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REVIEW ARTICLE

Considering the Many Variations of Regional History
Elize S. van Eeden

Department of History, School of Social Science, North-West University, Potchefstroom, South Africa

ABSTRACT  
Scholars from all over the world have deliberated the histories of 
peoples and places for decades. They have different fields of 
departure, different goals, methodologies, vocabularies, and 
understandings of regions. Economic and political 
transformations in the twentieth century have created trends of 
thought in which studies featured the increasing prominence of 
humanity’s status, role, and impact, but, not necessarily as a 
noticeable development in regional studies after the Second 
World War (1939–1945). Meanwhile, some regional histories were 
produced on many continents but never as part of the scholarly 
initiatives in regional studies inspired by multidisciplinary 
scholarship in Europe and the United States. Reaching out to 
regional studies associations by history scholars is a twenty-first- 
century development – while these historians aim at also 
developing their understanding of what regional history 
fundamentally is or may imply. Conceptual thought about 
regions and regional history has aged but remains far from clarity 
or scholarly maturity. This discussion intends to further stimulate 
possibilities of the improved understanding of regional history 
study by debating its many variations as a way forward to 
recognise and provide structure to the field.

KEYWORDS  
Regional history; regional 
studies; microhistory; micro- 
spatial history; local history; 
trans-regional; trans-local; 
multidisciplinary history

Introductory Reflections

This paper departs from the understanding that defining “regions” and “regional” remains 
a contested debate as a “battle”1 between disciplines’ regarding various epistemological 
vocabularies and research experiences.2 Even among historians (the discipline I represent) 
there might be a lack of understanding of the concept of “region”, amongst other meth-
odological uncertainties. Scholarly research as voices from micro spatial and local, trans- 
regional and trans-local3 to global views made me realise that, though academics might 
generally (for direction) resort to similar regional vocabularies, their different origins, and 
study of different phenomena or themes in regional histories, may differ widely. There are, 
however, topic and phenomenon commonalities that Fischer-Tiné, for example, would 
like to see transformed into a global microhistory4 understanding, and which perhaps 
may be viewed in a similar methodological spirit as the early Annales.5 So, each research 
experience with its research context and challenges, may require a unique/adapted 
research process within a broad regional history directive. Historians engaging in regional 
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histories (whether micro-local, trans-regional, trans-local or global) should aim to consider 
broader socio-cultural connections and meaning.

Although possible, it is not feasible to do regional history research on a mega level on 
one’s own. Mega-level regional history research is a multidisciplinary, multiregional, com-
munity collaborative with which all of humankind can associate. “Findings” may histori-
cally display dynamic understanding and meaning, depending on the point of 
departure. Another debate is the reality of states as institutions and their official impact 
on all demarcated regions (micro or macro) under a political or imaginary authority.6

Hence the approach in this discussion is to treat regional histories and histories of 
regions as a field of history operating in/with many conceptual variations with several 
time and space differences or categories. These variations can also occasionally infuse, 
collaborate, partner, and inform each other. (The British-American Geographer John 
Agnew, as a prolific writer of regional historiography,7 generally supports this regional 
research view).8

It’s to be noted that all sections of this discussion encompass a rich historical tradition 
in what is known as regional history. The author intended to study the topic in-depth to 
gain a global understanding of the concept of ‘region’ from a regional history perspective. 
Where scholars of other disciplines are also required to touch on the craft generally associ-
ated with historians I have noted their arguments. Sadly, I could only utilise English 
sources from the various historiographical traditions that I have pointed out. Though I 
do not claim to have acknowledged all major scholars that might have contributed to 
this historiographical tradition I have consciously strived to be globally inclusive of devel-
opments in the field of regional history. In this article, the emphasis is firstly on introdu-
cing, and scholarly debating global regional history scholarship. Secondly, the five listed 
variations of regional history and some leading scholarly thoughts in each variation will be 
emphasised. Prominent observations from this historiography over time and regional his-
tory’s way forward will conclude the discussion.

Regional Historiography Trends – Some Global Perspectives

Regions and their “inevitable” associations with humanity, temporality and spatiality can, 
with some reasonable scholarly effort, be traced far back in time. Familiar names that 
come to mind are those of the fourteenth-century Tunisian scholar Ibn Khaldûn;9 Confu-
cius (of China);10 Herodotus (from Greece);11 nineteenth to twentieth-centuries scholars 
such as the Annales (histoire regionale) historians (from the 1920s);12 the historians enga-
ging with the Victorian History of the counties of England (since the late-nineteenth 
century),13 and ideologically inspired nationalisms noted in regions14 such as German 
Landesgeschichte15 (known as area studies with a rich provincial history before the nine-
teenth century16 and even convincingly related to the French Annales that quoted 
Landesgeschichte scholars like Karl Lamprecht).17 Then there is regional history written 
by Russian scholars (apparently dating from the eighteenth century),18 and early twenti-
eth-century developments towards a “local [regional history] method”, viewed as a total 
history, which Sergei Ivanovich pioneered. This method was viewed as a total approach to 
history embracing many disciplines, of which the history of the region, geography, 
economy and demography of the “working class” featured prominently.19 Features of 
this method are also associated with later developments in British regional histories at 
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the University of Leicester.20 Various countries have constructively displayed historiogra-
phical trends in regional historical research (with a political, economic or cultural associ-
ation seemingly dominant) since the twentieth-century upsurge of regional studies21

(such as Walter Mignolo’s subaltern studies on geo-cultural locations and regionalism 
in Latin America,22 the diverse decolonial and interdisciplinary debates in India23 and 
Arabia24 as well as the Finnish Ruralia Institute’s multidisciplinary regional studies on 
“home”).25 In 1948 William Hesseltine reminds the reader that political institutions in 
the nineteenth-century United States of America “spring from local communities … all 
of American life … American life has been organized on a regional base … ”.26 Yet the 
vision for writing regional history had been captured to mainly serve the national state 
imaginary, as would become evident from the dozens of scholarly articles published 
worldwide in the following years. Globally, several of these trends also influenced regional 
history scholars in Africa, especially in the last decades of the twentieth century, in which 
the economies of regions (with emphasis on regional integration and cooperation) domi-
nated for many years.27 My country, South Africa, also has an established regional history 
understanding related to social histories, which emanated amidst radical and Marxist 
thought challenging apartheid South Africa.28

Recently (in 2022) Russian scholars resorted to a “transdisciplinary regionology” 
research framework in which they intend “studying the peculiarities of development of 
economy, politics, society, culture, history [and] the languages of different regions of 
the world”.29 This particular objective is hardly different from any other pioneers studying 
regional histories all over the world and already hints at the multidisciplinary features 
which the Annales historians have over-explored for decades. Should “sub-discipline for-
mation” within regional history materialise and be established on a tertiary level to instil 
acceptable multidisciplinary regional research in which history features prominently, it 
would be refreshing. This would imply moving away from “haphazard and fuzzy concep-
tualizations”, according to Arnoud Lagendijk. He prefers to rather appreciate the existing 
“conceptual inheritance”, and further elaborates: 

Recent ideas on relationality, in particular, are considered helpful in reassessing as well as 
refining the value of ‘older’ structuralist–institutionalist macro approaches, and in situating 
the contribution from more recent debates on the (micro) role of cognition and knowledge.30

Lagendijk’s discussion relates to regions that dominate through their economic perspec-
tives and processes. One can assume that this necessity in the method also applies to how 
other disciplines view the regions, and how they have embraced multidisciplinary 
thought on regional studies that speak from local to global views. (Such an effort will 
be evident in the next section of this discussion).

Lastly, two mid-twentieth-century associations embraced scholarly regional studies in 
a multidisciplinary fashion. These associations were founded in the United States of 
America and Europe respectively. They are the Regional Science Association International 
(RSAI),31 founded in 1954 and the Regional Studies Association (RSA),32 established ten 
years later. By the twenty-first century, both had reached maturity and continued to 
thrive within multidisciplinary contexts33 (although history as a discipline was not yet 
as prominent as the business and economic sciences and geography).

Ann Markusen engaged in a broad critical reflection on these scholarly associations 
occupied with regional studies, and how and why they had excelled “globally”. Markussen 
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believes that “this body of work challenged orthodox approaches in geography, regional 
science and political economy”. Soon these challenges awakened a sensitivity to studies 
on “imperialism, class, race and gender on both sides of the Atlantic and to active move-
ments opposing specific national and local policies”. According to Markussen, it was a 
time that Marxist and institutionalist approaches to social phenomena revived and 
infused “into new interpretations of economic geographical forces”. It also became a 
scholarly space for sharing multidisciplinary ideas and methods which “greatly enriched 
the results”.34 In 1993, Andrew Isserman mentioned that the RSAI and RSA taught that 
a region “necessarily changes over time”.35 Some historians, like Donald Worster, enga-
ging with different regions,36 had to “discover” this through their own long regional 
history careers – in time, a region is spatially and historically not static. Another “discov-
ery” not to ignore in regional history is that top-down and bottom-up (history from below) 
histories should be included in regional history studies.37 Veit-Brause reminds readers of 
the lasting separation between “history from below” and the history of “high politics” in 
for example the post-Second World War era, which displayed an “aversion” in Marxist the-
ories.38 This “lasting separation”, as Van Eeden39 points out, should not be because in 
regions both the “bottom-up” and “top-down” histories are necessary to progress 
towards a representative history of regions.

From research done in this field, it appears as if hardly any continent regions and local 
spaces were scholarly excluded: Though not all of them might represent all peoples and 
places. It is, therefore, best for scholars of the history discipline, to be aware of the rich 
intellectual variety on the scholarly table, and to rather consider referring to the variations 
of regional history. In doing so (some already do)40 a digestible conceptual understanding 
of each variation, with its features can be considered while accepting occasional overlap-
ping features with other “variations”. These regional history variations will be introduced 
in the next sections, although each variation probably deserves its own, separate discus-
sion, which is not possible within the ambit of this article.

Considering the Many Variations of Regional History

It is a challenge to identify, list and/or describe the variety of research historiographies and 
methodologies that can be regarded as part of regional history studies in a broad sense. It is 
a field that is sometimes shared by academic scholars and non-academic (amateur) histor-
ians41 across the globe, and one which remains debatable when making an effort to define 
or outline it in a digestible way.42 Economists, geographers and other related professionals 
also seem to embrace regional studies far easier when dealing with human development 
and sustainability, than historians. There are many reasons for historians’ aversion. Perhaps 
some view it as too unstructured a study field, without clearly defined boundaries to use as 
an academic, scholarly point of departure. Others might disapprove of the multidisciplinary 
approach it requires. Whatever the case might be, it is a vibrant, diverse field of study, unli-
kely to disappear and worthy of scholars’ attention.

At this stage, several scholars have engaged in research using methodologies that 
added structural meaning to the widest possible spectrum covered by regional history 
studies.43 Such scholars (not all of them historians, but scholars with a historical sensitivity 
towards regional studies) include John Agnew,44 Celia Applegate, Robert Fawn,45 Bhairabi 
Prasad Sahu, Donald Worster, Christian de Vito, and Sulevi Riukulehto.46 I have also 

4 E. S. VAN EEDEN



scholarly invested in the field. Similar efforts by regional history establishments and scho-
lars in several countries before the twenty-first century should be included in the debate 
towards a varied structured outline and meaning that can be considered as regional 
history. These yesteryear scholars are occasionally referred to in the following discussions.

To initiate the discussion on the many variations in regional history per se, it is sufficient 
to agree with Agnew that “regions are ‘real’ in the sense of marking off distinctive bits of 
the earth’s surface or the product of political and social conventions that appear and dis-
appear as human history takes its course … ”.47 Historians focusing on regional develop-
ments, engage with a particular theme or phenomenon within a specific timeframe to 
understand its development in the context of a defined space. A region’s space and 
time-connectedness can be associated with several scholarly themes as variations with 
different goals that could and should occasionally overlap. This connection in all regional 
history research is possible if it is accepted that there are other contexts (whether micro or 
macro of nature) that impact the local to global regions, and vice versa. Figure 1 displays 
five variations of regional history scholarship: (i) Family – home – micro-spatial localities; 
(ii) Translocal (to national) and transregional histories; (iii) Region-specific communities/ 
countries/states; (iv) Spatial (space) and time and place specific trends (from micro- 
spatial to national and to global) and (v) Large/International regions as “imagined”. As 
every variation is discussed in the following sections, a conceptual understanding of 
each will be elaborated on.

In introducing these possible regional history variations48 three criteria are used in 
each to explain its historiography and meaning. The mentioned criteria include the vari-
ation’s (i) conceptual/epistemological feature(s); (ii) some scholarly views on a category 
and, (iii) observations on its prominence as a regional history variation.

Family – Home – Micro-Spatial Localities

Conceptual/Epistemological Feature(s)
The “family49 – home50 – micro-spatial localities”51 can be defined as a part of those micro 
spaces in any region that depicts everyday life histories “from below”, while other close-by 
and “from-above” or distanced histories frequently impact /inform or direct the “family – 
home – micro-spatial locality”. Yet this regional history variation can also, with the local 
histories that emanate within itself, direct (influence and complement) trans-local,52 trans-
regional and national53 histories.

An active proponent of micro-spatial history, De Vito, argues that the micro-spatial is 
grounded on “historical processes spatially” and usually “centring on single localities” 
while stretching across time by addressing connections.54 He continues: 

The micro-spatial perspective has the potential to combine … multi-century studies with the 
micro-analytical epistemology that highlights complexity, discontinuity and unevenness  
… .55

In De Vito’s studies, he and Gerritsen did exactly that by looking at the connections of 
“labour” as a topic from a micro-spatial to a global impression.56 The topics, phenomena 
and fields specifically covered from a historical angle, remain broad imaginaries. Lawson, 
Bavaj and Struck, for example, argue that “spatial” history per se is a “common forum 
which serves to link pertinent fields”, which can include “environmental history, landscape 
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history, local and regional history, transnational and global history, urban history, archi-
tectural history, the history of cartography and the history of science”, and which can 
be textual, visual, or performative representations.57

Figure 1. A broad structural application for approaching the many variations in regional history.135
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Scholarly Views
The “family – home – micro-spatial locality” variation in regional history was pioneered, 
promoted, and explored by prominent scholars in their micro-spatial localities58 all over 
the world. Some twentieth-century (and much earlier) scholars that come to mind are 
Ibn Khaldun, several French Annales historians59 and the German Alf Lüdtke.60 Khaldun 
resorted to such an approach by departing from the micro spatial locality. Michael 
Brett states that: 

Ibn Khaldun provides a mass of information on the cities and oases of southern Ifríqiya which 
allows us to observe the pattern of local government from the breakdown of the Almohad 
empire to the imposition of direct rule from Tunis in the 15th Century … 61 [sic]

Centuries later, the Annales scholars emphasise the village community. Gailanpiu 
Gonmeih’s observation accurately captures the Annales in this regard: 

In the village all the “structures” that fascinate the Annalistes-spatial, psychological, econ-
omic-can be studied. Individual villages provide the sources in parish registers that make 
possible “family reconstitution” over centuries from baptism, marriage, and death records. 
Tax rolls throw light on income, land distribution, and regional product. [sic] Folklore, 
passed on through written records or oral testimony, illustrates popular culture and throws 
light on hidden assumptions, on the mental structure, that governed village society. Linguis-
tics, social anthropology, and a host of other social sciences could be utilized … 62

The conceptual variety in the “history from below” research methodology related to 
family, home and micro-spatial localities as a regional history variation is part of the 
Alltagsgeschichte historian, Lüdtke’s framework, that might be viewed as part of a 
“social justice”63 approach: 

At the centre … are the lives and the sufferings of those who are frequently labelled, sugges-
tively but imprecisely, as the ‘small people’ … .64

The contextual and multidisciplinary value of research on the micro-spatial locality, says 
Christian De Vito (2019), is important to note and a mammoth but pivotal undertaking: 

… context-sensitive research requires awareness of the implications of historical research for 
each local community and the construction of its memory and self-representation. In this 
way, it pushes the discipline towards ever more co-operation [sic] with institutions and infor-
mal groups outside of academia.65

Thinking in integrative ways (multidisciplinary) to work towards the future of a locality’s 
economic sustainability in, for example, similar colonial distressed spaces also requires 
regional historians to advance their methodological thinking of this category as a vari-
ation of regional history.66 This is not an extraordinarily new idea as it was also endorsed 
by the British regional historian Harvey Finberg and the Annales historians of the twenti-
eth century. In this regard, the well-known British scholar Asa Briggs is mentioned by Van 
Eeden after an interview with a South African regional history pioneer who had been 
scholarly engaged with Briggs in the 1970s: 

Concerning regional history, he [Prof Asa Briggs] is of the opinion that the French are doing 
interesting work because they integrate regional history more than the [Victoria County 
History Scholars] VCH does, for example. What he means by this is that the French approach 
regional history in a more interdisciplinary way and are less inclined to place it in closed com-
partments … 67
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Any regional historian having dealt excessively with micro-spatial research can share 
similar experiences necessary to integrate historical research with interdisciplinary 
efforts.

Later in time scholars like De Vito also added his voice towards the necessity for inte-
grative micro-histories: 

I argue that microhistory is not bound to synchronic narratives and that a micro-spatial per-
spective questions the very partition between short [micro/local] and long-term [macro/trans 
regional] analyses, and reveals more articulated patterns of multiple and combined tempor-
alities … just like the singularity of a place is made by its simultaneous connections across 
space, it is also constructed out of the multiplicity of its past connections … Acknowledging 
the interactions among plural temporalities allows for an understanding of historical change 
as uneven and combined across and within regions.68

Thinking family to micro spatial locality not only requires a nearby spatial and tem-
poral understanding for the sake of its history but also for the sake of its common-
alities and threads rooted and linked to broader regional and cross-border 
imaginary. It is, after all, where the actual history originates, develops, excels, and 
relates. As an example, Nina Caputo’s regional history on Jewish memory falls 
within this ambit as do many micro-histories that eventually might contribute to 
display connecting features with transnational historical developments.69 Also, 
Riukulehto notes that it is impossible to separate regional history from local 
history and a nation’s history.70

Observations on “Family – Home – Micro-spatial Locality” as a Variation of 
Regional History
In every defined country and region, families, and localities, as a variation of regional 
history, have been widely studied, but more needs to be done. In some instances, the 
broader contexts are successfully used in locality histories to understand the micro- 
spatial.71 However, they are not necessarily further explored for their possible extended 
transnational connections – including other varieties of scholarly transnational reflections 
(for example locality comparisons; differences; features; continuity and change). Currently, 
there appears to be an enormous, global research void on this variation. To some scholars, 
this variation of regional history is a space where local histories (occasionally labelled as 
part of “half done”72 regional histories) continue their struggle to discover a clear 
definition within (in) national and transnational histories.73 There is also a preference 
for political angles associated with nationalism,74 while this variation can offer so much 
more.

Micro-spatial locality histories of any kind are spatially and historically situated in time, 
and form part of perhaps a region in which strong features of culture and identity exist.75

To my mind this variation of regional history, associating with a family – home – micro- 
spatial localities in a place and its time, are necessary “layers” of history that complement 
or advance into larger viewed histories such as the trans-local, the transregional and the 
national histories (see the conceptual understanding and examples by De Vito and 
Gerritsen mentioned earlier). Hence my view is that one variation does not matter 
more than another but relies on each other to provide perspectives of imaginary translo-
cal, transnational, transregional and global value.
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Trans-Local (to National) and Transregional Histories

Conceptual/Epistemological Feature(s)
It is said that “trans-local” is a word that emerged with the coining of the spatial turn, 
and more often includes “non-European regions in the debate such as Africa or south-
eastern Asia”.76 The argument with trans-local and transregional as a variation of 
regional history, is that it relates to the previous family-home to micro spatial local his-
tories in that the micro spatial contextually “feeds” the histories of regions as formal 
borders inside and outside a nation-state or as imaginary regions that can be 
defined politically, economically, and socially, and/or religiously. The trans-local (to 
national) and transregional histories variation display a tendency to be impacted 
from top-down through national demarcated border interventions and other decisions 
or trends that influence national and trans-local discourses and formations for example 
ideology, race, and identity.77 According to Rick Fawn, also suggested by Celia 
Applegate:78

… A region exists when actors, including governmental, [sic] define and promulgate to others 
a specific identity.79

World historian Arif Dirlik validly argues for replacing the concept “transnational” with 
“trans-local”. He views trans-local as a much older historical pattern in communities 
than that of national establishments.80 At this point, it is sensible to further engage 
with these mentioned and some other scholars.

Some Scholarly Views
A trans-local (to national) and transregional variation of regional history has been debated 
by, amongst others, prominent scholars such as Sahu, Applegate, Worster, Fawn and 
Jones.81 In elaborate critically viewed discussions on the national German Heimat his-
tories, Applegate also relates them with the pursuit, development and maintenance of 
an imaginary nation-state and ideologies,82 that most likely impact the micro-spatial 
local histories. Hence, perhaps, the view of Susan Armitage that thinking about the 
regions can become a “sloppily”83 process in research endeavours.

Applegate is not alone in her critique of the approach to the imaginary nation-state 
histories. Bhairabi Prasad Sahu of India informs that from the local to the national 
regions (or vice versa) in India have always been contested. He refers to the late nine-
teenth-early twentieth century study of regional histories that emerged in India, amidst 
India’s “damning indictment” of its past in “colonial writings”. Feudalism (a land system 
of landlord nobility-vassals/tenants and peasants) remained the dominant framework 
for understanding India’s past and Sahu continued suggesting such an approach by 
2015.84 Few scholars view the national state as an identity in itself (as mentioned 
earlier), and therefore contest institutional boundaries, which Sahu views as a doomed 
“epicentric perspective” with political motives.85

In a study on America’s regional history, Worster argues for understanding local as a 
total or inclusive history of a region (thus trans-local), though the temporal meaning of 
a region may be dynamic (thus changing through time and different spaces), the 
researcher of the region (in this case, the Western United States of America) should live 
with that. As a practical example, he refers to his experience with an earlier pioneer of 
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the West’s history, Frederick Jackson Turner, which explains Worster’s coming to terms 
with the dynamism of a region.86

Human-inhabited trans-local and transregional spaces in and outside the national, 
are thus not fixed but a dynamic reality in historical time that’s to be scholarly 
overcome.

Observations on Trans-Local (to National) and Transregional Histories as a 
Variation of Regional History
For historians (and many other professionals) the “how to” of working micro-spatially 
with human temporalities, requires a conscious scholarly demarcation of the trans- 
local concerning features of the “imagery” national, with motivations or arguments 
that can be considered for scholarly cognition.87 Themes, fields, and phenomena his-
tories from the historically perceived trans-local to the national and transregional 
(despite the challenges of nationally demarcated or scholarly determined boundaries) 
can assist the historian in defining trends and developments within a specific time-
frame and dynamic boundaries.

With the regional historian leading the discussion while being conscious of the chal-
lenges as limitations, it does not always have to turn into an impossibility, but be digest-
ibly embraced despite the array of scholarly viewed limitations. One such limitation is the 
political accent of the local as opposed to the national. Using Sahu’s argument regarding 
India,88 the histories of other countries also display their scholarly preferences of doing 
research in which the national state ideologies impact the local. In South Africa in 1990 
for example, Chris Saunders criticised all regional history research efforts as not framed 
to “address issues of regionalism”, with the distinction of the historians dealing with 
the KwaZulu Natal Province history.89 His concern might have been about the dominant 
emphasis on mainly the marginalised and justice history, while the remaining cultural and 
social history of a region was underscored.

Some regional scholars are perceived to become so involved in their surrounding con-
ceptualities that they are more concerned with their position than their objectives and 
actions. Think of “regionalism” and “regionality”, and what a region might encompass,90

and who is privy to (thinking about the views of all disciplines) dominate the scene of con-
ceptual clarity on regions? The next category sufficiently alerts the reader to this debate 
that features deliberate scholarly efforts to embrace many micro-spatial contexts as a 
broader trans-local and transregional history, known as the imaginary national and 
regional.

Region-Specific Communities/Countries/States

Conceptual/Epistemological Feature(s)
This “region-specific communities/countries/states” variation of regional history empha-
sises geographic; socio-cultural and other imaginary “features-of-scale” similarities. In 
essence, this implies that more disciplines appear to show an interest and that the scho-
larly debate develops towards potentially moving towards observing global connections 
and other associations of regions with postmodernism as part of the linguistic turn 
debate, post-colonial studies and the rise of subaltern views. All these complexities also 
challenge the traditional thinking of the regional historian.91
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Some Scholarly Views
Globally viewed, one may assert that some historians engage in research and writing on a 
combination of regions in imaginary demarcated national borders. Many scholars agree 
on the obvious global and regional connectedness, and by the early twenty-first- 
century regionalism appeared as a dominating trend, with international regions described 
by Fawn as “conspicuous” [visible or noticeable] with economic attention leading aca-
demic debates.92

Celia Applegate’s discussion on Europe as a continent of regions with regional identi-
ties93 correlates well with this variation. Yet Applegate quotes Christopher Harvie meta-
phorically comparing the regional understanding of Europe as a “badly organised 
dinner party”. Again, there are issues of differences in the comprehension of regions, 
which Applegate believes had been further obscured with the advent of modernisation 
after 1945. Harvie is of the view that by 1994 Europe was a continent of regions, badly 
organised so to speak because “jostling disciplines” in regional research rather speak 
alongside one another but not with each other.94 Since Harvie’s 1994 experience95 and 
Applegate’s discussion in 1999, more collaborations between disciplines in and on 
regions have been scholarly recorded. Yet the hybrid epistemology of “region” will 
remain challenging96 if kept neatly within a box as a very digestible take-away dinner, 
so to speak. Guided by Arjun Appadurai’s views, Applegate, suggests that Harvie’s 
“guests”, namely the spatial understandings of localities, social immediacies, technologies 
of interactivity and the relativity of contexts should be invited to talk to each other … .97

Apart from Harvie’s regional study on Europe many other contributions may well fit 
this category such as that of Victor Skipp on “The Centre of England” and economically 
focusing on an industrialised part of England.98 Another example is the study of Toyin 
Falola and Steven Salm on “Nigerian Cities”(2003).99 Marja Jalava of Finland also reports 
on the growing early twenty-first-century interest in transnational and trans-local 
regions and regionalism in the Nordic region, with emphasis on Scandinavia.100 Jalava, 
in particular, refers to the trans-local101 connectedness of the Sámi people at the furthest 
point of northern Europe, which is today divided between four different countries 
(Finland, Norway, Russia, and Sweden).102 In her debate Jalava refers to scholar Sanjay 
Subrahmanyam who has used historiographical examples from Mexico to, amongst 
others, “question the boundaries defined retrospectively by post-WWII Area Studies, 
arguing that they have blinded us to the possibilities of connection”.103 In many ways, 
in his earlier work, James Hayes also tried to associate the Hsin-an in Chinese historiogra-
phy by considering the outer islands as settlements and, … to show “their former connec-
tion with parts of present-day Hong Kong”.104 Further east, the Caroline Islands in the 
Pacific Ocean connected by the sea, have initiated the study of Paul D’Arcy, moving 
away somewhat from the general tendency to seek an “exaggerated” external impact 
on the islands and rather be attentive to the inter-island relations in indigenous history.105

There can never be a single method to a variation of regional history, especially in a 
world where historians tend to “experiment” with the theories and methods of other dis-
ciplines. For example, Eric Van Young’s methodology in his regional study, embraced the 
geographer’s central place theory to develop a historical typology of Mexican regional 
spaces “along the lines of solar and dendritic regions, relating especially to the colonial 
period” with the nineteenth century’s economic and spatial features of some regions in 
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Mexico prominent.106 Place and space studies in national regions and translocally or 
transnationally all follow some form of methodological structure to reason historical 
development and possibilities of connections to elsewhere in a given time.

The multidisciplinary dimensions of a region’s developments may also produce infor-
mation that may not be directly regarded as historically relevant but certainly may 
necessitate taking notice of for a more comprehensive understanding. One such 
example is the research debate between the geographers Costis Hadjimichalis and Ray 
Hudson. The post-2007 European crisis is viewed as having impacted dominant traditional 
regional theories, and past and current trends allowing for the erosion of “model regions” 
(such as intellectual, political, connected with radical and social movements), are listed as 
reasons for it.107

The thoughts and contributions of twentieth-century regional history scholars remain 
vibrant in the twenty-first-century variations of regional history.108

Some Observations on Region-Specific Communities/Countries/States as a 
Variation of Regional History
From this variation, it is more obvious that geographers also engage in human demogra-
phy, accentuating spatial value. Scholars have more generally considered embracing 
more region-specific histories in imaginary national countries or states, and even in reflec-
tive comparative regional studies109 on, and in national states, than in earlier times110 and 
amidst a growing trend in regional nationalism.111

Spatial (Space), Time & Place-Specific Trends (from Micro Spatial to National 
and Towards Global Interconnectivity)

Conceptual/Epistemological Feature(s)
Though it can be argued that this category shares some similarities with the previous 
three variations on regional history as viewed from a historical perspective, the conscious 
accentuation of time and place specific trend(s) in each space (spatiality) on a topic and/or 
phenomenon in research, applies. Some global histories indeed acknowledge space when 
engaging with time and place. Others allow specific topics and phenomena that, in time, 
are associated with definite trends featuring all over the globe, to guide their research. 
One such topic is the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) and the institution’s 
influence in many British colonies’ rural areas.112 Other trends, apt in dealing with 
space, place and time can include migrations; land occupation; demarcations; governing 
systems; cross border histories; cross-cultural encounters113 and subaltern114 voices.

Riukulehto argues that “time, event, and narrative are basic concepts in history, 
whereby space, place, and landscape are basic concepts in geography … Characterized 
by its physical nature, but regions as historical units are never completely determined 
by their environment … ”.115 I would like to argue that “space and place” are equally 
valued in historical studies. Furthermore, space and place are known to be prominent 
considerations when people, for example, settle anywhere. Historian Donald Worster 
associates the identity of a region primarily with its ecological modes from which 
“people have tried to wrest their food, their energy, their income from the specific land 
in question and what influence that effort has on the shaping of … [a] society and 
culture”.116
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Some Scholarly Views
The mingling thoughts on space and time or time and space stretch much further than 
twenty-first-century thought – from familiar examples such as the twentieth-century 
Annales historians,117 and the British historians, and even historical thoughts of yesteryear 
such as those of Ibn Khaldun. They all inform well that time was not viewed in isolation of 
space. Khaldun, for example, eventually also resorted to universal history as the popular 
way up to the nineteenth century.118

Moreover, Jalava reflects on pioneers of space (up to the spatial turn) in which she 
acknowledges French geographers and historians, and space and place hybridity: 

Theoretically, the spatial turn is indebted to the critical human geographers such as 
David Harvey, Doreen Massey, and Edward Soja, who have drawn upon a variety of phi-
losophers and sociologists from the pragmatic-hermeneutic tradition and phenomenol-
ogy to the Frankfurt School, French poststructuralism, and postcolonial studies. The 
honor [sic] of being a path-breaker is often assigned to the Marxist theorist [historian] 
Henri Lefebvre … . Because of the significant influence of various “post-isms” on the 
spatial turn … this approach has challenged such historicist views that regard places, 
such as nations, regions, and territories, as pre-given entities that can be treated in 
purely empirical, and empiricist, terms. Because places in spaces are human productions 
the concepts to give meaning to them are viewed as hybrid and changeable over 
periods of time”.

Scholarly writing on the value of space and place in regional histories (in which time is 
pivotal) has been quite prolific in the past three decades with the spatial turn as a his-
torical trend embraced in many published works. Proponents of these histories also 
see no prominent place for national histories. They believe that most regional histori-
cal studies departed from much narrower or local research endeavours with insti-
tutional features119 before having associated its time context with other geographic 
spaces for an advanced meaning and other possibilities. Global or world historians 
display this well in their writing.120 De Vito views space and time as bedfellows, and 
“micro-spatial” can be used as a way of combining microhistory and global 
history.121 In so many ways it is exactly what Fischer-Tiné122 has in mind with the 
topical or trend connections across space, created in a specific time or era that 
should be studied from a “global-microhistory” point of view. Yet, it stands that the 
micro-spatial footprint of each “micro-global-visible” trend, first requires scholarly 
attention before it is possible to reflect on the trend in a united and consolidated, com-
parative global way.

De Vito also states that “time”, and not only the “spatial”, matters by pointing to the 
“role of time in the making of places, connections and social practices as an alternative 
to the short-term/long-term divide”. 

Addressing practices and strategies of historical actors is crucial for identifying the ‘pertinent 
contexts’ of any large historical processes … the point is not to see each place as one 
‘context’, but rather to acknowledge that the context of a social process lies in multiple 
localities, individuals, objects and knowledges … Acknowledging the bottom-up and 
entangled construction of historical processes offers procedures of generalization.123

Though there are more and even similar views on this variation of regional history which 
has been belaboured by some regional historians on all continents, it is sadly impossible 
to tribute all in this paper.
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Some Observations on Space, Time, and Place-Specific Trends Towards Global 
Interconnectivity as a Variation of Regional History
Regional historians have debated this variation alongside geographers, though it must be 
admitted that geographers like Robert Fawn, John Agnew and Anssi Paasi have been at 
the forefront in providing direction for theoretical context, method, and focus.124

However, their focus may contain different aims than what the historians may have in 
mind when discussing trans-local to global interconnectedness. Agnew relates globalisa-
tion (in his words as “one of the premier buzzwords of the early twenty-first century”) as 
part of the geopolitics of the day while it is a myth to think of the world as being border-
less.125 Hopkins agrees and associates the 2010 plus era as the time in which globalisation, 
as part of the academic vocabulary, was quite loud, and connected as part of all the 
“turns” in historical studies created at the time (“global turn”, “material turn”, and the 
“totalizing return”). Hopkins notes that these specific turns can be viewed as a “reappear-
ance of history in the public domain”: 

Studying the past is now held, once more, to be important to understanding pressing ‘con-
temporary issues’ of which empires and globalization are viewed as prominent themes.126

Lastly, Hopkins argues that doing global history as an interactive effort between the uni-
versal and the local serves two main purposes: As a past-to-present study to understand 
the current globalisation debate and to consider it as a study for teaching purposes.127

The value of regional history programmes on an advanced Higher Education and training 
level is of course very important and should be considered in other debates. Generally 
viewed, historians can improve their positions on their views of space and time 
towards global interconnectivity in regional human settlement.

Histories of Large/Macro International Regions (“Imagined”)

Conceptual/Epistemological Feature(s)
Neumann and many others are of the view that all engagements labelled as macro or 
large regions in studies are, like the national and the transnational, mere “imagined com-
munities”.128 In thinking about “large” international regions scholarly usually seems to 
mostly relate to themes or topics covering economies, economic powers or preventative 
features and escalating conflicting histories. Large or macro-regions are also associated 
with concepts such as regionalism/the national in a trans-local way/and transregional.129

Fredrik Söderbaum concisely defines his view of macro-regions: 

Macro-regions (“world regions”) are here seen as large territorial units or subsystems, 
between the “state” and the “global” level (e.g. Europe or the EU) … 130

Macro-regional studies by economic historians appeared to have been viewed more 
as “contexts for social intervention and political affiliation”, says John Agnew.131

Agnew’s definition of macro-regional studies as variation in regional history can be 
captured as: 

… those theoretical and policy perspectives that directly relate the relevance of regions to 
the economic restructuring of national economies in the face of globalization and suprana-
tional regionalization (above all with the European Union).132

The next section sheds more light on some prominent scholarship.
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Some Scholarly Views
Agnew acknowledges twentieth-century historians having engaged with the macro- 
regional concept frameworks “in which dynamic economic core macro-regions had 
been discussed”. Most of Agnew’s valued examples are within the European context, 
namely the contributions of some Annales historians like Fernand Braudel (1949), Marc 
Bloch, Immanuel Wallerstein (1974), E.W. Fox (1971) and Emanuel Todd (1990) on 
“respectively northwest Europe and eastern as well as southern Europe” and “new region-
alism” which can be associated with the large or macro international regions’ variation in 
regional history.133

To date, this scholarly variation of regional history from an economic angle has young 
historiography from the pen of historians. It is mostly visible in multidisciplinary research 
contexts which should also be viewed as more advanced, with possibilities of diverse per-
spectives, than merely a solo disciplinary effort. Possibilities departing from a micro- 
spatial narrative to the trans-local, and the transnational with an eye on macro-regional 
needs and opportunities, require further scholarly debate between economic and social 
historians.

Not all regional history historians might have an appetite for macro-regional research. 
Christian De Vito expresses his reservations by stating that the “exclusive and predefined 
focus on large regions produces fundamental distortions at the methodological and inter-
pretative levels, including hampering the study of historical agency, downplaying differ-
entiations around space, class, gender and ethnicity, and shifting away from in-depth 
study of primary sources”.134 In my view, there is room for a variety of historical research 
methods in which to engage, and historians of regional history should be willing to not 
only engage in the micro-spatial variety (which is a must-do or must-be available-to-use in 
arriving at macro-regional “conclusions”) but also to participate in international macro- 
regional needs to serve the public domain.

Some Observations on Histories of Large/Macro International Regions 
(“Imagined”) as a Variation of Regional History
It seems as if European studies on macro-regions have dominated the scholarly contri-
butions in this variation of regional history globally. Perhaps it is not strange at all 
because western thought (enforced through imperialism in colonised areas) dominated 
for centuries. The twentieth century displayed a healthy micro-spatial local as opposed 
to regional research approach in literally all European countries (with views and 
methods spilling over elsewhere, such as in former colonies). It is only in the past 50 
years that postcolonial time regions and countries have had access to microspatial and 
translocal research done by their scholars. It might take more time to overcome the 
impact of the past in this regard.

Conclusion

This paper engaged with the historiography of regional history studies and debated 
five variations of regional histories. From the concise introductions of all the variations 
of regional history, it is quite clear that all have overlapping features, though, from 
conceptual and historiographical points of view, they can be distinguished from one 
another. Personally, the most valuable outcome from this reflection was that no 
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perception that one variation of regional history is “better” than the other, could be 
identified. They all rely on one another to “serve” regional history studies in a particular 
variation. It is quite clear that history as a discipline cannot fulfil its mandate on, for 
example, a macro-regional level if micro-spatial research is lacking. Regional history 
and historians in their variety of endeavours have the potential to embrace multidisci-
plinary research opportunities; have the potential to define connections that are 
broader than the micro locality or micro spatiality and the national towards the 
trans-local and the global; may have to establish/alter a research methodology tailored 
for place-specific circumstances while complying to basic disciplinary and scholarly 
requirements.

Finding one single epistemology and understanding regional history in all its variations 
might be like searching for a needle in a haystack – counterproductive and unrealistic. Yet 
there are basic scholarly research frameworks, meanings, and directions as research meth-
odological guidelines, which regional historians as historians pursuing the craft of the dis-
cipline, should explore and consider participating in.

With a broad but digestible concept of regional history, must come the establishment 
of institutional educational structures to better serve this field of study within multidisci-
plinary contexts and in which regional historians should also participate. Possible failures 
or shortcomings of existing histories on regions should be studied, as only historians can 
do, and improve/better its approach towards engaging with regional history in its many 
variations in the twenty-first century and beyond.
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