
Chapter 5 
World 1-Iistory 

}iirgen Osterhrtrnrnel 

World history, understood as tramculmral history in temporal depth in du: 
horizon of the known world, is beset hy several paradoxes. 1 First, it is an ancicm 
mode of historical writing practised in several of the great traditions, and yet, 
hom the vantage point of the early twenty-first century, one of the youngest and 
most innovative flclds of historiography? National history·····-its main rival in 
contemporary dcbatcs-~····sccms to be on the wane, enveloped by pre- and post­
national visions of historiography. Second, world history encompasses some of' 
the best and some of the worst of historical writing. Its spectrum of variety rar1gcs 
hom the works of master historians such as Ibn Khaldun and Edward Gibbon, 
Fernand Braudd and William H . .tvfcNeill, to shallow compilations FCn popular 
consumption. 'T'hird, it i.s a highly theoretical enterprise requiring reHcction.s on, 
and decisions about, totality and individuality, time.scaic.s and .spatial orders, 
.similarity and dif-Tcrence, determination and contingency. At the same time, it 
has been .struggling f(n· simplicity, f(>r easy access to its readers, and for tidy 
storylines. [ t: thus Etces the potential dilemma of being caught between an excess 
of methodological and philosophical sophistication, and a condition marked by 
triviality, naivety, and lack of intellectual restraint. 

World history has difficulty in finding its Focus and in demarcating its 
boundaries. [ts open edge.<; shade into the philosophy of history, macrosociology, 
and various general diagnoses of the human condition. Whenever and wherever a 
distinction has been drawn between amatem.s and professionals, world history 
has been .seen as a playground f{n· dilettantes. The higher the standards set {-(H· 

source-based research, the greater the discipline's difllculty in conforming to 

them. The early nineteenth century's research imperative inevitably resulted in a 
ddcgitimation and deprof-(;.ssionalization of world history-·-.. ·a tendency that only 
began to be reversed in the late twentieth century. This leads to a fourth and final 
paradox: when meant a.s more than a collection of anecdotes f-i·om !"he past, world 

I \'\fork Oil this ch;~pn:r wa~' gcncrotlsly -~upportcd by the Carl rricdrich V(lll Siemens PoumLnion 
(1\tlunich). 

t. l'or an excellent ovcrvit;w of world historical thinking in the West, sec Ernst Schu!in, 
'Finlcirung', in id. (cd.), llniiH'rstl(r,;csdJichte (C:o!ognc/Bcrlin, 1974), 11·--65. 
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history has 1-(x a long time claimed to produce insights of particubr proflmdity, 
but at the same time it has had enormous difllcultic.s describing the methodolog­
ical position from which such insights might be gained. At least in the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries, the imellectual authority oF world history was never as 
unchallenged as world historians themselves were apt to believt:. 

Unlike the research and writing of national history since its beginnings in the 
eighteenth century, the development of world history has not been cumulative, 
steady, and incremental. It has gone through phases of boom and neglect, and 
has been highly dependent on the rhetoric and .scholarship of individual prota­
gonists. Until very recently, world historical writing, at least in the public eye, 
was a string of outstanding .solo performances. For sceptics it remained a literary 
genre preying parasitically on the fruits of patient and inconspicuous scholarship. 
An organized field of growing knowledge built hy a cornmunity of scholars, 
themselves training cohorts of younger researchers and supported by academic 
institutions and publishing media, has been slow to emerge. World history has 
thus rarely occupied cemre-stage in the organized historical profCssion. ln most 
countries its position in school curricula has remained marginal, and much of its 
most durable and influential literature has originated outside the university. 
World history used to be an occupation f()r rnavericks, gentleman scholars, and 
fitt!:mteurs. A major exception was the official suppon given to world history in 
socialist countries that enshrined Marxist historical materialism as a binding 
guideline. [n the Soviet Union and the German Detnocratic Republic, the 
academies of .science had departments of world history, which was considered 
of extraordinary political usefulness. This remains the case with the People's 
Republic of China today. 

LEGACIES OF TI-lE PAST 

Modern world history dif-lt:rs from older universal-historical constructions in 
that it presupposes an empirical idea of geography and of both the unity and 
plurality of humanity's historical experience. Such a vision of the world could 
only be fonned in Europe, and not earlier than the eighteenth century. European 
voyages during the 'second age of discovery' revealed, according to Edmund 
Burke, the 'great map of mankind'. 3 Manuscripts in non~_l-·:uropean languages 
were collcncd, .studied, and transLued. For the first time ever, it became possible 
to establish basic chronologies for several !\sian civilizations. Starting in the early 
rRoos, Eltropeart arcltaeo!ogists began to retrieve traces of ancie11t civilizations. 
The decipherment of cuncif(mn writing and hieroglyphics opened access to the 

1 
Edmund Burke to William Robcnson, 9 June 1777, in Ccorgc H. Cuttridgc (cd.), '/Jx 

Corrcspondmcc r!f'l~fbnll!id 8ur!.:c, vol. :1 (Cambridge, 1961), .l50·-!. 
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riches of anciem Mesopotamia and Egypt. The 1:.nglish UniiJersrtl Histrny 
(:q vols., I7J6·--A5) soon expanded into an even larger German edition,ti rcpre~ 
sents the 1-lrst major document of this new empirical approach, and is the 
,111cestor oF countless multi~volume compilations oF regional and national his~ 
rories. The period from about 1770 to I83o was the first golden age of world 
history. William Robertson wrote on the history of ~\merica, and Ed":';ud 
Gibbon, basing himself on the great Joseph de Guignes,s covered Eurasia from 
the second century AD to the Mongol world empire and the 'T'urkish conquest of 
Constantinople. Jesuit knowledge of China and its history was synthesized in 
several works that depended very much on Chinese historiography. Travellers 
brought glimpses into rhe Japanese past home to Europe, and the histori:s of 
Persia and India, especially under Muslim rulers, were reconstructed from 
documents. At the University of Gbttingen, August Ludwig Sch\()zer and Johann 
Christoph Gattcrcr sketched the outlines of an empirical history of the world, 
and discussed some of the methodological problems connected with that proj­
ect.(' Johann Gottfried Herder used the same materials for a broad panorama of 
individual cultures across the world, embedded in an elaborate anthropology? 
And G. W. P. r-Iegel, in his Vor!esungen iiber die Philosophie c!er Weltgeschichte 
[Lectures on the Philosophy of World History](posthumously, t837), drew on a 
thorough knowledge of the evidence available at the time~although he used it to 
support an argument about political progress and spiritual enhancement, leaving 

no agency or creativity to peoples outside the Occident.B 
Present-day world historians look back in different ways at this period when a 

number of the fundamental choices htcing world history were being contem­
plated. Some of these historians doubt the enduring relevance of Enlightenment 
origins for contemporary world history. Others look for a gene~1logy validating 
their own efforts. Such a genealogy is usually based on strong value judgements. 
The cosmopolitan outlook and anti~ racist stance that culminated in rhe GCSttin~ 
gen school, and perhaps even more so in the last survivor of the German 
Enlightenment, Alexander von Humboldt, is held up as a model for the present 
day, whereas the Eurocentric closure beginning with I--legcl, and in Hegel's 
day, James Mill, the author of the influential History of British lnc/itL (:) vols., 

·~ Uchrrsctzltllg tier ;!{~OIJcinm \Vr:lthi:;·torie, }O vok (lla!lc, 1747"··65). 
:> Joseph de Cuignes, !listoire gJnhtt!e de:;· huns, ties turn, de.~' mogo!s ct du rtulrc.r lt/rlrtn 

ocddmtttux, 4 vols. (Paris, 1756---58). 
r, August Ludwig Schliizcr, Vorstd!un,~ eiua Unim'ntt!/;istorie~ J. vol:- (Ciir:ingcn, ITJ}.- j); _and 

Johann Chri.~toph Gattcrcr, Venuch eina rt!J,r;aneil!m We!tgeJchu)Jte bts ;~ur hntcled.:ung Amei'IIN'II.f 
(G6ttingcn, 1797.). 

·; Jol~ann Gottfried Herder, ft!em zm· l'/;i/(}9JjJhie cl!'r Gcschirfm dcr Mmsr'Meit, 4 vols. (Riga, 

1784·-91), 
!l Frnst Schulin, Die welt~Fschichtliche h"f{ts.ru11g c/c:;· Orimt.\' bd !lege! 11J1d Ranke (Cbtringen, 

1958); and Andreas Pigulla, 'c!Jintf in der tlmtsthcn \Feltgcschid;t:;·:;·chrd/J/Ing /JOm tS. bis ::11111 20. 

/rrhrhu~~tlert (Wicshader1, 1996). 
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rX17)- another source of objectionable quotations--- -meet:; with vehemcllt dis--­
approval. Frotn the rBLos until at least d1c end of the century, European 
hist-oriography was indeed char;\ncrized by c:ulwral, political, and oFten racial 
hicrarchization, and the mental exclusion of the various /\sian great traditions, 
not to speak of those peoples that carne ro be labelled 'primitive'. Once the 
doctrine took hold that the inhabitants of the non-occident~d world were 'peoples 
without history', there was no need to incorporate them into narratives of 
material and spiritual progress. 

A fCw fCatures, however, lighten up this gloomy picture of the nineteenth 
century. A limited interest in histories of peoples outside Europe was retained in 
historical geography (in the work of Carl Ritter and others) and in the German 
historical school of economics. This was also the age of a rising philological 
scholarship that, although oFten coloured by 'orientalist' arrogance, still unlocked 
the treasures of many literate traditions hom Mesoamerica to 1\!fabya, making 
them available as sources f(n historical comment. Early ethnology was dominated 
by evolutionist approaches that assumed a sequence of universally valid stages of 
social organi·t.ation.

9 
Both in this form and in Franz Boas's alternative concept of 

the specificity and incommensurability of discreet ethnic communities, it pre­
served, through an age of racism, the Enlightenment idea of a basic unity of 
mankind. Finally, Marxism, in spite of its strong modernist bias and lack of 
sympathy for anything preceding bourgeois society in Europe and eLsewhere, 
provided novel tools f{x an analysis of'modes of production' and social dynamics 
in different cultural contexts. Bulky 'world histories' were mainly published in 
the Cerman-spcaking lands, where the term simply changed its meaning 1-i·om a 
conjectural (Isaak [sdin) or empirical (August ! .udwig von Schlbzer) history of 
the human species to a moralizing and didactic discourse for an emerging civil 
society. 'T'his was the case, for instance, with Friedrich Christoph Schlosser's 
immensely successful We/tge.schichte J!ir dm deutsche Vol/:~ [World History for the 
Cerman People I ((-Ina\ edition, with Ceorg Ludwig Kricgk, l9 vols., t844-57).1{1 

These works, which include Leopold von Ranke's swansong, VV'eltgeschichte (9 
vols., l88t-8) and, at the end of this particular tradition, Hans Dclbrlick's 
VVeltgeschichte (5 vols., t923-8), were histories of civilization and state-building 
in Europe, usually with some introductory remarks on Babylon and L'',gypt, and 
with occasional side glances ;tt the Byzantine Empire and its Ottoman successors. 
"T'hey were never meant to include every continent, and should not be judged by 
an abstract ideal of what world history ought to be. 1 1 

9 
). W. Burrow, 'Historicism ;md Social Evolution', in Benedikt Studncy and Peter \'V'cndc 

(cds.), Rritis/1 rod Ct"tmlitfl llistorio,~l'ftjJf~y, f7_W-.. ti))O: "f!ttditiol/s, flaccpiolls, rind I/;m.:fi:n (Oxf(>rd, 
woo), 1.51---(q, at 7/lo. 

10 
I Lms Schkicr, Ccsc!Jithte der rlmtschm /(u/tl!lgcschidl!.>scfHd!mng, J" vols. (\XI:dtrop, "l.OO_J), 
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11 I !artmut Bcrgcnthum, Weftgcschich!m im /.di<tlltr da \'(/eftpo!itik: /ur popnliirCII 
Gesc/;idJt.>.>dlrci!)/fng im wi//;dmilli.rchell OmtstMalld (JV1unich, wo,r). 
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By d1c turn oF the ccntury-----~-at the zenith of' Furopc's im!_H::ri;:\ a:u.l colonial 

supn.·.macy·"·---·an upswing oF economic and migratory globalmmon and a 
proliCcrating rhetoric oF 'world power' and 'world_ politics' had contributed 
ro a new awareness of global interaction. The artdac:ts collected b~ cth~tolo­
gists and exhibited in muscurns or_ e:x.positions ·:-tnhJcn:el1es, and the nsc of- new 
disciplines like Re/igionswis.mm:hrtjt (comparauve rdJgwT:), vastly augmented 
the available knowledge about civilizations on every contment. However, new 
perceptions and additional information were s_lm~ to u·_<utslate into nc.W 
historiographical sensibilities. Multi-volume publtslung proJects, above all 111 

Germany, assembled the expertise of regional specialists: but only the one 
edited by an academic outsider, the geograpl_~er 1--bns Ferdinand, ~--Icln~olt, 
offered a minimum of conceptual originality. 

1
"' A small number of· unagma·· 

rive historians saw the need to think about new ways of doing world history: 
for example Karl Lamprecht, who laid the fOundations for an Institute ~or 
Cultural and World History at the University of Leipzig, and Kurt Breystg, 
the rnosr theoretically minded among German historians of the early twenti~ 
cth cenwry. lJ Neither Breysig nor Lamprecht attempted to write a broadly 
synthetic work of transcultural history. Such a work was Eduard Mc~er' s 
Geschichte cleJ Alt-erturns lHistory of Antiquity! (5 vols., 1884--9, much rev1sed 
in later cditions)-a comprehensive (though unfinished) history of Ncar 
Eastern and Mediterranean antiquity, unrivalled in any language. Meyer 
combined a theoretical mindset with extraordinary linguistic skills and a 
supreme mastery of the sources. His work, the creation 1~ot (~f ail _outsi~er 
but oF one of the great academic mandarins at the Untvers1ry of Bcrlm, 
demonstrated flH rhc first time that a history, if not of the entire world then 
at least oF a vast rnulticultural space, could be written without sacrificing the 

1nost demanding profCssional standards. 
No counterpart to Meyer ernergcd in any other F,uropean country. 'T'h_e most 

important collaborative project of the early twentieth century ~as organtzcd by 
the l<'rcnch philosopher Henri Ben, again an outsider in academia. Around 1900, 

Berr, who kept his own evolutionist philosophy of history unobtrusively in the 
background, began to advocate his ideal of a new 'historica_l synth_~sis', <~nd_ in 
conjunction with this he created several publishing pladurms tor bnng111g 
together historians and scholars of neighbo_ur~ng d~scipl~~1cs. B_ctwccn ,191..0 at~d, 
Berr's death in 1954, (-lhy"·two volumes of- ills sencs {, c·uolutwn de l'hurnrmile 
appeared. They vvcre of varying quality and did not always Follow the original 

!.'. ] Llns Ferdinand f-ldmo!t (e(!.), \'(/e/tgi'schichtc, 9 v(lls. (l.cipzi_g, !S99 .. -!907). 
1.1 !\m;cr Chickering, Krtr! f.rtmprecht: A (;(1"11/t/Jl !lctlrlcmic l-ife, rS)ri---tr)t') (Ne\: J_crscy, ,1<)9J); 

Matthi;ls._Middd!, Wldtgc.w:hit:bt.l"scbreilmn,~ im /eim!tcr rl('l" Vti.Jftr:hlichw:g 1.111d fln~fc~·swrudmanllg: 
f)ffs f.dpziga 111.1/itnt.flir f<u!tw--ulld {fllim'nalgest/lic/lre t8~o---lij()ll, :1 vo!s. (l:cljrl.lg, 'l.oo_)), _1. t.r(::·-,IO_?; a11d 
lkrnllal'd VO!ll Brockc, Kurt Hreyst;~: c;e;;chichl.l'l/!iS.I'i!IISdJr(/t Zlllischm 1-fr.rtommi/S 1/1/(1 ,)o;:,l(l(ogtl.' ([,ubeck, 

1~)";11). 
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grand design, blll added up to something like rhc best world history available 
during the f-irst half of the twentieth century. h 

A f-inal legacy oFthc_(t.'n de si(ic/cwas the massive work of !V1ax \Vchcr. It did not 
achieve worldwide E1mc before the 1960s. \'<Ieber had no patiet\Cc with the idea of 
world history. He sharply disrancecl himself hom any kind oC evolutionism or 
holism, and from the belief in 'laws of history' common among his contcrnpor­
arie~, including Karl Lamprecht and Max's own brother Alfred Weber. And yet 
he f-ormulated his categories and ideal types, such as 'charisma', 'patrimonialism', 
and 'the city', in view of their universal applicability; and he took his examples 
and illustrations from all over the world. \'<Ieber's voluminous studies of belief 
systems and social structures in various major civilizations, collected in Ge.wm­
me!te At~j:J:titze zur NcliRions::;oziolog-ie [Collected Essays on the Sociology of 
Religion) (3 vols., t92.0-1), have been among the most inf-luential examples of 

, . I , "'1'1 I I ~omparanve soCio ogy ever wnttcn. - _ 1ey am even more so t 1e analyses in his 
fragmentary treasure trove, VVirt.fchtZj-i und Ge::e!Lw·hr~;/t [Economy and Society] 
(1921-2), continue to impress world historians, even if he never proposed a 
detailed narrative of world history that went beyond his general concept of the 
rationalization of the world. 

As was the case with Weber in his time, the authors identif-ied with world 
history in the aftermath of the First World War were solitary f-igures. Oswald 
Spengler's best-selling Der Untergrmg des !lbendlcmdes [_The Decline ofthe West](l 
vols., t918-22), carrying the word 'Wdtgcschichte' in its subtitle, was a vastly 
extended contemplation of the Ene of (some) civilizations. Hovering idiosyncrat­
ically between the narrative confidence of an earlier epic age, perhaps Rankean in 
nature, and the urge to coin a very peculiar terminology, the work attracted its 
audience mainly through a conservative and pessimistic message. Spengler 
cultivated the posture of a visionary amateur and treated profCssional historians 
with (heartily reciprocated) disdain. Although, in his Outline oj'Htstoty (r920), 
I--I. C. Wells off-Creel an expression of a progressist outlook entirely diH-Crent from 
that of the brooding Spengler, he also addressed the general public-in his case 
the schoolboy and common man, rather than the Bi!dung::biirger and the 
cultivated philistine. Though Wells relied more on the Enr_ydoptt.edirtBrilttrmictt 
than on spcciali·~:ed scholarship, 16 one of the greatest of profCssional historians, 

1
'
1 

Lutz Raphael, 'The Idea and Practice of" World llisroriography in France: The An11rdes 
l.cga~y', in Benedikt -Studncy and Eckhardt f.'uchs (cds.), Writing \\'lorfd ffistmy rSoo----2ooo 
(Ox(ord, WOJ), 155·-··}1, at 1))-GO. . 

, 
15 

hom among the vast literature on Weber sec, in particular, Stephen Kalbcrg, tVftt.\" W14m<1 
Compr!!"tttiw--1-fistoriw! .")ociology ((:ambridge, 1994); Wol!-f~ang J. Mornnm:n, /\-fax \f!cba: 
c;esdlschajf, Politi!-: 1111d c:ochid;te (Frankfurr, r9?4); and Joachim Radbu, ;Vfdx We6er: !I 
Rir~r.;rr~p/~)1 , trans. Patrick Camiller (Cambridge, 2.ooB), orig. puh as Max \\'lr/Ja: /)ie {c'idmschttji 
des Dcnkms (tVIunich, 1.005). 

1
" Paul Costello, lVorld ffistoririN.I" (f!/d "/J;('ir c;ordf: 'rwenrir.'!h-Cmtlll')' IIIIH/lt'/:1 to /V!odtrnlslfl 

(DcKalh, !II., '9~n), _36---,1-5· . 

World fh·tr!ly 99 

1\!hrc lHoch treated him with a surj)risitw amount oC reSJ)eCl while taking issue 
' ) l:) ll 

with the novelist's penchant For hasty and i!l"·consiclcred judgements. But all 
this being said, d1e inf-httncc ofhmh Spengler and Wells on more contemporary 
world hi;torical writing has turned out to be negligible. 

The most f-~unous world historian of his time was Arnold J. Toynbcc, a 
professor of history with a background in ancient and modern Crc~k studies 
who spent much oF his lifC in the comfortable combination of- research 
director al the Royal Institute oF International Affairs and independent 
gentleman scholar. ln 1947 he turned down an offer to become Rcgius 
PmfCssor of History at Cambridgc--,-thc most prestigious historical position 
in the United Kingdom. !H His twelve-volume A Study of History (1934--Gr) is 
a work of more than 5,500 pages, with volumes one to six, published in 1934 

and 1939, generally believed to comprise its best part. Though it has attra_cted 
vehement criticisrn on empirical grounds (this was especially the case !Tom 

1947 onwards, when, at the same time, 'T'oynbee's f~une began to surpass that 
of any previous historian), its standing as a Feat of industry and sustained 
reasoning has rarely been doubted. Eventually, a skilful abridgement to a little 
over 900 pages put the work within the range of the average educated reader. 
A few basic themes could now enter the public mind, such as Toynbce'.s 
'challenge and response' model-one of several guaranteeing the coherence oF 
his huge venture. Nevertheless, despite its impressive nature, Toynbee's 
achievement appears to have had little lasting inf-luence. It is still acclaimed 
as the first truly non-Eurocenrric construction oF world hiswry, but few world 
(and other) historians today study Toynbee and consider themselves in his 
debt. 'foynbee can hardly be read for pleasure (as Gibbon still can be), while 
his categories and propositions have failed to convince many, and his message 
that mankind needs a new spirituality-a message propagated in his later 
volumcs-~-has stood at some remove from a secular age. 'T'oynbee's concept of 
'civilization' is less ref-ined than the same concept as developed by historical 
sociologists such asS. N. Eisenstadt. 19 Since he was not interested in con­
nections between individual civilizations, he cannot really qualiFy as a patron 
saint of current global hiswry. At the time of his death in 1975 he was more a 
symbol of infinite intellectual aspiration: something !ike the historical profes­
sion's response to Einstein, rather than an active inspiration. 

l'i Marc Bloch, 'Unc 1\(JLive!lc histoirc universdk:: H. C. \'\fells historicn', f.rt Rn11!e de Pm·is, ?.') 

(r9n), B6o-76; and cF. Ernst Trodtsch's revit:w in ffistorisehr: /.eiLichr{fi, 126 (19n), 1-JI-'). 

Ill William H. McNeill, Amoltlj. l"r~yrdm:: A L{(i-: (New York/Oxford, r')B')), wH···9· 
I'J S. N. Eisenstadt, 'Civilizations', in Neil J. Smelser and Paul B. Baltes (cds.), fntematiowd 

/;'uqdopedirt rd'the Socifll and !Jehtll!imYd Sciences, 2.6 vols. (Amsterdam, 200!), iii. 1915-11. 
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1'0 I'U LAR WORLD 111~'1'0 1\IES, VI RTLJO~O 

l'l':RFORM;\NCFS, lllFOI..OC:IC:AL iVli':~~!\CES 

l,~Y the end of t~1-~ Second World War, the intcmational .situation had changed 
f~mdame.ntally. 1.(~ a new generation oF prof-Cssional historians, the extant histo­
nograpfuc:l. tradition seemed to oHCr no trustworthy guidance. Among a vast 

I~~t,l~lber .. o:· mtdl<:crual rcsl?o.nses to the post-war age, world history wa~ not at 
~Hst a prtvdeged on~, _remaHung at the margins of historians' concerns from r94 
.111to th,c. T9~,0~· Deus_Jvt: i md!cctual :tdvanccs over Toynbce's work in the 1930~ 
J~1d th,tt _of ;-;ome of hi~ broader-mtncled conternporaries were very rare. The 
ViCt(~ry of the denH.Kr:Ktcs c!ver their German and Japanese enemies seemed to 
confirm the .supertonty of 'Western' societies and their v·t!uc systc111 , . . . ' · · .s-·an 
1.'-~Tr~s:<>lOn .m tUJ~n cn,co~u·agir~g nco-1--Iegclian irH<~rpretations of world history, 
se~r~ as havmg been f-ulhl!ed Ill the North J\t!amtc West. 'l'hc Soviet Union's 
nult~ary SL~~ccsscs <u:d the communist revolution in China supported a diHCrent 
r~a~~.u~.g ~).(- ~oriel htstorical'. tendencies. It was thus no surprise that teleological 
n,u uuves ~f progress. flo~mshecl among both Cold War antagonists. The ten 
vc~lum~s. o(·. the. Vl'er~urnaf(f !Jtoriirt rworlcl History! (r955·-65), authored by an 
drt~of Soviet l11stonans under the general editorship of the Japonologist Evgenii 
M .. zhukov, were held together by the dogma that allnations--···-ancl the nation or 
nanon-state remained rhc basic unit in this work---·-··would sooner or later run 
t~uou?h. a .fixed sequence of stages ending in socialism and communism. But this 
stm~.Jlisttc ~c:ea c.!id no_r prevent complex analyses of the coexistence and transfor­
n:atJ0:1 of societal formations'. Hence the underlying approach within this 
lustc!ncal schcr.na was not totally deterministic, Soviet historians having decided 
to gtvc rcvoluuonary class struggle prdCrencc over the ckvc\oJ)merlt ,,[7'1 ,, ·[ , · r , . - t ) m uc-
tt:e ·o1:ces as the rnam mover of progress. Still, categorization of nations in terms 
o~· a hlSJ~er or lower maturity remained ar the heart of oHicial Soviet world 
history ... 

In a :ense.' the modernization theory reaching its peak of inf-luence in Arncri­

c~r~ SOCl~tl. ~c~~n~e d~irin~~ ~he e<·u·ly t96os,was_ a mirror image of the Soviet theory. 
ft.too w,ts ,t s.toty of- the nse of the West, thts time not with the socialist bloc but 

~Ith ~he~ ~It~.~~~c:LState~ as the mod~\ of perfection-·~a realized utopia of liberty 
,tile! ct_lt~tp~l~e. .rn t:s scholarship and analyrical refinement, William T--l. 
~lc~~~~~- .s _, /~;c RISe .o.f tf~f' __ ~Ve.l't' (r?6J), by br the most inHuential English­
Lmguagc text on wodd htstory dunng the three subsequent decades, surp~1ssc.s 

World I !istor)' !OI 

anything produced by rhe modernization school in American sociol~)gy. B~tt the_ 
book docs share rhc genend spirit of the period arouncliy6o, prcsentmg ~~ ktnd of 

111 oclcr<~tc occidcnt··ccmrism that: has retreated a h.~w steps from Toynhce's 
Olympian relativism: an influence both acknowledged and parrly, repudiated 
by the University of Chicago historian. fv{~:Nci!l'.s_v·muc~ were twofold: he was 
the first major historian to root world history hrmly 111 the most advanced 
research on the various regions of the world, and who recast it as just one 
perspective 011 the past <tmong many othcrs-~·;_mc~ not a sup.crior perspective. 
In this manner, McNeill downsized world history h·om metahtstory and proph­
ecy to a research programme. At the same time, he proved a master of propor­
tion, f-Inding elegant balances between the innumerable timc-···spacc patterns and 
historical Etetors that needed to be handled in a synthesis of universal scope. ( n 
the end, his book's main innovation is, perhaps, its demonstration that world 
history can be written without mystification, clumsiness, or triviality. In many 
subsequent works, McNeill developed his views in close touch with changing 
themes and concerns, and he eventually turned a critical eye on his own early 

T) 

masterpiece.'"" , , 
While tdeologies offering meaning for the present and conhdence for the 

future were in great demand, some historians had begun to understand d.wt 

triurnphalist accounts culminating in the modern West were no longer sustain­
able. The English medievalist Geo(l'rcy Barraclough, who in 1~56 succc.eded 
Toynbee as Stevenson research proFessor at the Royallnstitutc of- lntcrnattonal 
Afhirs, was foremost among these historians. He suggested a wide-ranging 
interpretation of the twentieth century in An Introduction to Conternportll')' 
ffistory (1966) that has not been entirely superseded by Eric !-Iobsbawm's 
more. detailed and better-known Age of Ev:trcrrteJ' (r995), edited the best 
world-historical atlas published up to then, '{he Th-nc::; Atlrts of World Hist01y 
(1978), and wrote a survey for UNESCO on Main 'li'enrls in lfistmy (1978) 
that covered all major areas of the world. Barraclough and others doubted 
whether continuing to write history Spenglerian style, as an account oF'major' 
civilizations, could any longer be justified: a question ro be repeated by the 
anthropologist Eric R. Wolf in his empirically Hawed but seminal Furope rmd 

the People without: f{iJ'tMy (1982). . 
Despite McNeill's pron1inence and influence, it would be inaccurate t~) chum 

that the locus of world history writing had cldlnitivcly moved in a Hegchan way 
to the Western hemisphere. Historians in rhe new nation-states creu:ed by 
clecolonization were mostly preoccupied with establishing an academic infra­
stntcture and providing students and the reading public at home wilh versions of 
their own national pasts beFore and during colonialism. But ref-lections on glol~al 
hierarchies and on the colonial experience of dehistoricizmion were never hu 

'.'.'l William I!. McNeil!, ''/he Ri1·e 1{1he \Vest alter Twenty-l:ive Years', Jounf(l/ of\Vorld HistiJiy, 

l (tl):JO), !--.. t,J. 
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fr_on~ thc~r mi~HJs. 'T'hc _great .Ja\~aharlal Nehru had set a precedent by spending 
hts umc n: pnson rcadmg H. (r. Wdls and pondering leswns oF the past.L1 At 
t·he sam~~ umc, nwlt-i"·volunH.· cornpilarions of chapters on every part of the world 
were bctng produ~cd in Eu_~·opc (rather rhan the United Srarcs)~onc example 
among several betng _d1c Crcrman Propylrlen We!~~c:Jchichte [Propyliicn World 
I--Iisrory) C(~itcd by (~_olo ~ann (u vols., r9_60-5), which combincsl a high 
~tandard of- scho!arslup With a low level of thematic intcgration.2' 1 Several 
JOUrnals were now spcciali:t.ing in world history--.--above aH, the Ctt.hiers de 
~'hist~ire ~nonc(irde [J~mrnal of World History) (r95J-72), a Forum of exchange 
f-or htswnans horn virtually all over the world that served as a testing ground for 
the l1i~·tot.Y of !Vfanldncl (6 vols., I96J-·9) published under the auspices of 
UNES_CO. This work reveals some of the weaknesses of history-writing by 
comrntttee. lt gives surprisingly much weight to Europe, especially in its ancient 
and medieval volumes. The volume on the twentieth century, however, written 
by Ca~·oli_~le F. Ware from the United States, K. M. Panikkar from India) and jan 
Romem trom the Netherlands, implemented a highly innovative approach and 
stru.c~ure, r~legating conventional political and military history to an inferior 
post non. A few years earlier, Romein had published a substantial book on the rise 
of Asia in the first half of the twentieth century entitled De eeuu.J lltm Azie ['T'he 
Asian Century) (1956), an almost visiollary account at a time when dccoloniza­
tion was far ftom completed. 

Fnwce had a long tradition of histories of civilization, beginning with Voltaire 
and Condorcct. With its competence in sinology and Arabic studies, the country 
was in a strong position w contribute to world history of a new type. A few 
authors reached a large audience: for example, RenC Groussct, a learned and 
industrious setni~popularizing historian and member of the AcadCmie Fran<;:aisc 
who focused on Eurasia in its entirety. The considerable French expertise in non­
European civilizations was cffCctivcly deployed in several handbooks within the 
Clio (t9}4-5?~) and Nouwlle Clio series (1963-). Yet the most innovative branch of 
l;rench historical scholarship, the group centred around the f~unous journal 
Annrties d'histoire dconm-nique el sociale, showed little genuine interest in world 
history. Marc Bloch's plea of 1928 for large-scale comparisons within Europe 
was not. r:acl as a call to transgre,~s the Occident's boundaries, dcspirc Bloch's 
own l~nd remarks comparing European and Japanese feudalism. The great 
exceptton to the rule was Fernand Braude!, whose Grmnrnaire des c:iiJi!istttions 
[Grammar of Civilizations] (1963) oflCred a first inkling of his global interests. 

, "·~ Iaw:1harla!. Nehru,. G!imp:~·~·' o./.l.¥1_orl:l ffi.l'fory (London, l')J4); and Michael Cotdob, 
. I nd~a s Connc~tton to Htstory: .the !)1sc1pl1ne and the Relation between Center and Periphery', 
tn. t•.ckhardt l·.uchs and Bcncdda Stuchtey (eds.), !lao.rs Cidturt!/ liol't!en·: !fistorior,mphy in 
(,f~.ft!l Penpc~·twc (Lanham, 2002), ~5~97, at 89---90. 

1\n earher w01:k by the same utlc had been edited by Lamprecht's successor, Walter Goetz: 
P~·opylr!m-·1-'(ldtgcsduchte: Dcr V0:rdegmtg da Memchhdt in C:csdlsciJrtjt und Slilrlt, WirtsdHlji und 
CreiJteslehm, ro vols. (Berlin, 1929~_3_1). 

Vvor/J Histmy IOJ 

'l'his wmk was Fdlowed by the more original CiiJili.vttion nutt-!;ridlc ct tttpi!rdisnu: 
(r96'/), and then by a Full development oF the approach outlined in that earlier 
book in his trilogy, C:iui!istllion nuuh·iel!c, !:conon'lie et cllpitrdi.\'N'le I CiiJilizrttion 
r1nd Ctpitrt!isrn](t979). The trilogy's worldwide inf-luence was assured through 
Braudd's dialogue and cooperative relationship with the sociologist Immanuel_ 
\'«a!lerstein, whose world-system theory replaced modernization theory as one of 
the leading paradigms in American social science. But Braude! goes beyond the 
considerable theoretical sophiscication of his American disciple, his spatial and 
temporal modds allowing hirn to create a history of a global early modern epoch 
(c,I400 .... c.f700) that combined coherence with theoretical stringency, and a 
narrativity typical of the Annales School. Writing at the threshold of- a new_ 
boom in world and global history, Braudd offered a masterful historical view of 
'early modernisrn' that rivalled McNeill's in astuteness~withou.t~ however, 
making a similar impact on Anglophone historiographical culrure.h Together 
with the Swiss economic historian Paul Bairoch, he is the most seminal f-igure in 
twentieth-century Francophone world history.

26 

During the three or f(mr decades after 1945, that forn1 of history continued to 
be practised mainly within national contexts. The growing ecumenical oricnm­
tion of many historians had not yet erased traces of national traditions. Cerman 
contributions, other than Marxism in the German Democratic Republic, 
shunted aside economic history, so dear to Braude!, instead emphasizing the 
unity of humankind in a rather idealistic way. 'T'he old German preoccupation 
with consciousness and ideas (including religious ideas) was now transformed 
into an 'historical anthropology' that investigated manifestations of basic human 
desires and lifC forms across as many civilizations as possible (since [950, this was 
especially apparent in rhc journal Saeculunz:Jrthrbuchfiir Universa~~·eschichte). In 
Britain a small number of solitary scholars insisted on the need to widen history's 
horizon. Barraclough was one of the f-irst prominent historians with a back­
ground in the occidental tradition to acknowledge and welcome the enormous 
quantity and innovative power of recent research on the history of ~bat was :hen 
called the Third World. By t978, several fields had been created vrrrually h·om 
scratch. Ahican history, Caribbean history, and Southeast Asian history, until 
then domains explored by a few outsiders, had becornc wc\l .. csublishcd research 
fields. 'These were mainly located in the United States, where 'area studies' had 
injected resources imo tegional histories, but also in Britain, h·ance, the Nether­
lands, and several countries outside Europe. The results of this research h)tTned 
the basis for a new kind of empirically grounded world history.Z

7 
By 1975, 

achievetncnts emerging from a fCw decades of international historiographical 

25 Raphael, 'The Idea ami Practice of World Historiography in France', 162·-,71. 
·~ 6 Paul Bairoch, Vi(_'foires et d!:hoires, 3 vols. (Paris, 1997). 
17 J--1. L. Wessding, 'Overseas History', in Peter Burke (ed.), New PenpectiJ,es 011 f-fisiOriwl 

Writing (Cambridge, 19')T), 67 .. -92. 
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d-1-<Ht had made it possible to launch. the C~nn!Jrid~-e fii.l'tmy ofllji·icrt--·-·-·-tlle firsr 1· I . I , . . . o 
rnan,Y mu u-vo u~nc series on fH~Il-~':uropcan areas of l'hc world, together rcprc-
scnun~; t.hc r~1ost tr:1portam pubhshrng venture to date in the cfli.lrt w prornot·(· a 
plural!snc vrew of global history. At- this research junctme, the ever-attentive 
Barradmtgh wamed against· any world-historical i!!usions of detached ornni­
s.crcnce: 'There is, after all, no reason to assume that the view of world histor 
from the 'l'arim basin and t!le view of world history from the 'T'hamcs valley wifr 
ever be broadly idemical. ''~ 0 

:«hilc l~~Hraclough kept a distance Crom the speculative constructions of 
umvcrsal hrstory, he recommended comparative history in Weber's tradition as 
an honest and practicable way to move beyond Eurocentric or other 'centrist' 
appn~ach~s. Cornparison was indeed perhaps the most important American 
contnbutron to post-war world hiswry before the 1980s. lt was epitomized in 
the _journal ComprtrrttitJe ,)'tudies in 5locicf:y ttnd Histrn_y, launched in 1958, and 
ach.tevcd. prominence through tighdy argued studies, mainly written by historical 
socrologrs:s su:h as Ba~Tingtot: Moore, Thecla Skocpol, and Charles Til!y_29 Of 
course, dus ratsed the 1ssuc o(- disciplinary identities: why r;ct historians to take 
world history seriously when comparative sociologists appea,rcd to be just as voocl 

<~t 'macro' his~ory? But the retreat of American sociology during the T990s <~way 
from comparrson and causal explanation, empirical history, and \\/ebcrian 
grandeur, opened up a space that the new global history was quick to capwre.:lo 
In any case, the reputation of both universal history and the philosophy---··-a;; 
oppo~ecl to t·he .meth<.>dology--oC !~istory has gcneral!y been higher in Europe 
rhan tn the Unrted States, where tt has not been regarded as an intellectual 
enterprise of l'~le first order. h·ancis Fukuyama's The !:lui ofl!istory and t/;e Lt~si 
fv_frtn (~992) drd not ~hange this assessment. The best works of 'philosophical 
hts.to.ry have been .wntt~n by European authors----·-·none of' them an historian by 
,w~mrng '!nc~ vocatw.n: ~\..arl Jas!)C'J~S, Ernest Gellner, and Jean Bacchler. 31 Only 
b1g bang. _brstory, with lt~ proxtrntty to the natural sciences (especially cosmolo­

gy): qualthcs as an Amertcan contribution to speculations about che past that 
defy the ordinary historian's sense oF prof-Cssional responsibi!ity:1.!. 

~~ Cco!frcy Barraclough,_ Afain 'l~·c~!rl.> in. f-li.>lrny (New York, J(J?R), 156. 
. B;trn.ngton IY!o?rc.' ,')()ott! O.n,~m.> _of Dicttuor.rhip i!nt! Oemon'((ry (Bosron, 1966); Theda 

Skocp.ol, ,~/t//i'J'. ru1t/ ,')()nrrl Ne/JO/uttmu ,(Cambridge, 1979); and Charles Tilly, Coacion, Crtj1itrt!, 
rlltr!l:uroperl!l .~tatcs, 1!D 9,90--ff)I}O (Oxford, 1990) . 

. HI \'- -1 I I . I'! . . . :or l ,te ~eve opt.nt.'nt ;J llSloncal sociology, see Theda Skocpol (cd.), Vi.>iolf amllvfethod in 
111.1'/o:·:ml Sor:w!op..)1 (Cambndge, T9H•f); and .Julia !\darns, E!i.~abcth S. Clemens, and Alln Shola 
Ur!;)f-f- (cds.), Ncmal.:ing Morlcmi~y: Politic>, 11i.,·tiJI)'• m!rl Soriology (Durham, NC, ·wo5). 
__ . Karl .J<tspcr·~,. Vo'!' Urspm11f! twr/ /icl rler c:eschirhte Uv!unich, 19,19); Ernest Cc!!ncr, fJ/011,, 
,)wm~l flffrl. Hoof.:: !he ·~tmctlln' oj f-111null1 I fh'tol)' (London, 19~?8); and J can lbcchlcr, E:qnissr: d't~~!l.' 
I!!.>IOI!'C 11111/H'l:l'i.'!lt (Pans, 2002). 

J.~ Sec, f-(H instance, David Christian, lvlap.r of Time (lkrkd~:y, wo4). 

V(lor/d flistmy [0) 

The picture furnished hy simply opposing \vorlcl history and national history 
would be distorted. Below the level of the nation-state, histories oF sub-national 
regions, landscapes, cities, towns, and rural communities have Hourishcd i~1 nu:1y 
countries. Between the nation-state and the world, numerous layers of spatral 
structuring have attracted the attention of historians. Apart Crom the highly 
theoretical construction of the Wallerstdnian world-system, three such strata 
deserve to be mentioned. l;irst, we have the history of international relations, 
which ever since Arnold Hermann Ludwig Heeren has been more than a mere 
account of foreign-policy decisions and events. I .. leeren, and after him Ranke, 
founded a rradition based on examining r•:urope as a state-system with overseas 
extensions.J:l After the Second World War, diplomatic history, following rhe 
'realist' paradigm of 'great powers' driven by particular reasons oF state and the 
logic of' state interests, yielded a f-Cw masterpieces such as A. J.P. Taylot's ,<)t-rll{(_'{le 

j(;r Nlrt.l'toy in Europe (1954), without ever entering the historiographical avant­
-garde. More rhan forty years later, Pa~ti Ken~1cdy retun_1ed t~ the same themes as 
Taylor, but now on a broader canvas (mcludmg the Unrted States and Japan) and 
over a longer period, with the addition of economic and military d~namics to the 
overall picture, and dlCctivcly using a Gibbon ian language of cydtc:ll boon~ and 
bust. Kennedy's '!he Rise rmd Ft!ll of the Grcrtt: Powers (r988) made mternattonal 
history palatable to critics oF diplomatic history and to a wider read~ng public. 
Already since the r920s, the French school of international_ history, founded by 
Pierre Rcnouvin and continued by his pupil Jean-Baptiste Durosdle ancl others,_ 
had enriched the complexity oF international analysis Eu beyond the dogmas of­
realism, paying attention to geopolitical a~1d d~n.wgr;;rh.ic factors, ~inancial 
Hows, norms, values, mentalities, and publtc opmwn: hom the nud-r96os 
onwards, scholars such as Akira Iriye in the United States and Christopher 
Thorne in Britain would pioneer the multilarcral study of power atH.l culture. 
Then, in the mid-ry9os, Paul W. Schroeder discovered the European state 
system's normative and peace··prcserving undercurrents. in his in.flu~ntial 'f:rans­
fbrmation ofEuropertn Politic.1-, q6_3-r848 (r994). Interc~un~ly, ~hde ll:ternattonal 
history found it diff-icult to respond to the challenge of soctal htstory, It was more 
successful in appropri~Hing stimuli ernanating from the new cultural history 
emerging in this period. The culture of the Cold War became a particularly 
fruitFul research area, one of its most salient conclusions being that the nuclear 

1-1 Arnold Hermann Ludwig l knell, Godrichtr rlts f'II/'IJji/ilsch('l/ Stru/fcii.:J'Sii'/fls 1111d se/111'1' 
f(o/~ 11im (Ciittingcn, d:lo9); and Leopold von lbnke, Die ,~rof!cn /V[ri,.'hte \rHn).. . . . . 

1'' Wilfricd Loth and Jiirgen Ostcrh;umHd (c(Ls.), !ntawttto!lrde (,c.l·d;u:ht~·:. 1/lm;~:n, .hgdmtssc,. 
;! 11.rsic/;tw (Munich, .woo); and Midl<td J. 1-logan (ed.), Pruhs to flower: !11e lltstrmogrr1pl~y '!/ 
l!mair'rlfl f.'orc(<!)l Rdraiow to fi)4J (Cambridge, ?.000). 
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confrontation between two highly militarized and ideologically antagonistic: 
blocs strongly stamped the sense of reality of a broad range of societies aHCctcd 
hy the confronr;_u-ion to a gr~atcr and lesser degree. Correspondingly, opening up 
a new phase of research af-ter the Soviet Union's collapse, Odd Arne Wcstad 
portrayed the Cold War as a conflict played out in many diflCrent arenas all over 
the world in 'f'he Global Cold Wrtr (2005). In this way, international hisrory 
caught L.IP with developments in the new global history that was then reaching 
maturation. 

A second historiographical stratum involves the history of empires. At times, 
th.is has taken the hmn of a history of colonialism and colonies and, by extension, 
of- the postcolonial nations. At the same time, comprehensive accounts of the 
larger modern empires have been compiled, including the f-ivc>volume OxfOrd 
1-listor_y r~j'the BritiJ'h Empire (1998-9), under the editorship of William Roger 
Louis, and with contributions by historians from every continent. Imperial 
history is a field with high theoretical standards and where an inter-imperial 
comparative rnethodology has been used to great effect: for example, in John I---T. 

Elliott's E-mpires of the Atlantit V(lor/d: Britain and 5jHtin in !lmericrt, I492·-T8)o 

(2oo6). Working out from studies of the British Empire, it has not been diffic~1 !t 
to extend imperial history intogloba! history, as suggested and exemplified by C. 
A. Bayly and A. C. Hopkins . .l 5 Among the other empires, the Tsarist empire 
with its considerable ethnic diversity has become a fOcal point for particularly 
innovative research. A new early twenty-f-irst-century development has been an 
amalgamation of scholarship on maririrnc and continental cmpires:"~6 In this 
manner, imperial history has turned out a useful link between the national and 
global perspectives. 

The third stratum is occupied by the history of large regions and entire 
continents. Perspectives and conceptual tools used for writing integrated histories 
of multicultur~ll, politically heterogeneous, and ecologically diversified regions 
arc more similar to those of world history than to the common frameworks of 
national history. They usually lack a political centre, have to deal with plural 
identities, 'hybridity', shifting cultural boundaries, long~distance trade, and so 
on. Braudcl's work on the Mediterranean already rcf-Crred to earlier, established a 
model for regional panoramas of this kind. An ambitious project on Asia was K. 
N. Chaudhuri's Asitl b4rlre Furope: Hconm-ny and Ci'11iliztttion of the Indian Ocertn 
fimn the Rise of!dttrn to !7_')0 (r990). Chaudhuri starred his career as an historian 
of the East India Company, gradually extending his reach, f-irst to the Indian 
Ocean as an area of trade and dominion, and then to a history of aU the major 
adjacent civilizations. His idea of integrating continental and maritime Asia into 

J•; C. A. Bayly, 7/;c nirth ofthe Modem \'(/orld qSo---191.-1 (Oxf(Hd, 2004); and A. G. Hopkins 
(eel.), (r'fob,-t/izrtlwl! in World f!i:uo;y (London, wm-). 

.l(, For a new syntlwsis, sec Jolm Darwin, !VIer lfwu:r!rlll<.': i1Je Ci'!obrt! I li.rf()})' r~(Empire since 14-0) 
(London, 2007). 

World f!iiiory 

one vast Framework has proved dirficult to follow. But the history of the Indian 
Ocean as an area of multilayered interaction has stimulated a lot of imaginative 
research. Historical commonalities in ELtrasia, especially in prc-nwdcrn t·imes, 
make it possible to surmount the orientalist divide between East and West. 
Central Asia gains in itnportance as a source fen the medieval unif-ication of~ 
large parts of the continent through the Mongol Empire, and also as a region of­
Chinese, Russian, and British empire-building in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries. It also emerges as a framework fOr cross-cultural comparison. Jack 
Goldstone, an historical sociologist, was the f-irst to explore this approach's 
potential in RezJo!ution rtnd Rebellion in the Etzrly !Vfodern World (r991). A 
Eurasian perspective on the history of the Old \\!oriel had already been s:tgge~tec.l 
by several eighteenth-century European writers; it had some relevance fur nme­
teenth-century debates on Russia's position between Western Europe and China, 
and it became popular with geopolitical strategists before 1914- The new 'Eur­
asianisrn' is free from such ideological baggage and mainly takes its cue from the 

recent rise of China. 
'1 'he concept of 'Atlantic history' achieved some prominence during the Cold 

War when it tended to be a history of liberty in opposition to communist 
dictatorship. But reminders that no comprehensive history of the Atlantic can 
ignore slavery, and the slave trade spoiled this simplified picture. A 'black 
Atlantic' characterized both by coercion and cultural creativity was suggested as 
a counter-model to the 'white' or even Anglo-Saxon Atlantic. T'hrec guiding 
concepts for an Atlantic history have proved viable; first, the concepc of a_ 
cornmon origin of modernity, spanning both sides of the Atlantic, in an age of 
revolution between the q6os and the 182os-a concept f-irst suggested by the 
French historian Jacques Godechot and the US historian R. R. Palmer;

9 
second, 

the concept of colonial identities in the Atlantic world; and third, a broad 
concept of migrations including the coerced transportation of slaves to both 
South and North America, and the mass exodus of Europeans to the Western 
Hemisphere, starting in the mid-nineteenth century, that is itself just or~e of 
several migratory systems operating simultaneously in several parts of- the 

world.JR 
Serious world history rarely covers the entire planet. Many of the most fruitful 

hypotheses have been developed and tested in the study of supranational 
regions, and much of the best research originated f-i·om the study of international 
systems, empires, or large spaces. Networks and communities of scholars have 
more easily formed around such extensive but delimited entities than on the level 

P Jacques Codcchot, J-listoin: de 1/!t!rtntique (Paris, 1947); and R. R. Palmer, '!YJ£' Age of the 
DeiJIIHTrtth Rel!o!ution: !I Po!iticrd I lisiOI.J ofh'uropl' tint! America, q6o----rNoo, /. vok (Pnnceton, 1959-· 

64). 
1g Sec Bernard Bailyn, ;[t/tlntic f-fistOI)': Contept tlfld Cimtonrs (Cambridge, Mass., wos); and 

Thomas Benjamin, The At!rmtir: World: h'umpeans, !lflimru, lndirtm and '!heir ,)'hr~red [-/isloi.'Y, I400-

l900 (Cambridge, 2009). 
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of: an abstract history of-' the world in its totality. Some ohhc most dynamic fields 
o!· historical scholarship since 1945 have Followed such a 'transnational' agenda. 
Perhaps dlC most impressive of-' them is d1c history of' slavery and the shvc nwlc. 
[n addition to the core topic of the Atlantic 'plamation complex', with its 
repercussions in the history oF European consumption of' colonia! products, it 
includes the 'production' of slaves in Africa, the oriental slave trade in East Africa 
and d~e I.ndia~: Occan-~····a trade independent oF that in the Atlantic but cotnpa­
rablc Ill lts cffccts~"·and both the various paths towards emancipation and the 
trajectories oF post~emancipation societics:~9 

THE NEW GLOBAL HISTORY 

AT' T'HE T'URN OF 'T'HE M!Ll,ENNIUM 

The rise of world history and global history in the 198os was a new phenomenon; 
it would begin to unt(Jld spectacularly starting around1990. 40 Prof·Cssional as.socia­
tions were formed, journals were created such as the journal oflVorld 11istmy (r99o-.) 
and the }ourmt! (lG/oba! History (2006-), and Internet platform:-; were established. 
World history topics found their way on co the agendas of national and international 
historical congresses. Graduate training was established at a gmwing number of 
universities. '{'caching requirements created a new demand ({)l' printed <Uld electronic 
materia\:-;. Experts on particular non.· Western regions of the world discovered that 
the new label 'global history' added to the respectability oFtheirown work and helped 
move t~1em towards the centre of the profession. For the first time ever, world history 
crystalltzcd a:-; a movement aimed at procuring a place as one of the dominant 
historiographical paradigms. Broadening the attitude pioneered by William 
H. McNeill, the intuitions of earlier world historians were transformed into research 
pt:ogrammcs. Convemional topics were reFramed in a global perspective. A new type 
of book appeared on the market and began to displace the large synthesis as the 
repre:-;entative embodiment ofglobal history: the 'lateral' analysis of a problem, cross·· 
cutting established political and cultural boundarie:-; and based on primary sources in 
several languages. 

This revival, extension, and professionalization of world history was a devel­
opment mainly taking place in the United States. Even international networks 
usually had their centre of gravity there. By 2,010, a f-Cw other countries were 
catching up. The large:-;t communities of world historians outside the United 
States appear to be located in Japan and China. In ELJrope there has rarely been 
anything like the 'Western civilizatiotl' courses typical oF American colleges and 

;,;~ S_cc S_eyn:ou~· Drncher, A/;o/itio11: Jlllislol)' rif'Sit~~my t1ml Antis!rweJ)' (Cunbridgc, 2009) . 
. l·o.r lllStltutloJ~al dcvdopmt:IHs, especially in the United States, S('C Patrick Manning, 

Nrw~tz;rt!lflg World HHWIJ': flistorirfll.( Cinlfe t! C!obr!/ flrt.rt (New Y()rk, lOOJ), 79·'"B). 
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univer:-;itics, and world history thus Ius to struggle much harder f(x acceptance 
into curricula and syilabi. Everywhere in [·~mope, univcrsil"ics have remained 
rch1ctat1t· w create prof-{:ssorships in this domain, with a few exceptions confirm-· 
ing the rule. World history's American centre of gravity has been rcnectcd in 
English being the unchallenged idiom of publication and communication be-· 
tween schoiars--·-.. ·a growing communicative uniformity accompanied, neverthe­
less, by increasing thematic diversity. 

ft i:-; too early to suggest ddl.nitive explanations For world history's resurgence 
ar the turn of the millennium. To ddine it as a new paradigm assuming the place 
oF the cultural history that was internationally dominallt in the r98os would give 
too coarse a picture. Global history was not simply a macrobacklash against the 
microconcerns of cultural history. Global hi:-;torians were careful to incorporate 
the perspectives and finding:-; of cultural history. The catchphrase 'glocalization' 
suggest:-; a superficial rapprochement, but cannot serve as a substitute f(n a 
methodological discussion about levels of analysis. The upsurge of world history 
responded to an experience of'glohalizarion' that had become overpowering by 
the 1990s. After the end of the Cold War, international harmony seemed to be 
closer than ever bcf(H·e. At the same time, intercultural conflict and worldwide 
material inequality appeared to be increasing rather than diminishing. Other 
problems, mainly ecological ones, were of a truly planetary nature, demanding 
solutions transcending the cleavages between nation~states and civilizations. 'T'he 
past century's do:-;ing years also saw a revolution in academic communication, 
with the Internet accelerating the circulation of information and ideas, thus both 
Ctcilitating the growth of international scholarly networks and improving access 
to sources and literature. Likewise, the lifC-world of students was more and more 
shaped by experiences oF globality. A conventional concentration on national 
history, important as it remained fOr many reasons, came to contradict both 
cultural sensibilities and the demands of the academic labour market. 

In 2011, rnany theoretical issues pertaining to globality and history remain 
unresolved. Debate:-; tend to centre around the difference between 'world' and 
'global' history, with discussions continuing between adherents of one or the 
other label regarding temporal coverage and topical prdCrcnces. Many hi:-;torians 
Favour the less demanding tert11 'transnational' history, but this is a term even 
more difficult to dd!ne than 'global history' since it remains unsupported by 
theoretical help from the social sciences. In such a Huid situation the historian of 
historiography can merely point to a f-Cw features seen by the movement's 
protagonists as embodying its peculiar strcngths.lj 1 

In the first place, looking back on the tendency of cultural history w privilege 
the small, the local, and the marginal, global historians have rediscovered some of 
the major problems of an historiowaphy that uses the past to throw light on the 

'
11 For a wide-ranging smvey of dw basic issut:s, sec !·:ric Vanhoutc, \Yierddgeschicdmis: h'm 

iuleidint, (Cent, :woB). 
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present. None of these problems has been more prominent than the question of a 
'Western special path' in history and the reasons for the \Vest's comparative 
11l;ltcriaJ Sl!CCCSS.Ii.?. 

Second, the question of the 'European miracle' overlaps, but is not identical 
with, the history oF economic globalization. The time Crame oC the latter is 
usually shorter, beginning after the middle of the nineteenth century, and the 
guiding question is that of long-term tendencies of integration and disintegration 
in the international economy. Global historians usually take a broader view of 
'globalization'. 'T'o the economic dimension they add the study of political 
internationalism and of cultural transfers. 

Thitd, a particular strength of global history has been the history of migration. 
The Atlantic slave trade was a foundational topic for the discipline, with Philip 
D. Curtin's brilliant The Atltmtic ,)'frwc Trtlde (r969) as one of its most seminal 
texts. The novelty of a global approach involves the interlinkage of vatious 
migratory systems·~the approach taken, for instance, in Dirk I--Ioerdcr's Cultures 
in Contact: World Nfi,€Ffltion in the Second Millcnniutn (2002). 

Pourth, another classical testing ground for global history has been medical 
and environmental history. Here, Alfred W. Crosby has been a much-admired 
pioneer, while William H. McNeill already discovered the topic in the mid­
I970S. More recently,]. R. McNeill has greatly added to the topic's substance.·B 

In spite of a persistent fragmentation of the field, in the early twenty-first 
century global historians appear to agree on a number of general attitudes (rather 
than theoretical propositions). 'fhey do not deny the significance of the nation 
and the nation-state as elements of historical interpretation, but they arc unwill­
ing to accept them as 'natural' units. T'hey insist on the constructed and variable 
nature of all spatial framings employed by historians to organize their work. 
Global historians share a 'tnetageograpllical' attentivencss.'~<'f T'hey arc also 
strongly opposed to Euroccntrism, although many of them warn against mor­
alizing the issue and taking the project of'provincializing' Europe too br. Only a 
minority believe that the heavy weight of Eurocentric historiography should be 
compensated for by a radical rcshifting of historical emphasis. 'T'he question of 
how and to what extent a 'methodological Euroccntrism' should, and can, be 
avoided still awaits discussior1.-'~S A further feature of global history is its thinking 
in terms of relations. On a philosophical level, this is linked to a postmodcrn 

~J. See Ch. 6 by Peer Vries in this volume. 
-i.l Alfred W. Crosby, Fcologictd lmperifllism: lhe Biologiml h:vrmsion of h'uropr: (Cambridge 

1986); William H. McNeill, Plagues rtl!d Peoplej· (Harmondswonh, 197()); and J._ R. McNeil!, 
Something New unrla the Sun: An Hnuironmentid !Jistmy of the '{/ocnticlb-Cmtul)' World 
(New York/London, woo). 

'
14 The term is used in the sense of Martin W. Lewis and !Gren K Wigen, F/g Myth of 

C'otltinr:fl/s: A Critique oflv!ctrlgcogmphy (Berkeley, r997). 
''

5 For a good discussion of I·:uroccntrism, sec Dominic Sachsenmaicr, '\\'lorkl History as 
Ecutncnicd History?' jounltl! t{W'orlr! J-[h;trn:y. 18 (2007), 465---89. 
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critiqtte of essentialism. Culture and society arc seen as constituted through 
action, pranicc, and cognitive construction. Thcrch)re, both the 'laws of history' 
popuh1r with earlier world historians and any kind of difTusionism f-Ind little 
bvour with present-day global historians. The concept of 'agency', nothing 
entirely new fOr those f:uniliar with the tradition of f-ft~·torimzus, has assumed 
an enormous importance, especially in conjunction with the idea of what the 

C, f' II , I " c , "'' 1crmans term -uuu:.- ungsspte raume~spaces ror manoeuvre or acttoll. 
Unlike other tendencies in contemporary historiography, world <md global 

history arc projects whose basic viability, and ability to meet technical and 
professional standards, ClCc fundamental objections. But whatever world his­
tory's future, it has already succeeded in creating a 'transnational' space for the 
encounter of historians from the most variegated backgrounds. As a result of this 
normalization process, one no longer has to be a solitary genius to attach the label 
of world history to one's own work. 
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