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I. Introduction

During the last decade social network analysis (SNA) has developed
from a rather marginal feature in the social sciences into an interdis-
ciplinary phenomenon. If in the beginning it was primarily sociology
and anthropology that operated with network concepts, for a few
years now SNA has started to forge a path into a wide range of aca-
demic disciplines.1 Nor has history remained un touched by this
trend. In recent years, in fact, historians have shown a particular and
growing interest in network research in the broadest sense.2 Yet it is
not only historians, but also social, political and communications sci-
entists who have already attempted to apply SNA to objects of histor-
ical research. Ac tually, compared to other disciplines it was taken up
by historical research at an early stage.

By the end of the 1970s, when the modern network paradigm had
not yet been fully formulated even in the social sciences, first at tempts
were already being made, under the umbrella concept of Ver flecht -
ungs analyse to transfer SNA to historical research.3 Some of the best-
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1 The various forms of usage outside natural science are described e.g. in
Heiner Fangerau and Thorsten Halling (eds.), Netzwerke: Allgemeine Theorie
oder Universalmetapher in den Wissenschaften? Ein transdisziplinärer Überblick
(Biele feld, 2009); and Christian Stegbauer and Roger Häußling (eds.), Hand -
buch Netzwerkforschung (Wiesbaden, 2010), 571–770.
2 Cf. Marten Düring and Linda von Keyserlingk, ‘Netzwerkanalyse in den
Ge schichtswissenschaften: Historische Netzwerkanalyse als Methode für die
Erforschung von Historischen Prozessen’, in Rainer Schützeichel and Stefan
Jordan (eds.), Prozesse: Formen, Dynamiken, Erklärungen (forthcoming).
3 The much-quoted pioneering work is by Wolfgang Reinhard, Freunde und
Kreaturen: ‘Verflechtung’ als Konzept zur Erforschung historischer Führungs grup -
pen. Römische Oligarchie um 1600 (Munich, 1979).
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known social network analyses came from His torical Sociology in the
mid 1990s.4 Since then it has been more a case of individual voices
stressing the great potential of network research in historical
research,5 without any consistent re search programme being fol-
lowed. It is only recently that this has changed.

In the last few years in many places, independent of one another,
the idea of historical networks has become very popular.6 Various
research projects and also individual researchers of all epochs sud-
denly seem to have recognized the benefits that can go along with
network approaches and have applied them to their own field of
research. There is no discernible common motivation for this. In fact,
it seems to be more a case of re-importing the analytical instrumen-
tarium from various neighbouring disciplines, above all sociology,
but also ethnology and others. This is resulting in a heterogeneous
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4 Cf. e.g. Bonnie H. Erickson, ‘Social Networks and History: A Review Essay’,
Historical Methods, 30 (1997), 149–57; and Roger V. Gould, ‘Uses of Net work
Tools in Comparative Historical Research’, in James Mahoney and Dietrich
Rueschemeyer (eds.), Comparative Historical Analysis in the Social Sciences
(Cambridge, 2003), 241–69.
5 Cf. Michael L. White, ‘Social Networks: Theoretical Orientation and His -
torical Applications’, Semeia: An Experimental Journal for Biblical Criticism, 56
(1992), 23–38; Barry Wellman and Charles Wetherell, ‘Social Network
Analysis of Historical Communities: Some Questions from the Present for
the Past’, History of the Family, 1 (1996), 97–121.
6 Cf. e.g. Christoph Boyer, ‘Netzwerke und Geschichte: Netzwerktheorien
und Geschichtswissenschaften’, in Berthold Unfried (ed.), Transnationale Netz -
werke im 20. Jahrhundert: Historische Erkundungen zu Ideen und Praktiken,
Individuen und Organisationen (Leipzig, 2008), 47–58; Wolfgang Neurath and
Lothar Krempel, ‘Geschichtswissenschaft und Netzwerkanalyse: Potentiale
und Beispiele’, in Berthold Unfried (ed.), Transnationale Netzwerke im 20. Jahr -
hundert: Historische Erkundungen zu Ideen und Praktiken, Individuen und Or -
gani sationen (Leipzig, 2008), 59–79; Wolfgang Neurath, ‘Neue Perspek tiven
für die Geschichtswissenschaft durch Soziale Netzwerkanalyse (SNA)’,
Österreichische Zeitschrift für Geschichtswissenschaft, 19 (2008), 140–53; Morten
Reitmayer and Christian Marx, ‘Netzwerkansätze in der Geschichts wissen -
schaft’, in Christian Stegbauer and Roger Häußling (eds.), Handbuch Netz -
werkforschung (Wiesbaden, 2010), 869–80; Marten Düring and Martin Stark,
‘Historical Network Analysis’, in George A. Barnett (ed.), Encyclopedia of
Social Networks (London, 2011), 593–5; Düring and Keyserlingk, ‘Netz werk -
analyse in den Geschichtswissenschaften’ (forthcoming); see also <http://
historicalnetworkresearch.org/>, accessed 8 May 2015.



and fragmented research landscape that is almost impossible to keep
track of completely. What is more, for a long time almost no ex change
took place between those historians interested in networks, and this
only served to reinforce these tendencies.7

Quite recently discernible attempts have been made to counteract
this situation. Small but constantly growing groups of historians are
making successful attempts at co-ordination. At international confer-
ences and workshops they are taking the opportunity to exchange
ideas about problems and results and to discuss most recent devel-
opments on a regular basis.8 The participants come from various
research contexts. Thus they have different levels of empirical train-
ing and in practice each of them has to deal with slightly different
problems. Their common basis is the attempt to transfer network
approaches to historical research and, by applying them successful-
ly, to add something of value to their work. The still small, but very
promising field of research that seems to be emerging from these
efforts has achieved some initial success, which coincides with some
nascent external effect. This is evidenced by the fact that specialist
periodicals are already devoting special issues to the new topic.9

For all these efforts, the study of historical networks is still in its
infancy, so there is still some uncertainty about the limits, the inter-
nal composition, and, above all, the direction in which this field is
moving. For historians in particular combining their own heuristics
with a procedure essentially quantitative like SNA presents special
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7 Michel Bertrand and Claire Lemercier, ‘Introduction: Où en est l’analyse de
réseaux en histoire?’, Redes: Revista Hispana para el Análisis de Redes Sociales,
21 (2011), 12–23, at 14.
8 Cf. the workshop series ‘Historische Netzwerkforschung’ that has taken
place twice a year since 2009 <http://historicalnetworkresearch.org/index.
php/workshop-series>, accessed 8 May 2015; ‘Tagungsbericht Netzwerk -
analyse und Geschichte: Ansätze, Instrumente, Probleme. 25.02.2010–27.02.
2010, Lausanne’, H-Soz-u-Kult, 27 May 2010 <http://hsozkult. geschichte.
hu-berlin.de/tagungsberichte/id=3114>, accessed 8 May 2015; and, of
course, the conference ‘Networks of Paupers and Debtors’, on which this vol-
ume is based.
9 Claire Lemercier, Sandro Guzzi-Heeb, and Michel Bertrand (eds.), Análisis
de Redes e Historia: Herramientas, Aproximaciones, Problemas (Barcelona, 2011);
and Albert Müller and Wolfgang Neurath (eds.), Historische Netzwerk ana lysen
(Innsbruck, 2012).



problems, which will have to be solved step by step. So far there is
neither consensus about a methodological canon that can be trans-
ferred without difficulties nor any up-to-date introduction designed
to meet the needs of historians interested in the subject.10 Apart from
historical research, Historical Sociology is the only discipline that
regularly applies network analysis to historical material. Studies
from other disciplines are generally case studies, which stand for
themselves.

For some years now this has also been apparent in the increasing
number of articles which have made it their aim to present the cur-
rent state of research.11 Practically all of them draw different bound-
aries to define the field and use different categories to systematize it
internally. So far most have proceeded from content-categories,
where by a wide range of methodological approaches have been mix -
ed together. It is very rare that a clear and consistent division is made
between social science studies using historical data, historical studies
with a metaphorical reference to networks, and historical studies that
import and actually apply theoretical concepts and methods from
SNA.12 At the same time research is hardly bound at all to spatial,
chronological, or thematic focal points.

So far studies from various disciplines and diverse analytical
approaches have been pulled together under generic terms such as
‘Historical Network Analysis’ and ‘Historical Network Research’
(HNR). In the German-speaking area at least the latter is becoming
dominant. Given the present state of methodological development it
still seems virtually impossible to define its boundaries precisely.13
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10 In the German-speaking area at least, Reinhard, Freunde und Kreaturen
(1979) is still the only work that deals in detail with methodological ques-
tions from the perspective of historical science. Given the technical and
methodological progress made in the last three decades it can now be regard-
ed as outdated. A modern introduction to the analysis of historical networks
will soon be provided by Marten Düring, Ulrich Eumann, and Martin Stark
(eds.), Historische Netzwerkforschung (forthcoming).
11 See above, n. 6.
12 Particularly marked in Reitmayer and Marx, ‘Netzwerkanalyse’, e.g. 869.
13 Daniel Reupke and Claudia Volk, ‘Von der Akte zum Netzwerk: Erfah -
rungsberichte aus der Werkstatt des Historikers’, in Michael Schönhuth,
Markus Gamper, Michael Kronenwett, et al. (eds.), Visuelle Netzwerkfor schung
(Bielefeld, 2013), 297–316, at 297.



The transitions between what are basically purely heuristic and
quantitative studies and diverse degrees in the level of adapting for-
mal methods are fluid and often difficult to distinguish from one
another. It is questionable whether any sort of occupation with his-
torical networks also provides a real contribution to network research
by deepening our understanding of form and functioning of social
networks. Given the high degree of fragmentation and the still rela-
tively low degree of interdisciplinary communication in particular, it
even seems justified to ask whether we can talk of one research field
at all, or whether these are not in fact different trends, independent
of one another, the only thing they have in common being that they
deal with historical data.

This essay will address the question of whether there is a common
basis for HNR. First the thesis will be presented that in its present
form occupation with historical networks is characterized by a trans-
disciplinary and overarching interest in knowledge (section two).
Then approaches used thus far will be identified and compared with
one another. The question here will be about the type of additional
benefit to be derived from import of network theoretical concepts
(section three) and quantitative methods (section four). In this way
an attempt shall be made to ring-fence HNR as an up-and-coming
field of research, yet without aiming at a general overview of
research. In the light of all this, the studies referred to should be
regarded as representative of their type. There is no claim to com-
pleteness as regards the literature cited.

II. Potential and Interest of SNA for Historical Research

In most articles providing summaries of HNR, advantages or poten-
tials are mentioned that can be derived from adapting SNA for his-
torical research. What are generally subsumed under these concepts
are those of its characteristics that are distinguished from traditional
historical approaches by providing extra knowledge. This results
from a change to a relational point of view without which it would
be impossible or inordinately more difficult to achieve. Despite opin-
ions about historical networks di verging on other aspects, on this
point there seems to be a greater degree of consensus. Some of the
arguments put forward by historians overlap to a large extent with
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those by social network analysts in the early phase of SNA against
structural functionalism that was dominant at the time.14

Anyone seeking to analyse the structure of populations effective-
ly should concentrate on the relationships between their members
instead of treating them as atomistic individuals. Network research
has shown that the behaviour of social actors is geared towards the
social environment in which they are embedded.15 In this respect
SNA makes it possible to tackle a different kind of research question
than classical statistical methods, because the latter categorize struc-
tures based on the attributes of their members, not according to their
actual organization.16 For a long time now historians were able to
study their actors’ social relations, without ap plying empirical meth-
ods at all. This, however, can only be achieved exhaustively for rela-
tively small groups.

SNA is able to reveal and analyse entire networks as structures on
a sort of meso-level between the micro-level of individual behaviour
and a highly aggregated macro-level in which individuals disappear
completely.17 As regards the type of actors and relations, or the size
and form of the structure, it is not subject to any a-priori restrictions,
and can therefore be applied very broadly. By linking actors to one
another instead of merging them, it is possible to analyse structures as
a whole, but also to observe individual actors and their actions against
the background of their social environment, which makes it most
valuable for historical research.18
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14 Cf. Barry Wellman, ‘Structural Analysis: From Method and Metaphor to
Theory and Substance’, in id. and Stephen D. Berkowitz (eds.), Social
Structures: A Network Approach (Cambridge, 1988), 19–61.
15 For the concept of embeddedness see Mark Granovetter, ‘Economic Action
and the Problem of Embeddedness’, American Journal of Sociology, 91 (1985),
481–510.
16 Reinhard, Freunde und Kreaturen, 19.
17 Düring und Keyserlingk talk here of a dualism between intentional behav-
iour and surrounding structure. See Düring and Keyserlingk, ‘Netzwerk -
analyse in den Geschichtswissenschaften’ (forthcoming).
18 In this context social network research talks of ‘agency’. See Mustafa
Emirbayer and Jeff Goodwin, ‘Network Analysis, Culture, and the Problem
of Agency’, American Journal of Sociology, 99 (1994), 1411–54; Mustafa Emir -
bayer and Ann Mische, ‘What is Agency?’, American Journal of Sociology, 103
(1998), 962–1023.



For historians it is particularly important to be able to include
qualitative methods in structural analysis. This makes it possible to
include ideas about structural characteristics already worked out
when interpreting sources, or to integrate the historical context into the
structural analysis of a network. A combination of this sort produces
findings suitable for contrasting established historical theses, that is,
calling them into question, to enrich them by adding new fa cets, or,
indeed, to substantiate them. A historical controversy that has come to
a standstill can be given new impetus by empirical findings.19

SNA draws the researcher’s attention away from acting individu-
als, who since its very beginning have taken up a very large space in
historical research, and shifts it to the relations that link them to gether
and the structures that derive from this. It is the real-life equiva lents
of these structures in which political, economic, and social reality was
created and passed on in action, communication, and symbolism.
Looking at behaviour embedded in these interwoven relations from
a relational point of view is a means of implementing the history of
events into social history thereby giving it a significance that goes
beyond merely establishing the fact.

The combination of quantitative and qualitative methods just
described is not, as is sometimes suggested, a genuine characteristic
of SNA, but applies to every form of quantitative analysis in histori-
cal research. Numerical indicators of whatever sort do not stand
alone but always require interpretation against a background (in this
case historical) if they are to state anything meaningful. In this
respect structural measures are no exception. This also applies to
visualizations of networks insofar as their elements are ordered by
mathematical algorithms according to structural aspects, that is, are
the results of complex calculations and thus graphic representations
of relational data and the numerical values attributed to them.20

A series of characteristics of HNR, or advantages that could be
derived from it, was often formulated, though even from the histori-
cal side there has so far been a reluctance to make clear statements
about what can be discovered from historical networks. The posi-
tions expressed are diverse, even though not diametrically opposed. 
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19 Gould, ‘Uses of Network Tools’, 252.
20 Stanley Wasserman and Katherine Faust, Social Network Analysis: Methods
and Applications (Cambridge, 1994), 93.



Wolfgang Reinhard’s understanding of network analysis in his-
torical research was still closely related to traditional heuristics.
Accord ing to him, anyone dealing with rule as an association of indi-
viduals was often doing nothing other than SNA, but without using
clearly distinguishable concepts.21 Christoph Boyer’s main concern is
to explain where and how networks emer ged historically, developed,
and ended. He regards social networks, as in economics, as a form of
social organization on a scale between market and hierarchy, which
emerge when they are able to reduce transaction costs for those
involved.22 Wolfgang Neurath and Lothar Krem pel focus on flows of
information and resources within networks, by means of which struc-
tural dynamics can be reconstructed.23 Morten Reitmayer and
Christian Marx identify two overlapping research in ter ests in instru-
mentalization and strategic implementation of network relations on
the one hand, and the embedding of historical actors and their result-
ant ability to mobilize resources on the other.24 Daniel Reupke and
Claudia Volk see the main purpose of SNA in historical research as
the visual ordering of the source material and historical circum-
stances.25 Marten Düring and Linda von Keyser lingk describe it as a
tool that should be integrated into the research process. In their view,
it can provide hints and possible approaches as part of source criti-
cism, which have to be interpreted along with the findings of tradi-
tional heuristics.26

All these assessments are certainly appropriate aspects of the
ways in which network approaches have been applied so far in his-
torical research, yet none of them is sufficient in itself to form the
basis of an overall HNR. The network paradigm in general and its
historical applications in particular are so manifold that it seems nec-
essary to formulate its purpose in more general terms.

There are two respects above all in which looking at historical net-
works may enhance traditional historical research. Firstly, hitherto
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21 Reinhard, Freunde und Kreaturen, 32.
22 Boyer, ‘Netzwerke und Geschichte’, 52–3.
23 Neurath, ‘Neue Perspektiven’; Neurath and Krempel, ‘Geschichtswissen -
schaft und Netzwerkanalyse’, 68–9.
24 Reitmayer and Marx, ‘Netzwerkansätze’, 870.
25 Reupke and Volk, ‘Von der Akte zum Netzwerk’, 310.
26 Düring and Keyserlingk, ‘Netzwerkanalyse in den Geschichtswissen schaft -
en’ (forthcoming).



unrecognized structures and structural characteristics can be
revealed, which are amenable to purely qualitative approaches due
to their size and complexity. Networks raised by historians are not
images of social realities that can be experienced directly. This
becomes particularly clear where it is not people who are connected
with people, but people with events or even places with other places
or things. Thus under certain circumstances networks can be raised
and analysed which neither historical research nor the (social) actors
they contain were fully aware of, yet which had very real repercus-
sions. So the learning process of researchers can be facilitated, if they
initially distance themselves from sources and modern historical the-
ses and observe a structure in itself, in order to avoid predispositions
that might distort the relational perspective acquired. In this way
structural characteristics that do not correspond intuitively to what
the sources say or to modern theses become even more evident.27

Secondly, historical network analysis is a search for network
effects, which at the moment primarily means interdependences be -
tween network, structure, and behaviour. However illuminating ana -
lysis and description of a structure previously unknown might be,
the greatest potential for historians lies in re-thinking actual pro -
cesses and events from a structural perspective. This does not neces-
sarily have to happen through an analytical leap onto the behaviour-
al level of individual actors. Internal or external influences and their
effect on the network structure can just as easily be the focus of atten-
tion. Likewise, on a higher level of abstraction it is possible to look at
the behavioural level in aggregate, to tease out hidden social logics.

Attempts to make structures visible and to demonstrate network
effects in the broadest sense seem to be the over-riding interest of
those studies that operate at present with SNA as a theoretical con-
cept or formal method in historiography. This is where the potential
benefit of a relational perspective in historical research is to be found,
as it directs historians to new findings and makes it possible to check
established theses. In this respect historical network studies do not
differ fundamentally from network analyses in Historical Socio -
logy.28
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27 Cf. also Düring and Keyserlingk, ‘Netzwerkanalyse in den Geschichts -
wissen schaft en’ (forthcoming).
28 The distinction mentioned is also addressed explicitly by Boyer, ‘Netz -
werke und Geschichte’, 51; it is also the implicit basis of the remarks in Claire



III. Import of Theoretical Network Concepts as an Aid to Analysis in
Historical Research

So far the various ways of dealing with historical networks cover the
whole spectrum from arbitrary use of network terms via reception of
social network theory, right up to adoption of its formal methods.
Since the field is still extremely heterogeneous and those researchers
applying network concepts on historical material are still rather iso-
lated from one another, the transitions are often fluid and not every
study can be allocated a clear position in the field. So at the moment
when historians talk about HNR, what they generally mean is some-
thing still extremely unspecific, whose bound aries are drawn differ-
ently depending on the perspective taken.

The overwhelming majority of historical studies relating to net-
works do so without explicitly referring to SNA methodology. Al -
though more and more historians have been operating with network
concepts since its discovery for historical research, formal ana lyses of
historical provenance are still a marginal phenomenon.29 Quite a few
articles that in recent years have called for formal network analysis to
be applied to historical material did so in distinction from those gen-
erally subsumed under the heading ‘metaphorical use of network
terms’.30 Indeed a purely arbitrary use of network terms without sub-
stantial reference to SNA produces nothing of extra value from a rela-
tional point of view. Point ing out that social networks are important
organizational forms of human life is no contribution to our under-
standing of how they work.

What is to be distinguished from purely metaphorical studies are
those informal ones that take network theoretical concepts as their
inspiration. This gives them the opportunity to operate deliberately
with its meta-theories (for example, Small World, Brokerage and Clos -
ure, and so on) and to use these as the main thrust of their studies.31
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Lemercier, ‘Formale Methoden der Netzwerkanalyse in den Ge schichts -
wissenschaften: Warum und Wie?’, Österreichische Zeitschrift für Geschichtswis -
senschaften, 23 (2012), 16–41.
29 Bertrand and Lemercier, ‘Introduction’, 12.
30 Lemercier, ‘Formale Methoden’, 16–41.
31 This is seldom pointed out as explicitly as in John K. Chow, Patronage and
Power: Studies on Social Networks in Corinth (Sheffield, 1992).



It is the particular conditions of historical research and its differ-
ences from those of the social sciences that make this way of dealing
with historical networks possible at all. In most cases historians have
to cope with sources that are fragmented to a greater or lesser degree.
Above all when it is a question of raising relational data this results in
sketchy information or at least a high degree of uncertainty regarding
the level of completeness of the data.32 The further we go back in time,
the less often we come across closed bodies of sources from which net-
work data can be systematically acquired. It is not until the nine teenth
century that process-produced serial sources (for example, church
books, tax lists, and so on), that provide sufficient relational informa-
tion to take them for an approximately complete representation of a
closed system (for example, a kinship network) are to be found in con-
siderable numbers.33 In antiquity, the Middle Ages, and even in the
early modern period, such things are a complete exception.34

The network paradigm can be separated into two components
that largely developed parallel to one another just as it was starting
to be formed in sociology, in other words, even before the Harvard
Breakthrough of the 1970s. These two strands are, on the one hand,
the methodology of formal analysis and visualization of structures in
network graphs, and on the other the sociological theories that seek
to explain the interplay between the structural and behavioural lev-
els. Even today these two spheres can be uncoupled from one anoth-
er relatively easily, more so than in other branches of research. This
fact makes it easy for historians to adopt network theory detached
from its methodology and may also do much to explain why the net-
work paradigm has been able to spread so quickly in general.35
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32 The fragmentary state of the sources is often discussed in HNR, but there is
no patent solution for dealing with this. See e.g. Düring and Keyserlingk,
‘Netzwerkanalyse in den Geschichtswissenschaften’ (forthcoming). Lemer -
cier, ‘Formale Methoden’, 31 does not regard their fragmentary nature as a
general restriction on the use of historical sources for network analysis.
33 This is particularly useful in researching rural areas. See e.g. Christine
Fertig, Familie, Verwandtschaftliche Netzwerke und Klassenbildung im Ländlichen
Westfalen (1750–1874) (Stuttgart, 2012).
34 For instance, the data in Giovanni Ruffini, Social Networks in Byzantine
Egypt (Cambridge, 2008) is based on an administrative archive from late
antiquity that is still largely extant.
35 Rainer Diaz-Bone, ‘Gibt es eine Qualitative Netzwerkanalyse?’, Historical
Social Research, 33 (2008), 311–43, at 313–14; generally on the development of



In order to be able to talk about networks at all without extensive
data acquisition, studies that follow an informal approach tend to
postulate either implicitly or explicitly the existence of a network
structure. On this basis information which in the sources indicates
form and performance of a network is usually examined narratively.
Thus, for example, indicators of both formal and informal relations
can be linked to those concerning the flow of resources or the grant
of social support, in order to draw conclusions about the function of
certain types of relations. Proceeding in this way often results in a
deep qualitative analysis of individual relations or interconnections
within manageable small groups which serve as examples for larger
contexts. Via this diversion social dynamics and processes are basi-
cally worked out by means of traditional heuristics.

Where systematic data acquisition is not possible, the use of for-
mal methods does not make sense, and neither do visualizations
except for illustrative purposes. Even though the exact form of a net-
work is unknown, a theory-led procedure gives the researcher the
opportunity to form an idea of certain general characteristics of a
structure, its function, and even some consequences for individual
behaviour. The results of such studies can quite well give the im -
pression of reflecting the network described fairly exactly. Theory-
led studies are searching, in their own way, for network effects, but
on an analytical level different from quantitative ones. To some ex -
tent they manage to convey a reasonably accurate impression of the
function and form of a network, at least of those parts of it contained
in the sources, but they are unable to back up their results empirical-
ly by means of visualizations and structural measures.

Most of the studies that derive from Wolfgang Reinhard’s Ver -
flechtungsanalyse mentioned above follow such an informal approach.
Although the original intention was to make SNA fruitful for histori-
cal research by analysing structures, very soon they returned to tradi-
tional historical heuristics.36 Relational data was systematically ac -
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social network analysis see Linton C. Freeman, The Development of Social
Network Analysis: A Study in the Sociology of Science (Vancouver, 2004).
36 Wolfgang Reinhard, ‘Oligarchische Verflechtung und Konfession in Ober -
deutschen Städten’, in Antoni Maczak (ed.), Klientelsysteme im Europa der
Frühen Neuzeit (Munich, 1988), 47–62, at 61 already remarks that the findings
were based far more on suggested evidence than he had originally assumed;
Mark Häberlein, ‘Netzwerkanalyse und Historische Elitenfor schung: Pro ble -



quired for a series of studies; ultimately it was examined selectively
without making use of structural measures, and rarely with the aid of
visualizations. Nonetheless, by including a relational perspective,
important contributions were made to understanding the functionali-
ty of rule in early modern towns or the early modern Papal States.37

There is no unanimous opinion as to how the sole use of network
theory should be assessed. Very often it is subsumed indiscriminate-
ly under network approaches in historical research. Historian Claire
Lemercier, however, makes a passionate call for network concepts to
be taken seriously, for which, she says, formal methods are to be
applied.38 Roger Gould, a sociologist well known for his analyses of
social upheavals in the nineteenth century,39 did not categorically
reject historical network studies of an informal character. He empha-
sized, however, that compared to empirical studies it is much more
difficult for them to generate added value for research.40

Even in the social sciences there were those who, during the
development phase of the network paradigm, stressed the structural
aspect of network analysis with varying degrees of intensity. Since
the early 1990s the form of structural analysis dominant in the 1970s
and 1980s has been accused of an inappropriately strong structural
determinism. Since then numerous attempts have been made to
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me, Erfahrungen und Ergebnisse am Beispiel der Reichsstadt Augs burg’, in
Regina Dauser, Stefan Hächler, Michael Kempe, et al. (eds.), Wissen im Netz:
Bo tanik und Pflanzentransfer in europäischen Korrespondenz netzen des 18. Jahr -
hunderts (Berlin, 2008), 315–28, at 324 confirmed that due to a lack of com-
puters Verflechtungsanalyse still had to use prosopographical methods.
37 Looking back, Nicole Reinhardt, ‘“Verflechtung”: Ein Blick Zurück nach
Vorn’, in Peter Burschel, Mark Häberlein, Volker Reinhardt, et al. (eds.),
Historische Anstöße: Festschrift für Wolfgang Reinhard zum 65. Geburtstag am 10.
April 2002 (Berlin, 2002), 235–62; and Häberlein, ‘Netzwerkanalyse und
Historische Elitenforschung’, with bibliography.
38 Lemercier, ‘Formale Methoden’, 32.
39 Cf. Roger V. Gould, ‘Multiple Networks and Mobilization in the Paris
Commune 1871’, American Sociological Revue, 56 (1991), 716–29; Roger V.
Gould, Insurgent Identities: Class Commune and Protest in Paris from 1848 to the
Commune (Chicago, 1995); id., ‘Patron–Client Ties, State Centralization, and
the Whiskey Rebellion’, American Journal of Sociology, 102 (1996), 400–29.
40 Gould, ‘Uses of Network Tools’, 242.



expand SNA by giving it a cultural turn.41 In the meantime, particu-
larly as regards agency, network research has been opened up to
qualitative means of access to such a degree that the possible exis-
tence of a qualitative network analysis can now be discussed.42 In the
context of historical research questions there was also talk of a strong
and a weak version of the network–structural position.43

If, taking a strong structural position, we want to assume that net-
works are more than the sum of their individual relations and also
that every relation, according to form and content, must be regarded
as dependent on its network environment, then a purely qualitative
description and analysis of relations and parts of networks is no sat-
isfactory solution. However, given the particular circumstances of
historical research, what must be taken into account is that historical
studies have actually managed to recognize network effects and to
describe networks at least in part without detailed knowledge of
whole networks. Thus by means of source analysis conclusions could
be drawn about the existence and activity of brokers, the way in
which patronage systems worked,44 and the grant of social support
could be revealed.45 Likewise it is possible, to a limited degree, to
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Control: A Structural Theory of Social Action (Princeton, 1992); see also the texts
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‘Relational Sociology, Culture, and Agency’, in John Scott and Peter J.
Carrington (eds.), SAGE Handbook of Social Network Analysis (Los Angeles,
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42 See the extensive discussion in Diaz-Bone, ‘Gibt es eine qualitative Netz -
werkanalyse?’.
43 Gould, ‘Uses of Network Tools’, 244.
44 Sharon Kettering, Patrons, Brokers, and Clients in Seventeenth-Century France
(New York, 1986); Andrew Wallace-Hadrill, ‘Patronage in Roman Society:
From Republic to Empire’, in Andrew Wallace-Hadrill (ed.), Patron age in
Ancient Society (London, 1989), 63–87; Nicole Reinhardt, Macht und Ohnmacht
der Verflechtung: Rom und Bologna unter Paul V. (Tübingen, 2000).
45 See e.g. the remarks on the role played by foreign noblemen during the
Augsburg calendar dispute in Peter Steuer, Die Außenverflechtung der Augs -



assess the behaviour of individual and collective actors as embedded
in their social environment. In so doing, conclusions were drawn
about phenomena such as the formation of rural class structures,46 or
the role of various types of relations for the success or failure of enter-
prises during industrialization.47

The possibility of generalizing these findings, and thus also their
comparability, is restricted since they are not anchored in an empiri-
cal basis. If source analysis is to produce indicators of network
effects, then reasons of plausibility must be used in the argumenta-
tion, as is the case with historical research in general. If a network
position like that of a broker is identified, this points more to the
activity of an actor as contained in the sources than to his actual posi-
tion in a network structure. Although it is possible to suggest the lat-
ter quite plausibly, it cannot be underpinned by data. The possibility
of relying on network theory is a peculiarity of HNR. It is possible
and advisable where the sources do not contain sufficient data to cre-
ate an interpretable structure but do contain, both qualitatively and
quantitatively, sufficient information about the effect of one or more
types of social relations, or the effect of external factors on social rela-
tions. It was and is used also by historians who, though they have
adequate source material, do not have the necessary methodological
and technical means to carry out a quantitative analysis.

Social networks are omnipresent and their discernible phenome-
na are some of the elementary organizational forms of living togeth-
er. For this reason the terminology of social network analysis relating
to them also has its equivalents in everyday language. Historical net-
work studies that clearly attribute themselves to network theory are
rare compared to those that make implicit use of its concepts. But
their social competence permits historians who are not trained in
SNA to describe certain phenomena in detail. The added value that
social history can acquire from informal descriptions of social net-
works varies widely. It is worthwhile examining it critically, in order
to increase one’s own awareness as well. As re gards identifying net-
work effects more can generally be ex pected from a deliberately the-
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ory-led procedure. Yet it is not necessarily out of the question for
intuitively-led studies.

IV. Structural Measures and Visualizations in Historical Research

If historians’ interest in social networks was initially rather informal
in nature, in recent years the number of studies in which formal net-
work analysis is applied has increased massively. SNA offers a broad
spectrum of methods for quantitative structural analysis, and even in
social science studies only some of these are used, depending on ap -
proach and research questions.48 So here, too, there are gradations
and transitions in the intensity with which this methodological
instrumentarium is transferred to historical research. None theless
allocation of the approaches used has become easier, particularly
because in more recent historical works on social networks there is
far more discussion of methods and their application.

The diversity of analytical methods potentially available, varying
in complexity, offers the historian the opportunity to make a selec-
tion that seems appropriate to the object of his research and not least
his level of empirical training. Just as not every issue in the social sci-
ences is suitable for a structural approach, so in historical research
the amount of information and the quality of the sources must also
be taken into account. Most network analyses of historical prove-
nance restrict themselves to parts of SNA methodology which, com-
pared to those generally used in current sociological analyses, are
characterized by rather low-level mathematics.49 Network visualiza-
tions occupy a prominent place here.50 They are extraordinarily pop-
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48 Methodological approaches and further developments in Wasserman and
Faust, Social Network Analysis; Peter J. Carrington, John Scott, and Stanley
Wasserman (eds.), Models and Methods in Social Network Analysis (Cam bridge,
2005); Scott and Carrington (eds.), SAGE Handbook of Social Network Analysis.
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ular with historians interested in social networks so that there is
hardly any historical network analysis that does not use them. What
is more, a not inconsiderable number of historians use the visual
examination of network graphs as their only analytical approach.51

For HNR it can be regarded as the minimum standard for applying
formal methods.

Network graphs seem to be predestined for use in historical
research since in themselves they do not make any great demands on
the data base. Even when little information is available in the sources
a visualization provides a quick and effective overview of the data.52

Nowadays the software needed for this is user-friendly to anyone of
average experience.53 Likewise the choice of possible representation-
al forms is constantly growing. There is, for instance, special software
for producing Venn diagrams.54 First bridges are also starting to be
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Oekonomischen Gesellschaft Bern’, in Regina Dauser et al. (eds.), Wissen im
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Jahrhunderts (Berlin, 2008), 347–74; Carola Lipp and Lothar Krempel,
‘Petitions and the Social Context of Political Mobilization in the Revolution of
1848/49: A Microhistorical Actor Centered Network Analysis’, Inter national
Review for Social History, 46 (2001), 151–69; Gerald Grommes, ‘Netz werke und
Geschäftsstrukturen Kastilischer Messebankiers im 16. Jahr hun dert’, in
Gabriele B. Clemens (ed.), Schuldenlast und Schuldenwert: Kredit netzwerke in der
Europäischen Geschichte, 1300–1900 (Trier, 2008), 85–107.
52 Both Düring and Keyserlingk, ‘Netzwerkanalyse in den Geschichts wis sen -
schaften’ (forthcoming), and Reupke and Volk, ‘Von der Akte zum Netz -
werk’, at 310 stress this aspect.
53 See e.g. Netdraw contained in UCINET, cf. <https://sites.google.com/
site/ucinetsoftware/home>, accessed 1 May 2015, and the freely accessible
programmes Pajek cf. <http://pajek.imfm.si/doku.php>, accessed 1 May
2015 and Visone, cf. <http://visone.info/>, accessed 1 May 2015.
54 <http://www.vennmaker.com/en/>. Examples of historical application
in Marten Düring, Matthias Bixler, Michael Kronenwett, and Martin Stark,
‘Vennmaker for Historians: Sources, Social Networks and Software’, Revista



built towards other disciplines, so that some new software can also,
for example, process geopositional data.55 Thus, even where the level
of empirical and mathematical understanding is low it can, in many
respects, be used for assessing structures.

Visualizations provide a way of conveying information that is dif-
ferent from narrative descriptions or structural measures. Structures,
in particular, become much clearer when their specific characteristics
are made visible. Visualized they lose some of the abstract model
character that is inherent in relational data by apparently becoming
accessible to the observer at first glance. This applies equally to both
the recipients of a study and its author. So visual exploration is a
method much favoured by historians and provides a good point of
entry into analysis in that, depending on the type of visualization,
concentrations of actors, attributes, and relations, or lack of them in
certain regions of a network graph can be recognized with little
effort. Historians, who generally already have concrete ideas about
their object of research, quickly find initial points of orientation and
can make actors and connections they already know the starting
point of their exploration and check their conceptions from a rela-
tional perspective.

Network graphs do not only offer opportunities to structuralists,
but also permit access to the network environment of both individual
and collective actors in terms of the effect of social embeddedness on
their scope for action in certain situations.56 In this way network
graphs, up to a certain level of structural complexity, allow a com-
plete explorative analysis, directly linking up with qualitative infor-
mation from sources or expert literature. Empirically testable
assumptions and working hypotheses, essential to numerical indica-
tors, are, under such conditions, not essential and can be substituted
for the general formula that networks do matter. This gives histori-
ans the opportunity to combine work on source material and SNA—
in other words, qualitative and quantitative methods—without lim-
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iting the interpretative freedom they are used to from working with
sources.

Many studies whose line of investigation is based on visualiza-
tions completely forego structural measures. In this way, points of
connection with historical research can be created more easily than in
the case of excessive formalization. In historical research it is
absolutely legitimate to use network graphs only descriptively, or to
use them to clarify historical contexts. However, both researchers
and recipients should always bear in mind that networks are not rei-
fied by illustrations. Network graphs are nothing more than graphic
representations of relational data, which at best represent parts of the
social reality in question but can never capture it in its entirety. They
should not under any circumstances be regarded as entities.

Starting with visual exploration, historical network analyses can
draw from the great pool of structural measures that SNA has to
offer. At the other end of the formal scale are studies that focus on
quantitative methods, which often forego visualization altogether.
They were, and still are, mainly produced by social scientists. The
proportion of historians who have approached the new matter with
great curiosity has shot up in leaps and bounds in recent years. But
there still seems to be a long way to go until at least some historians
have bridged the gap between them and specifically trained social
network analysts.57

Just recently historical sociologists once again stressed the factual
unity of historical and social research. The reasons for differences
between the two, it was maintained, are not essential, but a matter of
the history of science itself.58 In the case of HNR the fact that they
make use of the same methodology means that they have a consider-
able amount in common; this forms the basis for fruitful exchange.
Certainly sociology approaches historical data with genuinely socio-
logical research interests. Unlike historical research sociology is far
more interested in forming theories than in understanding individ-
ual historical phenomena. The focus is often on social dynamics such
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as social upheavals and power struggles, or based on other present-
day research issues. Here, too, comparison that goes beyond epochs
and cultural boundaries, common in His torical Sociology, is used.59

High-quality quantitative analyses are generally characterized by
a high degree of complexity and abstraction. Explanatory models are
formed from relational data, which presents great challenges to both
the quality of the data and the methodological competence of the
researcher. Block-modelling as a mathematically highly complex,
multivariate method, was used relatively often in network studies of
Historical Sociology.60 Block-modelling groups actors in structurally
equivalent positions to so-called blocks. By systematically reducing
complexity in this way, underlying structures of social roles and posi-
tions can be revealed, which otherwise could not be discovered. In
order to be able to apply a procedure like this effectively and to inter-
pret the findings correctly the researcher, for his part, must have the
necessary methodological competence and also exact know ledge of
the nature of his data and the historical background against which
they emerged.

In general, great caution is advisable when dealing with mathe-
matical network models. With computer assistance information once
quantified can be processed over and over again without great effort.
Without considerable reflection on methodology and corresponding
theory, mathematical transformations of whatever sort run the risk of
forming empirical artefacts. In this respect warning voices have been
raised even amongst sociologists. Thus Roberto Franzosi made a pas-
sionate plea for deep thought when dealing with historical informa-
tion in general. The question as to the ‘why’ of a quantitative method
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was more important, he maintained, than the question of how it can
be implemented. History, he said, should not be used by sociologists
simply as a warehouse for data.61

Roger Gould followed much the same line when he called for
training in structural thinking for researchers of both disciplines,
specifically when carrying out network analyses on historical data.
Both sociologists and historians should be highly sensitive to the
underlying theories to which they were implicitly committing them-
selves when applying SNA methods to historical data. The more
abstract the mathematical modelling, the more one should be aware
of theoretical presumptions going along with it, in order not to force
data into a model that leads to misinterpretation.62

So, in a similar way to Wolfgang Reinhard in the late 1970s,63

Franzosi and Gould are also calling for mathematical methods to be
restricted to a level that does not over-tax historical data. Even if
methodologically skilled researchers are tempted to work on them
with the full range of statistical methods, it is often more suitable to
restrict themselves to more simple mathematical procedures, in order
to avoid, right from the start, the danger of distorting historical real-
ity by analysis.

Social network analyses using historical data are more than just
the simple descriptive statistics applied in quantitative historiogra-
phy, abstract models of a past social reality whose structural condi-
tions we cannot any longer exactly reproduce. However enlightening
some studies might be, their findings cannot be validated. Even net-
work effects cannot be found as causalities; regardless of whether
findings are sought on the micro-level of individual behaviour or else
in terms of the repercussions of external or internal circumstances on
the structure as a whole. By analytical combination of qualitative
information with analysis of a network structure, only correlations
can be established whose plausibility can at best be confirmed by the
sources. With the right amount of reflection social history can benefit
greatly from both the expertise of Historical Socio logy and also appli-
cations of SNA in present-day social sciences. The studies already pro-
duced provide ample evidence of the useful insights that can be

63

MATTHIAS BIXLER

61 Roberto Franzosi, ‘A Sociologist Meets History: Critical Reflections upon
Practice’, Journal of Historical Sociology, 9 (1996), 354–92, at 384.
62 Gould, ‘Uses of Network Tools’, 266.
63 See n. 48.



gained by looking at known objects of research from a relational point
of view.

The on-going discussion about a sensible way of transferring
methods from SNA makes it clear that they cannot be adopted by the
historical research process just like that.64 On the contrary: in prac-
tice, huge difficulties sometimes arise resulting from the nature of
historical records. So if SNA must be ‘adapted’ in the full sense of the
word for historical research, then the question arises as to the rela-
tionship of HNR to current social network research. Linton Freeman
sees the latter as having four fundamental characteristics: ‘Social net-
work analysis is motivated by a structural intuition based on ties
linking social actors, it is grounded in systematic empirical data, it
draws heavily on graphic imagery, and it relies on the use of mathe-
matical and/or computational models.’65

Superficially Freeman’s definition seems to lean heavily on struc-
tural analysis. Many historical network analyses do not fulfil all of
these categories. But all in all far greater weight is given to combin-
ing quantitative and qualitative aspects. In this respect HNR goes far
beyond a structural analysis in two ways. The acquisition of rela-
tional data from historical sources requires paying greater attention
to source criticism. In social sciences qualitative aspects are often
taken to include the actor’s perspective to draw conclusions about his
capacity for action and interpretation, as well as analysis of cultural
formations in networks. These should not been seen as an alternative
to structural analysis, but as a means of enhancing it.66 This could be
a future way to link historical research to relational sociology.

Historical research still deals in a very unspecific way with SNA
and its distinctive features as a method. For this reason the question
about the way in which a relational perspective should be integrated
into one’s own research is particularly important. Do we want to sub-
ordinate it to the historical research process by perceiving it only as a
means of source criticism or do we mainly conduct SNA with histor-
ical data? Both extremes leave valuable po tential untapped. The
answer to the question whether and to what extent we should regard
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SNA as an auxiliary to historical re search, or how much we accept it
as an independent paradigm worthy of consideration, has far-reach-
ing consequences for the direction in which HNR develops further
regarding methodology. From this point of view dealing with histor-
ical networks can be regarded as a further opening of SNA which, by
source criticism and contextualization raises the qualitative aspects
of its analysis to a new level.

V. Conclusion

It has become clear that the way in which SNA has so far been trans-
ferred to historical research is difficult to determine from a method-
ological point of view. From the purely arbitrary metaphorical use of
network terms right up to highly quantitative analyses, historians,
social scientists, and individual representatives of various neigh-
bouring disciplines made many efforts to examine historical social
networks. What historical research has to gain from dealing with
social networks generally lies in shifting its view to a relational per-
spective which allows network structures to be revealed and permits
conclusions to be drawn about network effects.

Various approaches to tackling HNR questions contain diverse
possibilities for drawing conclusions about network structures and
effects. An arbitrary metaphorical use of the network concept does
not facilitate any added value by importing the network paradigm,
yet merely recognizes the premise that hu man beings are socially
embedded. Under these circumstances no real contribution can be
made to an understanding of past social networks. The boundary to
deliberate use of social network theory seems to be fluid. Because of
the preconditions of their field of research, historical studies are able
to describe parts of networks and discover network effects, without
being necessarily dependent on acquiring data systematically and
comprehensively. Due to the limits of historical records and the lack
of quantitative methods in historical training, the use of network the-
oretical concepts as the main thrust of a study very often is the only
reasonable way to talk about historical social networks at all.
Obviously quantitative studies come along with a higher degree of
explanatory power than theory-led ones. Nonetheless they have
already delivered important insights and made major contributions
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to the qualitative understanding of the functioning of social relations.
They will continue to play an important role, not least by helping fur-
ther to sensitize historians to the potential that goes along with the
concept of historical networks. Quantitative studies, from visualiza-
tions right up to complex mathematical models, have the potential
not only to visualize network structures, but also to reveal network
effects.

Given the plurality of approaches, the number of disciplines that
have been involved so far, and the fact that links with the historical
mainstream are still weak, some people may doubt whether it is
appropriate at all to talk of HNR as an up-and-coming research field,
that it might, in fact, just be an artificial construct. It is more than
debatable whether all historians, and particularly representatives of
the neighbouring disciplines working with network approaches,
regard themselves as part of a programmatic HNR.67 Yet there are
signs of a coming together, which coincide with growing mutual
recognition. The most recent advances of historians interested in net-
work analysis are making the research landscape converge more and
more. In the last couple of years sessions on historical network analy-
ses have been run as part of conferences on social networks, and
social scientists and historians are starting to publish their papers in
special issues on historical network analysis.68

If HNR is to be established in the long run, then this interdiscipli-
nary cooperation has to be continued. The merging of historical
research and SNA has to go along with a mutual exchange of ideas.
For this it is just as necessary for historians to engage with social sci-
entific explanatory models as it is for social scientists to take the man-
ifold problems of historical records seriously. One-sided assimilation
is at the cost of validity and applicability of findings. Without critical
reflection on each other’s methods it is hardly possible to fully exploit
the potential of historical network data.

Despite all progress, HNR is still in its infancy and there are still
various obstacles to be overcome. How ever, the effort is also justified
because of the contribution it can make to the network paradigm.
History offers access to network dynamics over long periods of time.
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The structure and function of historical networks form a contrast to
research on the present, a contrast that can help to complete our
understanding of social networks and their development, to name
just two. It is advantageous for both sides to focus on interdiscipli-
nary collaboration, so that HNR can really be established between the
disciplines.
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