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1. Introduction  

Over a long period, dating back to the eighteenth century, 

international historiography has attributed a universal 

significance to the entity that is Europe. According to this 

narrative, all the great achievements of human history have 

gradually spread outwards from European civilization around the 

entire world. In his work, the German sociologist Max Weber talks 

of cultural phenomena with universal meaning and validity in the 

West, although Weber did cautiously add, «at least, as we like to 

imagine»1. Many of his successors are less reserved on this point 

and it is hardly surprising that it is possible to see traces of 

inherited Eurocentrism even in contemporary discussions on 

Europe and European historiography. 

However, since the end of the Cold War at the latest, and against 

the backdrop of accelerating globalization in the last third of the 

twentieth century, all European paradigms of progress and 

modernization have been fundamentally questioned, as have 
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various forms of often idealistic narratives of integration and 

Europeanization. In this sense, recent studies stress that «modern 

Europe» is ultimately much less genuinely European and that 

Europe is in many respects (constitution, social change and social 

inequality, religious conflict) much less modern than had long 

been believed2. Furthermore, one advantage of historical research 

now having an increased focus on global and connected history is 

that it has sharpened the sense of intensive interconnections 

between the regions of the world3. Moreover, older ideas that had, 

since the late eighteenth century, divided the world into 

progressive and backward regions and had positioned Europe at 

the center, have not only become untenable; they have also 

proved to be misguided as the framework upon which to build a 

narrative4. 

In contrast, international historiography is increasingly moving 

Europe towards a polycentric or even a provincializing world 

view, which at the same time has raised the fundamental question 

of whether this area can still be regarded as an independent 

historical region or whether it is actually a part of the world that 

is essentially separate and still hard to delineate5. Furthermore, 

notions of geographical areas or continents that could be clearly 

distinguished from one another by their particular mix of climatic, 

geological, or even cultural features are now being dismissed 

simply as a myth of geographical concordance6. Nevertheless, the 

almost classic questions of where Europe lies and where it ends, 

and what makes Europe European – that is, what constitutes its 

identity – have not lost any of their significance. On the contrary, 

Europe’s integration with other parts of the world, which has 

been increasingly noticeable to many people, and indeed what is 

in many ways its growing dependence, can sharpen our 

awareness of past circumstances that have increasingly become 

part of history.  

Long before the emergence of globalization at the end of the 

nineteenth century, Europe was already a macro-regional 
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network of evolving centers and peripheries in many areas of 

activity, forming fluid zones with free-flowing internal and 

external transactions – and non-European connections always 

played a significant part in this7. In this respect, there is no 

contradiction between European nation states and imperial 

states; on the contrary, imperial patriotism on the one hand and 

nationalism on the other hand actually encouraged each other. 

Empire states, multinational (federal) states and nation states 

coexisted, occasionally legitimizing one another and forming 

networks of relationships that had a formative effect lasting into 

post-colonial times8.  

Against the backdrop of these processes of change, international 

historiography has recently seen a significant increase in interest 

in transnational questions. Nonetheless, we should not lose sight 

of the fact that more recent European historiography has, as yet, 

provided little in-depth reflection on transnational history9. The 

following section will therefore consider some definitions in this 

field of research and its short history, followed by an outline of 

some of the challenges of writing a transnational history of 

Europe. The main focus of this is the twentieth century. Finally, 

the concept of «Europeanization» must be considered, as a 

process that on the one hand indicates the emergence of common 

European (and thus transnational) states of consciousness, but on 

the other hand can explain the ongoing impact of national 

identities by reference to transnational phenomena. 

2. What is «transnational history»? 

The concept of «transnational history» has a key position among 

the key concepts of modern historical study. Countless new 

monographs and essays make reference to it in their title, and 

current conference reports as well as the development of the 

expert forum «geschichte.transnational», along with the 

publication of manuals and introductions, document the growing 
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interest in a field of research that now shows clear signs of being 

permanently adopted on an (inter-)disciplinary basis10. The call to 

investigate the history of transnational institutions, organizations, 

and movements, but also cross-border political or social 

processes, came initially from literary studies, social and political 

sciences, anthropology, and various «area studies», before it found 

its way into historical research11.  

Essentially, the victory march of the new concept, which began in 

the USA, dates back to the early 1990s when on the one hand, 

after the Cold War, political borders were redrawn (especially in 

Europe) and became more permeable, while on the other hand 

economic globalization was given a considerable boost; this 

brought with it far-reaching consequences for the study of cross-

border migration of varying kinds – of people and goods, but also 

of organizational systems, news, and ideas. All in all, this 

promoted the feeling among many contemporaries that they had 

witnessed a growing international integration or even global 

interdependence12. Against this backdrop, there has been a clearly 

increasing scientific interest in investigating cross-border 

developments, as well as researching organized and non-

organized transfers, connections, and interdependence across 

borders. Pursuing transnational history has since increasingly 

become a matter of fact, to the extent that it could even be viewed 

as the mission of a generation.  

In a very broad interpretation of the term transnational history, 

the new direction of study is concerned with examining the «links 

and flows», the «people, ideas, products, processes and patterns 

that operate over, across, through, beyond, above, under, or in-

between politics and societies»13. However, this rather vague 

definition, by the editors of the Palgrave Dictionary of 

Transnational History, Akira Iriye and Pierre-Yves Saunier, 

published in 2009, can hardly replace the persistent discrepancy 

between [between what and what? – seems to be missing the 

second part of this phrase] the widespread and often formulaic 
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recourse to «transnational history» through a systematic 

reflection on its historical and theoretical foundations. There is 

still no agreement as to whether transnational history has its own 

chronological boundaries (does it have a meaningful role in the 

study of history before the establishment of modern nation 

states?) or whether the problems it addresses mark distinct areas 

of research that can clearly be distinguished from other 

approaches. There are similarly vague answers as to whether the 

eclectic reference to methods of historical comparison, 

interconnection, and transfer is sufficient as a criterion for an 

independent field of research. 

Although the call for «transnational history» has now become a 

matter of course for many, due to the ongoing process of 

globalization and also the declining importance of national 

borders within Europe, there is actually still a noticeable lack of 

clarity about what it really means. Furthermore, it must be said 

that older historical study has also regularly focused on the 

«transnational». The study of colonialism and imperialism, along 

with postcolonial studies, have been essential in setting the pace; 

the modern history of migration, along with all the recent studies 

conducted under the banner of histoire croisée or the history of 

interdependence, could make a similar claim for themselves14. 

Moreover, it is anything but a coincidence that the often criticized 

history of diplomacy was also an important stimulus for research 

into transnational movements and organizations, after a stronger 

cultural-historical perspective had prevailed in this field15.  

The debate about transnational history was, therefore, already 

underway before the term appeared more frequently in the 

academic world. The essential stimulus for this initially came from 

the US region, and there was some delay before it entered into 

topical European discussions. One of the first basic definitions 

came from the American historian David Thelen, and states that 

transnational history examines «how people and ideas and 

institutions and cultures moved above, below, through, and 
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around as well as within, the nation state». In addition, it analyses 

«how well national borders contained or explained how people 

experienced history»16. There are several factors that explain why 

this very broad definition, as well as subsequent attempts at it, did 

not bring about any fundamental theoretical self-reflection nor 

any relating to the methods of transnational history. 

First, the key concepts and methods of transnational history had 

already been developed and tested by previous research 

approaches. This also included a theory-led debate, headed by 

representatives of postcolonial studies, which increased general 

sensitivity to questions of historical comparison and of transfer. 

The same is true of modern network analysis which, influenced by 

the work of Spanish urban sociologist Manuel Castells, drew the 

attention of historical research particularly to infrastructural 

networking and the spread of new communication technologies, 

but which also went beyond the questions of infrastructure and 

technological developments to get to the bottom of the role played 

by different networks in the world’s increasing 

interconnectedness17. Few other concepts have assumed such a 

prominent role in recent transnational historical research. 

Secondly, the absence of an in-depth discussion of theory and 

methods is explained by competition between, and at the same 

time, the inextricable interrelationship between transnational 

history and other fields of research, among which global history 

occupies a prominent position18. Because there are broad areas of 

overlap between the approach advocated here, to examine the 

circulation and exchange of things, people, ideas, and institutions 

in order to demonstrate the world’s interdependence and 

reconstruct global connectedness, and the approaches taken in 

the study of transnational history. A global history that sees itself 

as «a history of interactions within global systems» (Jürgen 

Osterhammel) is inevitably also transnational history19. In order 

to untangle this network of relationships, the Berlin historian 

Sebastian Conrad has suggested that transnational history should 
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be interpreted in a narrow sense only as a heuristic approach, and 

not as a method, because it is directed at phenomena that are 

geographically narrower than those of global history. Although in 

practice there are numerous overlaps, in his opinion transnational 

history mainly concentrates bilaterally on the exchange between 

two communities and cannot therefore cast a meaningful light on 

the wider global context20. 

However, such a categorization classification runs counter to the 

various demands made by exponents of transnational history to 

examine the justification and expansion of cross-border 

interconnections over different ranges through transregional and 

translocal studies – both for the pre-modern period and for 

subsequent centuries21. Obviously there are more overlaps than 

differences, since both areas of research are chiefly concerned 

with overcoming the inherited preoccupation of traditional 

historical study with the nation state as a research framework. 

However, a clear distinction between these, or indeed other areas 

of research, does not seem to be possible and indeed, various 

observers do not consider it necessary at all.  

Such indecisiveness is actually rather unsatisfactory. In order, 

thirdly, to achieve greater clarity in this regard, it would make 

sense to establish a close link between the «spacial turn» that has 

emerged since the 1990s in the humanities and social sciences, 

and the development of transnational history22. After all, it is no 

coincidence that a turning towards, or more precisely turning 

back to, the notion of «space» was a crucial requirement for 

historians’ rapidly increasing interest in transnational questions23. 

This turning point continued to be driven by political upheavals 

from 1989/90 onwards, but also gained impetus from other 

processes. These included financial capitalism, which since the 

1980s has spread ever wider, unchecked, around the world, as 

well as the intensification of global trade and the flow of 

migration. In addition, the spread of new communication 

technologies promoted a more open understanding of «spatial 
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history» in the humanities and social sciences, which now 

increasingly turned away from the nation state as the 

predominant analytical unit. This was absolutely crucial for 

European historiography, because it steered the already older 

debate, with its focus on Europe’s external borders, towards a 

critical confrontation with hemispherical thinking about internal 

European borders in their traditional east-west and north-south 

divisions, as well as the associated «mental maps»24. 

In this context, it is also worth considering another debate that 

has been underway since the 1970s. At its core, it focused on the 

significance of regional history for the development of collective 

identities, with an initial focus on socio-economic and internal 

cultural forces, before the subject of regional interconnectedness 

also grew as a topic in international or global contexts, as 

witnessed for example by the economic trend known as 

«glocalization»25. For our purposes, it is significant that during the 

1990s, the concept of «the transnational» was given a 

considerable boost by the «spatial turn», as well as by an 

increased interest in regions as a framework for study, which 

moved it onto the agenda of various scientific disciplines. 

However, in historical science, in the words of Klaus Kiran Patel, 

this did not mean a new field of research between or in addition to 

local, regional, national, or even global history, but rather that 

there was a logic connecting these individual entities26. 

Substantially supported by modern regional research, 

transnational studies now focused on linking local and regional 

phenomena and developments with the supranational or 

transcontinental. 

In this sense, it should have become clear that transnational 

history is neither a specific method nor an independent 

subdivision of historiography, but is ultimately a particular way of 

looking at general history that allows us to view the 

interconnections between all spheres of historical reality. To this 

end, transnational history examines, for example, political 
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processes or movements that transcend the borders of nation 

states. Additionally, it focused on international organizations that 

had long been underestimated by historians, and it is no 

coincidence that non-governmental organizations initially played 

a significant role here. At the same time, it is particularly 

concerned with socio-economic and cultural change resulting 

from cross-border interconnections and transfers. This equally 

means that transnational history has in no way to turn its back 

completely on the national research framework, because its 

questioning also aims to establish how much that is «foreign» was 

involved in the formation of modern nations and nation states, 

and how much was rejected or even eliminated. Transnational 

history is therefore actually a research perspective that can be 

assigned to different scientific approaches or even take 

precedence over them, and from which modern European 

historiography can also benefit. 

3. Transnational history and European historiography 

Although transnational history provides no access to the past that 

is specifically relevant for the study of European history, it has 

attracted a great deal of attention in recent years, particularly in 

Germany but also in various other European countries27. 

Undoubtedly, current political experiences (the collapse of 

communist regimes in Eastern Europe, the gradual expansion of 

the European Union, the introduction of the Euro and so on) 

played an important role in this. In addition, the opening up of the 

borders between the Eastern and Western blocks and subsequent 

increase in mobility within Europe has led to a new cultural 

diversity on a scale not seen since the inter-war period. There had 

already been a rediscovery or revival of regional characteristics in 

many countries, which on the one hand prompted political 

demands for greater decentralization and regional autonomy, 

while on the other it promoted new forms of post-national, dual, 
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or even compound identity, which generally led to a cosmopolitan 

localism and regionalism28. 

European historiography was able to derive substantial benefit 

from this changed socio-political climate, because the new 

circumstances and changing cultural climate created an increasing 

sensitivity to questions of historically increasing cross-border 

interconnections. Although older research had already considered 

many of these phenomena as Europe-wide, not least 

industrialization since the end of the eigteenth century, it was 

only in recent years that there was a clearer awareness of the 

European and thus transnational nature of many fundamental 

historical developments and radical changes. Among other things, 

it has become clear how much the history of the modern 

constitutional state and the development of parliamentarianism, 

or the formation and expansion of the modern welfare state, can 

only be fully grasped by adequately addressing the transnational 

nature of events29. Moreover, the policies of the European Union 

and the impulses it provided for the establishment of a stronger 

identity with the European area led to a considerable increase in 

historical interest in transnational interdependencies, 

organizations, and dynamics. 

However, at the same time the question of what value the nation 

state still has or even should have in such studies has become 

increasingly important30. Because while the focus on 

transnationality does allow new insights into cross-border 

exchange and interdependence in the most diverse areas, such a 

change in perspective cannot ultimately fail to acknowledge that 

in Europe in the course of the twentieth century, nation states 

finally rose to become the dominant political model of order – 

with far-reaching consequences for all areas of life. It is also 

remarkable that they remained the undisputed «bearers of foreign 

and domestic sovereignty» throughout the twentieth century, 

contrary to all academic announcements of their demise31. 

Furthermore, the internal and external nation building during that 
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period was effectively promoted «from above», and governments 

could be sure that their citizens would embrace it, because the 

nation state – in Europe and also other parts of the world – 

remained the crucial basis for the classification of political 

participation through legal rights even though gradual changes in 

the European legal system indicate that also in this area a 

fundamental shift is also underway in this area. Nevertheless, to 

this day the nation state remains the decisive legal framework for 

political, social and cultural emancipation, and it is therefore 

hardly surprising that it continues to be the focus of almost all 

political and social projections. Even as a forum for cultural 

identity, the boundaries of areas with a national language, or 

rather the borders of nation states, have remained a decisive 

factor in socialization through communication32. 

Examining European transnational history poses a major 

challenge, particularly in view of the traditional power of the 

modern nation state. Because while new perspectives can enrich 

our view of European history, they are inevitably influenced by 

the nation state’s demonstrable significance in a wide range of 

areas. Another fundamental challenge arises from the fact that the 

history of Europe has been shaped to a considerable extent by 

political and military violence and the memory of it. The twentieth 

century was also overshadowed by the establishment of fascist 

and communist dictatorships. This poses a fundamental problem 

for transnational approaches in modern historiography, because 

in the long term, the actions, experiences, and memories of broad 

sections of the population resulted in highly charged national or 

ethnic differences and extreme contrasts. The wars and other 

experiences of the majority of people are in this sense directly at 

odds with a transnational perspective. Eric Hobsbawm’s history of 

the short twentieth century, which is not coincidentally entitled 

The Age of Extremes, shows just how much this has captivated 

historiography. The title of Mark Mazower’s The Dark Continent 

suggests in its title which way European history was going. And 
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even Tony Judt’s masterful account of the history of Europe after 

1945 comes into its own largely by confronting the memory of 

violence during the Second World War33. 

Such approaches do not necessarily mean that a transnational 

perspective cannot be taken; in fact, they are not only concerned 

with the positive notion of «links and flows» but also with the 

processes of exclusion, isolation, or even expulsion34. And yet it 

should be no coincidence that so far, transnational approaches 

have had great difficulty in integrating the circumstances and 

repercussions of wars and other forms of public violence into 

historiographically convincing accounts. Things do, however, 

seem to be changing in this regard, as more recent works show 

how much even humanitarian aid for the victims of war can only 

be understood by taking into account the impact of national or 

other political interests35. The facts emerge in a similar way in 

studies of the history of memory in Europe. It repeatedly showed 

in both the first and second post-war periods of the twentieth 

century the ubiquitous reference in public remembrance to their 

own national victims36. 

For European historiography, ‘the’ fundamental challenge is 

concealed behind this polarity between transnationality and 

nationality. Its significance can also be felt – even if it is not 

immediately suspected – in completely different fields of history 

concerning the actions, experiences, and memories of millions of 

Europeans. Because wherever historians focus their gaze, whether 

on the history of demographics, gender, or consumerism, to name 

but a few, one can observe a mixture of general, transnational 

forces on the one hand and national or regional as well as 

culturally and socially conditioned adaptations on the other. 

The regional history of the 1970s has already dealt with this 

problem time and again, and it is therefore only logical that more 

recent European historiography has now also recognized the 

significance of historical regions for establishing political and 



13 
 

social activity, and as a focus for the formation of collective 

identities37. On the one hand, this kind of approach makes it 

possible to shed light on the transregional and translocal 

interconnections within Europe, and also between selected 

European regions and non-European territories, and on the other 

hand to work out the dichotomies between the European 

periphery and the north-western core areas of Europe, as well as 

between urban areas and rural regions. At the same time, taking 

this approach also avoids succumbing to a homogenizing view of 

Europe. In essence, therefore, it is a question of doing justice to 

the claim of weighing up national and nation-state determinants 

and developments – carefully and without teleology – against such 

transnational types38. With the concept of «Europeanization», 

European historiography can revert to a key concept that was first 

developed in political science or anthropology, but which is now 

used for more history-orientated questions regarding the 

significance of cross-border transfers. 

4. Europeanization and transnational history 

What is meant by Europeanization? In political and social science, 

it is primarily a question of the repercussions of EU policy at 

nation-state level, while a broader understanding of the term 

would interpret it as a «multi-layered, multidirectional and open 

process of European interconnections and exchange» [woher 

genau kommt das zitat? Haben Sie das original?]39. Because of the 

vagueness of this phrasing, the Maastricht historian Klaus Kiran 

Patel has clarified his understanding of the term Europeanization 

as follows: «all those political, social, economic and cultural 

processes that have promoted or altered the sustainable 

strengthening of connections and similarities within Europe, 

through some form of assimilation, exchange or networking. This 

is always accompanied by forms of demarcation and ‘othering’, as 

well as fragmentation and conflict». Although the many facets of 
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his attempt at a definition can be interpreted in a wide variety of 

ways, their potential becomes clear by taking a more empirical 

perspective that emphasizes the changing relationship between 

the development of individual territorial structures and collective 

identities40. Various examples of this are given below. 

This has recently been impressively demonstrated in research 

into modern infrastructures. Materializing Europe is among 

numerous relevant publications that illustrate the strong 

repercussions that the construction of traffic routes and oil and 

gas pipelines, as well as the development of European 

telecommunication networks and television programs, have had 

in recent decades in terms of changing the understanding of 

Europe as a territorial entity. Although the beginning of these 

types of infrastructure dates back to before the First World War, 

the focus of the work in question is on the second post-war period 

of the twentieth century. This is an era in which cross-border 

dependencies in this area increased significantly, both 

quantitatively and qualitatively41. The transport sector, in 

particular, provides very vivid evidence for this because it shows, 

among other things, how the so-called E-road network – which by 

the end of the twentieth century had grown to over 90,000 km – 

was used to connect more and more countries to the north-

western core area and thus also to include the European 

periphery (Finland, Greece, Ireland, and Portugal)42. In addition, 

mobility per person and per capita in Europe has increased 

steadily, from around 17 km per day in 1970 to 35 km in 2000, 

albeit with marked differences between regions. Europe has also 

become the most densely populated tourist area of the world, 

with travel within the continent being predominant.  

From a broader perspective, these series of data and 

developments can demonstrate the extent to which the 

mobilization and channeling of modern transport towards roads, 

rail, and air has changed the «mental maps» of many Europeans. 

Equally, the expansion of European route networks for air, rail, 
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and car traffic, which was also promoted by the European 

Community, has changed perceptions of the European experience, 

and the way people process their knowledge of it. This raises 

striking repercussions. On the one hand, it has been shown that 

neither the effects of Europe-wide air traffic nor of European 

motorways and railways have led to spreading integration. On the 

contrary, many regions along the roads declined into areas of 

transit, particularly in Central Eastern Europe and the former 

GDR. This led central and transit areas to drift apart, even more so 

due to the outflow of labor and shrinking cities, particularly in 

Central Eastern Europe. At the same time, the fact that films, video 

clips, and the Internet were increasingly communicating an 

interconnected metropolitan lifestyle ensured that attractive 

images of urban culture were being disseminated, which in turn 

promoted the metropolitan tourism that made certain cities 

(Barcelona, Edinburgh, or Berlin) particularly attractive for young 

people and students.  

Examples of this kind – and these are nothing more than examples 

– initially indicate only which direction the Europeanization 

process would take, but they also show to which diverging forces 

it may lead. From a fundamental point of view, this raises the 

question of when Europeanization can first be spoken of. 

Obviously it is not sufficient to trace the processes of cultural, 

economic, political, or even social coming together, as would be 

the case with a social history that emphasizes convergence, but it 

is important that the processes, experiences, and observations are 

perceived by those involved as being specifically European, and 

that they are described as such43. This calls for further detailed 

studies, which can only arrive at convincing results through a 

carefully balanced series of nationally and transnationally 

justified approaches and methods. There are already important 

building blocks for this, such as the history of ageing, family 

structures, or gender, but they are not yet anything more than the 

building blocks of a history of Europeanization44, which in their 
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concrete form have many national and regional aspects and 

should not be homogenized by taking a pan-European 

perspective. For example, we still know far too little about the 

legal differences and interpretation of the demand for equal rights 

in practice. The handling of corporal punishment, which was legal 

in many European countries until the 1970s through customary 

law, is also a drastic example of how difficult it is to get to the 

bottom of Europeanization in detail45. 

It therefore seems generally advisable to avoid making superficial 

attributions to Europeanization processes that permeate 

everything else. The spread of mass consumerism in Europe is 

another example46. A glance at this field from the end of the 

twentieth century reveals the widespread expansion of 

international retail chains, whose branches can now be found in 

many European countries – something they celebrate as part of 

their strategy for success. It seems that Europe has in this way 

become a uniform area of activity and, at the same time, in law, for 

consumers who are more or less self-determined and who have 

the opportunity to buy goods wherever it suits them. It could, 

however, actually be claimed that this «consumer certainty» is a 

very recent phenomenon. Although the international expansion of 

fast food restaurants and supermarket chains began in the 1960s, 

a closer look shows that their spread was by no means 

irreversible and also that it suffered setbacks. In this context, the 

furniture market provides further interesting insights. It was 

where IKEA developed «from a small company in the forests of 

southern Sweden» in the 1960s to a global retailer in forty 

countries worldwide. In 1984 the IKEA catalogue was produced in 

nine languages and 45 million copies were printed47. For our 

purposes, it is important that mass consumerism of the IKEA 

variety in Europe consists not only of the act of purchasing, but 

also of experiences and later of memories to which a certain 

meaning can be attributed in conversations about lifestyles and 

values expressed through furniture. And there is more to it than 
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that. For obvious reasons, the company’s own measures of success 

do not take into account social, intellectual, or even individual 

boundaries. However, anyone taking a historical look at the living 

rooms of Europe will find it hard to speak of an IKEA Europe: 

Gelsenkirchen or Brittany baroque, British carpets and south-

eastern European «Spartanism», to name but a few, in no way fit 

under a single company logo. 

Thus the phenomenon of Europeanization through mass 

consumerism presents a dazzling picture even in the last third of 

the twentieth century, which at its core remained trapped in 

national and regional conventions of taste. However, national 

patterns were not and are not solely the result of collective good 

or bad taste, but rather social stratification and incomes, tax 

regulation (particularly VAT), transport costs and 

[communication between face-to-face collectives?] In social terms, 

however, the rise in mass consumerism had a standardizing effect 

internationally, because the increase in purchasing power from 

the mid 1960s onwards meant that working-class families could 

afford the same basic equipment in their homes as those from the 

middle classes. Even peripheral areas such as Brittany, which long 

remained cut off from national improvements in housing 

standards, quickly caught up and in some cases even overtook the 

national average. The research field of mass consumerism also 

illustrates the tension between national and transnational 

determining factors. In an East-West comparison, the decades 

since 1945 have added something else to this, because during the 

Cold War the spread of Western consumer culture to the East was 

severely hampered. This was by no means only about trade 

barriers; the ideal of the communist consumer, as promoted by 

the party, had an entirely different goal from a capitalist market 

economy. Eastern European regimes claimed they were 

promoting rational consumption. What is more, rational 

consumption was meant to produce a new kind of human being48. 

However, during the economic boom such ideals quickly receded 
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into the background in Eastern Europe too, and large sections of 

the population here also participated in the unprecedented 

expansion of the consumer market, albeit with some delay in 

comparison to the West. Although all Eastern European countries 

had begun to produce washing machines, cookers, and black-and-

white televisions by the mid-1970s at the latest, the inadequate 

supply of goods across the Eastern bloc became a decisive Achilles 

heel of the political system; more and more people had to learn 

how to deal with restrictions and shortages, which at the same 

time were becoming rarer for consumers in the west of the 

European macro-region. The transnational history of European 

consumerism in the twentieth century thus opens up the view not 

only to interconnections, but also to numerous fragmentations 

and developments in opposing directions, which can be expanded 

into comparisons between north and south, city and country, men 

and women, or different generations. At the same time we can 

clearly see to what extent it was only in the 1990s, with the rapid 

expansion of mass consumption from the West to the East, that 

Europe was transformed into a more uniformly structured trade 

and sales area.  

Investigation of these processes may reinforce an observation 

already made by Edmund Burke at the end of the eighteenth 

century. «No European can be a complete exile in any part of 

Europe»49. This, however, was an intelligent prophecy for the 

future, whereas the past had always been rich in exiles. It applies 

not only, but above all, to the twentieth century. After all, the two 

world wars and equally bitter experience of the Cold War led to 

deep rifts between European nations and ethnic groups, whose 

effects continue to this day. Overall, however, a more 

transnational approach to historiography about Europe is better 

able to do justice to the opposing processes than could be done 

over a long period of time by a historiography purely focused on 

the nation state. Moreover, such an approach gives narratives 

about Europe a more open beginning and, at the same time, a 
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more open end. In this way, it is less «triumphalistic» or 

teleological than is the case in the often invoked short twentieth 

century of extremes50. From the viewpoint of a historiography 

that is conscious of its theory and method, this is no small feat.  
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