of usage of the term “region”, in turn, results in
statements like “regions other than the United States, especially Latin America”.

3. RETURN TO ESSENTIALIST UNDERSTANDINGS OF SPACE

This poses the danger that the essentialist container-space returns by way of the
“region”. Susanne Rau, for example, warned that the insights generated by the spatial
turn have not fully taken hold in the historical discipline. She saw the “region” as one
example of spatial constructs that are frequently “examined all too reductively or only with
a view to their territorial components.” The danger of essentializing space arises in
particular when the concept of the “region” is not critically questioned, but instead clear
territorial delimitations are posited, which in turn rely heavily on existing territorial
political-administrative constructs. Inconsiderate uses of the “region” carry the risk of
reviving, albeit often unintentionally, outdated essentialist notions of space, and
perpetuating nations, states, and countries as territorial paradigms.

In this context, “world regions”, as based on the “areas” of Area Studies, seem
particularly problematic. Many authors have analyzed how Area Studies, now institutionally
intertwined with global history, was established in the early Cold War, when the United
States government needed in-depth expertise on foreign countries for geopolitical and
strategic-operative purposes. These “areas” encompassed multiple nation-states or other
polities deemed to be culturally and historically similar. In this way, they are often nothing
more than container-spaces that foster a homogenizing, orientalizing, and essentializing
view of the people located in them. Many of these “regions” are moreover remnants of
European imperialist discourses, as the rich body of scholarship on the imperial genesis of
such “world regions” as Latin America, the Middle East, or Southeast Asia has shown.

4. PERPETUATING MENTAL MAPS

In the case of the “areas”, it becomes very clear that the inconsiderate use of such spatial
entities in current research tends to reproduce imperialist mental maps. Conventionally
used concepts of “regions” are thus never “innocent”. At worst, they shape present spatial
discourses and lead to the perpetuation of orientalist imaginations. The discursive
production of “regions” is almost always linked to power relations and imaginations of
identity and alterity. This is particularly evident in the case of those “regions” constructed
by European imperialists. Here, “regions” were a useful tool to order imperial knowledge
for homogenizing and othering societies outside of the imperial metropoles. Mental Maps
structured in “regions” thus helped to facilitate ideas of “civilizational hierarchies” and
ultimately to construct “European” or “Western” identities by dissociation. In light of this,
writing about formerly colonized territories and societies in general terms as “regions
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earlier marginalized as colonies” or “non-Western regions” might not be the ideal choice
of words.

Power relations and imaginations are, however, not only relevant for these “world
regions” but for all “regions” conventionally taken as given entities. For example, John
Straussberger, showed how ideas of “regional federations” were used by exiled politicians in
western Africa after decolonization. Interestingly, Straussberger never questioned the
“regional” discourse as such but adopted the “regional framework” for his analysis. On a
sub-national level, politicians or other actors can use the notion of a “region” for their own
agendas, for example, to gain more autonomy from a central authority or to make the
political ordering of spaces appear “natural”. It is the task of historians to analyze the
formation of these “regions”, not to reproduce them in their own analyses by uncritically
using the territorial delimitations produced by past “regional” discourse.

It is important to note here that Eurocentric power relations are important for the
conceptual history of the term “region”, too. Of course, not all spatial concepts that could be
described as a “region” actually use the term “region”, especially if they originated outside
of or preceded the European concept of the nation-state and its claim to be the primary
ordering category of space. As pointed out above, however, current understandings of the
“region” use more often than not the nation-state as a spatial point of reference, regardless
whether the “region” is defined as a part of or as a group of states. The conceptual history of
the term “region” is thus also a history of the Eurocentric reordering of spatial knowledge in
relation to the nation-state. This essay seeks to raise awareness of this issue and argues for an
understanding of the region that is independent from the nation-state and thus more suited to
cast off the Eurocentric implications of the “region”.

WHY USING “REGION” AS A SPATIAL CONCEPT SHOULD NOT BE ABANDONED

In light of these significant problems accompanying the current use of the “region” in
historical scholarship, it would seem reasonable to abandon the use of “regions” in (global)
history altogether. However, the various understandings of the “region” have also given rise
to many intriguing and potentially fruitful ideas. In the following, I will offer some reasons
why a complete abandonment of the “region” is neither feasible nor sensible.

The use of “region” to refer to spatial units, both in everyday language and in
academic research, corresponds to the human need to order and categorize knowledge.
Since it is neither possible nor sensible to do universal history, there must be specializations
and subdivisions within the historical discipline. As discussed above, the emergence and
institutionalization of these subfields is, however, in many cases connected to power
structures. History department chairs, research projects, conferences, introductory
lectures, textbooks, and many other areas of institutionalized production and dissemination
of historical knowledge are organized according to spatial units such as “regions”,
embedded within Eurocentric frameworks of power and knowledge, thus often implicitly
reproducing notions of essentialized container-spaces and Eurocentric orderings of spatial
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knowledge. Still, to make historical research work, it is inevitable to divide the overall
space into specific parts, and the “region” can be a way to do just that.

Moreover, the “region” is an element of social, cultural, and political discourse and thus
necessarily shapes the ways in which individuals and communities, of the past and present
understand, imagine, and interact with the world and the space that surrounds them. We
encounter and use the term in everyday and scholarly language, it is present in administrative
structures, in fiction writing, and in travel advertisements. Often, however, it is highly
political and used as a space of reference for political agendas seeking to promote a
“regional” identity. All of this makes it necessary not to ignore the “region” but to analyze
the power structures behind the emergence of “regional” discourses and to ask how these
discursive formations can be distinguished from analytically useful spatial concepts.

Overall, it is therefore necessary to use concepts of spatial units in historical research
to do justice to space as an integral element of historical processes. Any historical
investigation must simultaneously locate its subject in some spatial framework and deal
with the spatial imaginations of historical actors. This requires a thoughtful approach to
concepts of space and spatial units. Since most conventional spatial units can be
problematized and critiqued in the same way as “regions”, there is no reason why the
“region” should not become an analytically meaningful spatial concept, especially since the
term already exists and is widely used. However, an analytically meaningful and fruitful use
of the term requires a concept of the “region” grounded in methodological and theoretical
considerations, thus overcoming the shortcomings of the understandings of the “region”
currently in use in historical research.

RE-THINKING THE “REGION”

In the following section, I do not intend to provide an elaborate conceptualization of the
“region”, but rather to propose a way of thinking about “regions” in a way that
incorporates various insights from the approaches described above, as well as ideas from
other disciplines, particularly human geography. Ideally, the following discussion of the
“region” can provoke new ideas about how we might use the “region” in (global) history.

1. THE “REGION” AS A SPATIAL CONCEPT OF ANALYSIS

Following the relational concept of space developed by spatial sociology, space is
understood here as the arrangement of individuals and their actions, whose relations are
formed through interactions. The various types of actions and interactions form layered
nets of relations, thus constituting a complex relationality. In these nets, interactions lead
to the transfer and collectivization of modes of action and thus to processes of spatial
ordering, which are expressed in the continuous intersubjective institutionalization and
deinstitutionalization of these modes of action. This perspective on space owes much to
thinkers like Henri Lefebvre, who emphasised the socially constructed nature of space, and
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Bruno Latour, whose Actor-Network-Theory (ANT) argued for a sociological network formed
the relations within and between actors and their interactions.

Most concepts of “regions”, including essentialist ones, share the idea that the
“region” is characterized by the specific cultural characteristics of its population and thus
represents an aggregation of cultural phenomena. This quality of a “region” is also part of
concepts based on relational understandings of space from human geography and historical
approaches inspired by it, albeit with a different twist. Here, the “region” is commonly
understood as a spatial structure that manifests itself as a densification or cluster within
the relationality of space. Thus, on the one hand, “regions” describe the spread of a
specific manifestation of an institutionalized mode of action in relational space or of a
specific set thereof. On the other hand, they can refer to a cluster of relations, i.e.
interactions. In his work on the spatial dimension of knowledge production, Latour uses
the term “centers of calculation” to describe centers in social networks, which accumulate
knowledge about the network in circular movements and thereby define the network’s
relations. Building on top of the ANT, Christoph Antweiler noted: “A region thus could be
determined as an accumulation of actors [or rather their institutionalized actions] or as
higher densities of relations, that is, as a relational cluster.” However, these two
analytical perspectives are interdependent, as a clustering of interactions in the network
often produces a clustering of modes of action.

In such an understanding, which focuses on clusters in relational space, a “region” has
no clear boundaries. These are only constructed through interpretation, that is the
selection of the specific types of interactions and institutionalized modes of action that
make up the cluster and the definition of what counts as a cluster. Moreover, building on the
ANT’s insight that any structures are fundamentally unstable, Varró and Lagendĳk argued
that these clusters are by nature in continuous processes of formation and dissolution.

Moreover, a “region” can never stand alone, but must always be defined as part of or
in relation to some other spatial entity. If a densification or cluster in a particular spatial
network is described as a “region”, it is necessary to specify which larger part of the
network this cluster is a “region”. In other words, there are clusters within the entirety of
relational space that form its “regions”, which, in turn, comprise some smaller clusters that
form their “regions”, and so on. Moreover, the respective “regions” are also vertically
entangled with each other since they are clusters in a continuous relational space and not
separate entities. From an ANT perspective, the “region” cannot be understood apart
from the network of relations but is to be defined as “an interactive effect of humans and
non-human materials” within this network. In such a relational understanding of
“regions”, their size is not a constitutive element of the concept, which is why it can
include several of the concepts outlined above.

A “region” can also be specified functionally with reference to specific
institutionalized modes of actions or interactions relevant to the analysis. Thus, a
“region” in the net of economic relations needs not be congruent with a “region” defined
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by the spread of a particular cultural phenomenon, such as a language. Individuals and
groups can thus be located in multiple analytical “regions”, depending on the type of action
or interaction on which the identification of the cluster is based. From an ANT perspective,
not only interactions between humans are relevant here, but also interactions with non-
human “actants”, which are part of the regional cluster’s relations.

Spatial sociologist Martina Löw has argued that actions and interactions taking place
in one geographic location can belong to different, territorially overlapping “regions”
within a spatial network. Thus, although the concept of the “region” developed here is
decidedly not based on a physical-natural understanding of space, it should not be seen as
completely detached from physical space. First of all, the interactions and actions which
constitute space and “region” take place not only in certain locations within the relational
space, but also in geographically determinable places. Thus, the “region” acquires a
geographical component, though this should not be understood as rigidly territorial, but
rather in a permanent process of transformation. At the same time, it is crucial to be aware
of how this geographic dimension can shape the interactions and actions which constitute
the “region”. Examples of this are interaction-limiting mountain ranges, interaction-
promoting rivers and seas, or specific interactions and institutionalizations generated by the
presence of natural resources such as coal deposits. Conversely, a “region” defined by the
spread of certain economic or cultural practices can have an impact on its environment, for
example, through the usage of a specific kind of water management system, and thus
create a geographical-natural “region”.

2. THE “REGION” IN DISCOURSE

It is, however, not enough to think about “regions” exclusively as spatial concepts of
analysis, but also as elements of discourse. The idea of a “region” or of a “regional”
affiliation can influence historical processes regardless of whether this “regional” discourse
is connected to a “region” as a spatial concept of analysis. In discourse, a “region” is in
most cases collectively imagined and discursively constructed as a human community which
is defined by certain shared characteristics and which can be assigned to a certain,
relatively clearly delimited territory. Moreover, to create a notion of belonging, the
demarcation and construction of an “inside” and an “outside” of the “region” becomes the
defining element of the “region” as a discursive formation. Possible political uses of this
kind of “regional” discourse have been mentioned above. Nonetheless, demarcations of a
discursively constructed “region” remain generally weaker than in the case of concepts
such as the nation-state. Moreover, the “region” as a discursive construction allows
individuals and communities to identify simultaneously with several, functionally
differentiated (but still discursively constructed) “regions”. An individual may feel a sense
of belonging to multiple different “regions” such as a cultural “region”, economic “region”,
or political-administrative “region”. Lastly, a discursively constructed “region” has the
tendency to dynamically reinforce itself as it is attributed more and more distinct
characteristics, and “regional identity” thus becomes increasingly powerful.
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3. THE “INSTITUTIONALIZING REGION”

It is useful to distinguish between these two understandings of the region: The “region” as
spatial concept of analysis (i.e. clusters identified by the researcher for hermeneutic
purposes) and those “regions” imagined and discursively constructed by the historical
actors themselves. By emphasizing the difference between these two understandings, the
historicity, discursive construction, and imaginary nature of the latter become clearer and
can be made subject of historical analysis. Nonetheless, it can be even more fruitful to
bring the two understandings together, as for example, the concept of “institutionalizing
regions”, pioneered by human geographer Anssi Paasi.

Paasi argued that, on closer inspection, the “region” as a spatial concept of analysis
and “regional discourse” are hardly independent of each other, but enter into a complex
reciprocal relationship and mutually influence each other. He has termed this process
“institutionalization”, a concept that has been revisited by a number of scholars from
various disciplines. According to Prasenjit Duara, this process of institutionalization can
take two forms. Firstly, the contingent emergence of several “regions” in relational space,
largely overlapping in both relational and geographical space, can lead to the subsequent
discursive construction of an imagined “region”. This can be the case when this process of
spatial reordering and the subsequent intensification of action and interaction in one part
of relational space is felt by the affected communities in their lifeworld and thus leads to
“regional” discourse. Secondly, the imagined “region” created in discourse can spill over
into relational space as individuals and communities act and interact according to this
imagined “region”. The “region” as discourse formation thus has a structuring effect on
relational space. Duara therefore distinguished “between the relatively unplanned or
evolutionary emergence of an area of interaction and interdependence as a ‘region’, and
the more active, often ideologically driven, political process of creating a ‘region’.” In
many cases, however, the process of “institutionalization” will be complex and include
elements of both forms. Regardless of its specific configuration, the process of
“institutionalization” means that the “regions” of relational space and the discursively
constructed “region” adapt to each other, thus causing their mutual consolidation.

Drawing on sociological perspectives concerned with the “production” of space, this
process of institutionalization and its two elements are deeply connected to power
relations. Pursuing questions such as how ideas of “regions” emerge in discourse, who
promotes these ideas and why, what forces are behind the formation of an analytic
“region”, how social space is reordered by an institutionalizing “region”, and what
processes of inclusion and exclusion are involved are instructive ways of analyzing the
workings and historical diffusion of power structures.

4. THE “REGION” IN (GLOBAL) HISTORY

Thinking about the “region” in relational space, “regional” discourse, and the
institutionalization of “regions” can be fruitful for global history. The “region” can provide a
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spatial concept to locate global phenomena and connections, and to study their impact on
processes of spatial ordering. Jürgen Osterhammel argued that global history needs to think
about “regions” since historical actions over long distances take place rather between “smaller”
spatial units than nation-states. Thus, he defines “regions” in global history as “spaces of
interaction, constituted by their density of traffic and migration, communication and trade.”

If the “region” is understood as a cluster of institutionalized modes of (inter)action or
of a set thereof, it can be used as a framework to study the (global) interactions between
these clusters and to analyze how these interactions between region-clusters change these
clusters by introducing new modes of (inter)actions or by changing configurations of a
specific cluster, leading to its consolidation or dissolution. In other words, global historians
might ask how specific clusters change over time as a result of shifts in larger networks of
relational space or their specific interconnections with other clusters. Consider, for
example, a largely institutionalized coastal “region” with an agrarian hinterland and some
coastal towns, integrated in a region-cluster of cultural, economic, and political
interactions. When rising global demand for a particular commodity leads to the
intensification of interactions of these coastal towns with communities outside of the
region, this will restructure interactions and thus space within this region, thus causing its
dissolution. This is just one way in which thinking of “regions” as spatial concepts of
analysis can provide a framework for closely analyzing and spatially locating the effects of
global or inter-regional processes or for modeling the spatial reordering caused by these
processes.

The analysis of connections between “regions” should, however, not presuppose these
“regions”. Global historians should always ask whether the “regions” they identify have
really existed before the interaction they are interested in had emerged. In many cases,
“regions” are not only entangled in global interconnections with other “regions”, but they
are the “result” of those interconnections. For example, global historians might not only
ask how the emerging transatlantic trade has affected the (economic) regions of the
Atlantic coasts but also how the emerging trade has produced these (economic) regions. In
the case of Matthias van Rossum’s above-mentioned article on “regional” differences in
slave-prices in the Western Indian Ocean, this would mean not just presupposing the
existence of “regions” with different respective functions, but rather to ask how the
emergence of the slave trade created these “regions” in an interdependent process. It
cannot be the task of global history to ask “how did the transmission of material culture and
useful knowledge across regions of the world affect the economic and cultural
developments in any one of these regions,” without asking how “regions” are made and
unmade by such transmissions.

Global processes and interactions, and thus the expertise of global historians, are not
only important in respect to “regions” as spatial concepts of analysis. “Regional” discourse,
too, can be influenced by the experience of global interactions or by global trends, which
can encourage the emphasis of “regional” discourse vis-à-vis other spatial imaginaries such
as the nation or provoke it as defensive reaction to the experience of globalization.
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Moreover, processes of institutionalization are not understandable without paying attention
to inter-regional and global factors since both “regions” in relational space and “regional”
discourse are always connected to these factors.

An additional advantage of the “region” as a spatial concept of analysis is that this
concept makes it necessary to select a specific kind of (inter)action which forms the region-
cluster. This gives global history studies interested in networks or interactions of a specific
kind the possibility to operate with the spatial concept “region” without assuming that a
“region” relevant for one kind of (inter)action is necessarily also significant for various
other kinds of (inter)action. For example, when Terje Tvedt analyzed the connection
between industrialization and certain water-management systems in “regions” around the
globe, it is a crucial distinction, whether the water-management systems in a certain,
presupposed “region” are analyzed or whether the region is defined by the spread of a
specific system. A very similar thought is aptly expressed by Fa-ti Fan with reference to
the global history of science:

What may be meaningfully defined as a region depends on what a scholar aims to study. There isn’t
one ‘East Asia’ ready to be discovered. There are only multiple regions superimposed on each other.
The region of a vernacular tradition of science, technology, or medicine is likely different from that
of an elite written tradition.

Not trying to find a specific (inter)action of interest in a presumed “region”, but to
seek the “regions” within the network of specific (inter)actions effectively prevents
unintentional thinking with essentialized spaces. This does not mean, however, that a
“region” in a specific network of (inter)actions is only relevant to this network. On the
contrary, the specific (inter)actions in one “region” can affect other (inter)actions and thus
lead to the accumulation of functional regions mentioned above. In the example of the
slave trade in the Western Indian Ocean, this means asking whether the regions of the slave
trade network have led to intensification, densification, or re-arrangement of other kinds of
(inter)actions and thus were the starting point for the accumulation of clusters, “regional”
discourse, and ultimately processes of regional institutionalization or just added a layer to
preexisting institutionalized regions.

The research questions associated with “regions” and their relationship to global
processes and interconnections are many and varied. “Regions” might be a useful spatial
framework for analyzing and explaining processes of spatial (re)ordering, territorialization,
and de-territorialization in a globally interconnected world. Moreover, re-thinking the
“region” in the way outlined here is also a way to address the problems of the current use
of the “region” pointed out above:

1. “Regions” as spatial concepts of analysis cannot be understood as a specific spatial
scale. Spaces of very different size and nature can be understood as “regions” without
creating confusion, since the use of the “region” as a spatial concept of analysis always
makes it necessary to define which kind of (larger) network of (inter)actions the
“region” is part of.
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2. By explicitly conceptualizing the “region”, the use of the “region” as fallback term
almost ruled out, while the term can still be flexibly used.

3. Similarly, operating with essentialized container-spaces, or spatial units taken from
(historical) discourse is likely to be avoided. This also makes it possible to emphasis a
person’s or community’s affiliation to multiple “regions” and thus to include these
multiple affiliations and “regional” overlaps in the analysis.

4. The “region” as spatial concept of analysis also avoids Eurocentric spatial categories
and provides a spatial framework that is globally applicable. This makes it even more
attractive to global history. Moreover, the notion of “institutionalizing regions” as a
fusion of both the “region” as spatial concept of analysis and the examination of
“regional” discourse, always includes a critical perspective on discourse and power
relations.

CONCLUDING SUGGESTIONS

The preceding thoughts on how the “region” might be conceptualized for historical
research have shown that a methodologically and theoretically informed concept of the
“region” can be rather abstract and complex. Its implementation in actual research will
undoubtedly be challenging. For example, a lack of sources may mean that large parts of
(inter)actions cannot be captured, making it difficult to identify “region”-forming clusters.
For this reason, I would like to end this essay with a few brief observations drawn from the
preceding sections that could be first steps on the path to a more analytically valuable use
of the “region” in (global) historical research.

First of all, inconsiderate and vague use of the term “region” should be avoided, as
this opens the door to ambiguous and implicitly essentialist understandings of space.
Instead, it should always be explicitly stated which concept of the “region” is being
referred to, and in what functional and relational-spatial relations the referred “region”
stands. This considerate dealing with the “region” is especially important since our ideas of
specific regions are always shaped by past and present spatial discourse. Consequently,
more research on the discursive formation of “regions”, how these discursive formations
shape our and past understandings of space, i.e. mental maps, and the power relations
involved in the emergence of “regions” would be of great use.

On a more general level, an awareness of the complexity of the structures of
relational space should always stand at the beginning of any spatially bounded
investigation, so that in the best case, based on a theoretically grounded concept, an
analytically meaningful space of investigation can be found for one’s own research interest,
thus eliminating the risk of falling back on historically conditioned or essentialist spatial
constructs. In research praxis, this could mean that the identification of any given
“region” is preceded by an initial study of the sources, thus offering an additional safeguard
against working from the outset with seemingly given spatial entities. The organization of
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history as an academic discipline will continue to be based on historically contingent spatial
units. This does not mean, however, that historians must simply accept these constructed
spaces. They can use them as starting points for finding their own “regions” of analytical
interest. This may require teamwork and make necessary the pooling of expertise, such as
language skills. Overcoming the discipline’s widespread skepticism of teamwork can thus be
a first step toward new concepts of space. This teamwork must also bridge over
disciplinary divides. As the previous thoughts have shown, re-thinking the region for the
purpose of (global) history works best if insights on the nature of space and possible
conceptualization of the “region” from other disciplines are not only taken into account,
but put in active dialogue with the research interests of (global) history. In this way, the
“region” can become a useful instrument for productively deal with space in historical
research.
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