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Movement of goods, people and information challenges the way we understand the world. For researchers, this means that the concepts of nation/al/ity, belonging, borders, community and identity, among others, should be reconsidered as continuous and dynamic processes instead of fixed and stable “states of things”. This openness is difficult for researchers who tend to set boundaries, categorise, measure and linearise their objects of study. How to tame the unpredictable, coincidental and ‘liquid’ world?

Liikkuva maailma (“fluid world”) is a collection of articles edited by Mikko Lehtonen, the Professor of Media Culture at University of Tampere. It is a result of the work of a research development programme by the same name at University of Tampere (2011–2013), where new conceptualisations were created about the current world characterised by movement. The “fluidities” studied were concrete – moving people, messages and objects – and symbolic – entanglements of politics, economics and culture, as well as movements of ideologies and thoughts. As Lehtonen points out in his introduction; the researchers urgently need a new kind of imagination and empathy to understand the world, where things can appear to be present even when they physically are not (p. 22).
The book consists of 13 articles from sociologists, social anthropologists, media, literature, translation, gender and cultural studies researchers, a geographer and a social psychologist. This kind of a multidisciplinary approach is needed now more than ever to make sense of the world with constantly shifting borders. The book covers a wide range of topics from nationalisation of global political trends to the work of translators, conceptual deliberations alternating with empirical studies. The writing is insightful, illustrative and in many cases, delightfully concrete.
However, it would have seemed valuable to draw the distinct cases together, to articulate the transdisciplinary aspect of the research, and end the collection with conclusions and recommendations for further research. Although several useful concepts for transnational studies are discussed in-depth in the articles, the final results of the research development program are not articulated explicitly, in which new conceptualisations were put forth and what kind of new understandings could they offer to human sciences?

The central theme of the book is to find means to resist what Mikko Lehtonen calls “methodological nationalism”: thinking grounded in national borders, old geopolitical imagination and identities based on differences and connected to one place only. We have witnessed in the past 20 years or so, the exponential increase of research applying transnational approaches and it has become a slightly slippery device for researchers. In this collection of articles, the notion of transnational is understood as connections, intensities, cooperation, influence (approaching here the concept of soft power), circulation, movement of ideas, information, objects or people, or as a way of thinking, imagining and knowing that crosses national borders.
Indeed, there are very few phenomena in this world, which could not be considered transnational in one way or another. Nevertheless, the national still seems to remain as the point of reference in transnational studies. It appears almost impossible to get rid of; even in the semantic level ‘national’ is always included in the very word “transnational”. This dynamics is present in many of the articles. The national and transnational forces cannot be separated from each other and therefore, possibly, should not be studied separately either.
A thought-provoking chapter with transnational approach worth highlighting is Hanna Kuusela’s article on books crossing borders. Kuusela introduces material culture studies as an example of a method capable to describe and give significations to the ubiquitous movement and change in the fluid world. Following Arjun Appadurai’s (1986: 5) advice, Kuusela follows the itineraries of books and tracks the human interactions and appreciations that give meanings to them on the way. In our world, books, the practices and ideas related to them can move more freely than people can. Kuusela gives an illuminating example of the Afghan man Shah Muhammad Rais, who applied for a visa to Norway in 2005 with his family and was declined. In contrast, his story had served as an inspiration for the Norwegian writer-journalist Åsne Seierstad’s book The Bookseller of Kabul, published in 2002. The book became an international success, was translated to several languages and sold over 2 billion copies. The man himself was not able to move anywhere, but the book travelled around the world. Claiming he had been ill-depicted in the book, Rais filed a lawsuit against Seierstad stating that the book had made his and his family’s life unsafe in Afghanistan.
 According to Kuusela, Rais’ case exemplifies that objects like books, their production, forms, utilisation and circulation are transporters of meaning and interpretations, and that books can serve as agents – or even surrogates for people or ideas – in the global arena of cultural and political negotiations. (p. 117 and 129).

The case also demonstrates the knowledge politics that Mikko Lehtonen sees closely connected to the transnational circulations. Who is heard, and who is left silent in the current categorisations? (p. 21) A perceptive account on negotiating the symbolic borders is presented by Olli Löytty, who analyses the ways in which the so-called “immigrant literature” has been defined in Finland. As he points out, the line between immigrant and Finnish literature is impossible to draw, but still in most cases, this line remains as the unquestioned starting point for understanding the literary life in Finland. The hybrid and multilingual forms of Finnish literature have consequently been cast aside as they have been seen as a threat to the national imagination. Modern European nationalism and literature studies have formed a pact, which has seemed difficult to break until now (p. 262). In Finland, an important turning point was the amendment of rules of Finlandia Literature Prize to allow a foreigner, a Slovak writer Alexandra Salmela living in Finland, to participate in the competition in 2010 (p. 261).

Löytty recommends the concept “ylirajainen” (see Martikainen 2006) – “border-crossing” – over transnationalism, transculturalism or trans-social, as it does not assume or define in advance what kind of borders are significant in a certain situation. This choice also contests the identity politics related to the definitions mentioned above; as, for example, “minority literature” is necessarily contrasted with the assumed “majority culture” or “national literature” (p. 263).
Apart from some minor deficiencies in finalising of the book – e.g. missing titles in the list of references, few incomplete sentences – there are no genuine causes for critique. This is a highly recommendable collection abounding insights on critical methods for studying the situations of crossing borders.
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