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The interrogative title selected for this morning’s session was ‘Is Universal History Possible’

was given to us by the International Committee. Educated as I am in an Anglo-Saxon

empirical tradition I usually side-step such a question which may have been conceived as an

invitation to recruit scholars to engage in a discourse in the philosophy of history or in debates

about the ‘architecture’ of a metanarrative constructed to outline and comprehend the

evolution of mankind as a whole. I can only observe that historians have written universal

histories since the time of Herodotus. As a genre or field the construction of global, world or

universal histories in the form of books, television series, videos, cd-roms and above all as

courses for undergraduates (and latterly for graduates) in higher education have become

increasingly fashionable, popular and intellectually respectable over the last three decades. In

short and for purposes of this Report I intend to focus upon the multiple perspectives, range of

concepts and plural methodologies actually deployed by working historians who are currently

attempting to locate their research, reflections and university teaching programmes under

rubrics, headings and labels variously referred to as world, global or universal history. Hairs

may well be split in dealing with the possible dangers of conflation or with the potentially

illuminating distinctions between these three adjectives, but historians who have joined ‘this

particular tribe’ have opted to participate in an inclusive, intellectual enterprise unbounded (as

Kären Wigen might suggest) by geographies, hemispheres and continents let alone national

frontiers and to become as resolutely unfettered as modern archaeology by established

chronologies for the construction of European American, Chinese or other histories (Sherratt).

Why they wish to ‘escape’ (either entirely or on an ad hoc basis from traditional and bounded

categories of historical writing should not be too difficult to explain. How and with what

degree of success they will manage to cross national frontiers, surmount linguistic, ethnic and

cultural barriers to comprehension, cover swathes of territory, include diverse populations and

traverse the centuries remains to be seen. Our subject is both old and young, venerable and

fashionable but converts (and most of us are zealous converts) to the genre are ready to

elaborate upon a great tradition in the construction of such histories to proclaim its

renaissance and relevance for this century and to display examples of the concepts, methods



and evidence we use to construct histories on this scale and above all to demonstrate how

challenging, rigorous and intellectually exciting world history has already become.

Since the International Committee also encouraged Rapporteurs to ‘underline the

thrust of each paper’, and to ‘integrate and relate the papers to larger issues defined at the

outset’ and the papers exemplify the various ways in which universal history is currently

being approached, conceptualised and constructed, I do not intend either (a) to summarise

eight excellent but different contributions or (b) to directly confront the methodological

question merely used to label the session. Instead I propose simply to utilise the arguments of

the eight papers as submitted and to embody their findings, suggestions and approaches in a

short, and hopefully coherent, introduction which is designed to elaborate upon the long

historiographical tradition in the writing of global history; suggest why a revival is clearly

underway; delineate and elaborate upon the broad and more specific categories of world

history that are currently appearing and finally to recommend the field as a necessary part of

the education of modern historians. Global histories have indeed been around since Herodotus

(495-425 BCE), whose cosmopolitan concerns were commended by Cicero, but deplored by

Thucydides – who opined that Greeks had no business investigating alien mythologies,

religions, customs and traditions. History writing, Thucydides suggested, should be modelled

upon his own study of the Peloponnesian wars – sharper in focus, shorter in time horizons,

based upon verified facts and prescriptive rather than descriptive in their purposes.

Fortunately Herodotus ignored such narrow and ‘Eurocentric’ approaches and ranged widely

beyond the Hellenic world to include Egypt, India, Babylonia, Arabia and Persia in his

histories, in order, he wrote, ‘to preserve the memory of the past by placing on record the

astonishing achievements of both our own and of the Asiatic peoples.’ He used oral

testimony, archaeological remains as well as written sources and made serious attempts to

impose some chronology and order on streams of events that had occurred on several

continents and over long spans of time. Alas, his (still popular) book ends in ‘European

triumphalism’. Its ‘story’ turns into the celebration of the victories of the Greek polis

(especially Athens) over the Persian Empire, which Herodotus ‘represented’ as a conflict

between occident and orient, despotism and freedom, civilisation and barbarism.

Global historians will applaud Herodotus for his breadth, his aspiration and his

reflexive interest in barbarian virtues (which he rarely hesitated to contrast with the defects of

the Greeks). They will regret the long hiatus that occurred in the writing of secular world

histories until Voltaire and his generation carried the project forward again during that brief

moment of Enlightenment, before the outbreak of the French Revolution.



Indeed, it is puzzling to observe that, with the conspicuous exceptions of a few Stoics

(Diodorus, Polybius and Dionysius) and a handful of geographers and ethnographers (Stabo,

Ptolemy and Pliny), histories of the world did not attract more scholars writing during

Graeco-Roman times. Although they lived in empires that included, bordered or maintained

contact with an array of cultures (African, Arabian, Persian, Indian and Chinese) historians of

that era remained overwhelmingly concerned with Europe. Their histories (pace Tacitus) deal

mainly with the politics and scandals of Rome, or (pace Thucycides) with wars among

Greeks. Their equally provincial oriental contemporaries residing in a celestial empire on the

other side of the world observed, with quintessentially Chinese superiority that they remained

singularly unimpressed with anything the Romans had to impart or wished to trade for

China’s silks, ceramics, medicines, perfumes and spices.

Steps in a more ecumenical direction occurred when Christian and Jewish historians

(writing anno domini) started their narratives with the Creation and set out to ensure that

Greeks and Romans should not be left (in the words of Josephus) ‘as the arrogant possessors

of antiquity’. That was why Orosius (a student of St. Augustine) insisted that ‘The Roman

Empire arose in the west but was nourished in the east’. Narratives in Christian historiography

turned into chronicles about the evolution of mankind over several stages of history, but

which were no longer bounded by the frontiers or cultures of the Graeco-Roman world. In

1158 Bishop Otto of Freising recognised that ‘all human power and learning had its origins in

the East’. Mediaeval chroniclers of ‘universal’ and even of local histories continued to

construct their narratives within moral, chronological and spatial parameters, that included

Oriental and African civilisations right down to the Reformation when Catholic and Protestant

intellectuals began to look for a useable past to help their Princes integrate populations and

secure the frontiers required for the formation of nation states. Even then both parties to

Europe’s great conflict over religion and national identity remained aware of places, peoples

and cultures not merely outside the borders of their politically enclosed and ideologically

encompassing polities, but beyond Christendom itself.

This is hardly surprising because as Europeans – residing on an ‘underdeveloped’

promontory on the western edge of the great Eurasian landmass – with ice to the north,

uncharted oceans and territory to the west, and the hostile power of Islamic communities to

the south and east – had not secured their frontiers, religions, cultures and technological

superiority over other civilisations, much before the 18th century. After all it had taken nearly

seven centuries to clear the Iberian peninsular of Arab power. Moslem fleets continued to

threaten European commerce and shipping in the Mediterranean for another two centuries



after the surrender of Granada. Turkish armies crossed into the Balkans in 1350, took

Constantinople in 1453 and menaced Vienna as late as 1683. For nearly a thousand years after

the fall of Rome, Christendom braced its defences, borrowed useful knowledge, shaped its

collective identity and composed ideologically charged histories in the context of conflicts

and encounters with the powerful civilisation of Islam on all its frontiers. For several centuries

a body of memoirs, travelogues, diplomatic correspondence and investigations into Arabic

medicine and astronomy, together with commercial intelligence on the societies under

Ottoman dominion, flowed from east to west. Much of this knowledge came through Italy

(particularly Venice and Genoa) – along with such commodities as: spices, herbs, sugar,

botanical drugs, jewels, chinaware, silks, cottons and elaborated metal goods, imported

through the Middle East, from India and China. The expense of procuring and transporting

exotic and desirable luxuries moving slowly, over very long distances and subject to tolls and

extortionate charges for protection along the way, prompted Europeans to seek ways to break

through the barriers of transportation costs and the constraints imposed on commerce with

South Asia and the Far East by their Islamic enemies.

Historians of the book are constructing databases which will allow us to classify,

measure and analyse the accumulation of written and printed information about world’s to the

Near and Far East before and after the Voyages of Discovery allowed Europeans to break out

of their political, commercial and mental encirclement by Islam. Over the 16th century flows

of information into Europe not only widened to include the Americas, but increased

exponentially as a result of the establishment of regular and direct trade and contacts by sea

with India, China, South East Asia and Africa. Nevertheless, nearly two and a half centuries

elapsed after the voyages of Columbus and da Gama, before Europeans produced a secular

and enlightened school of world historians. It’s Godfather was Voltaire who in his famous

Essai sur les Meurs et l´Espirit des Nations promised Madame De Châtelet a history

concerned with ‘only that which is worth your knowing; the spirit, the customs, the practices

of the principal nations based on facts which one cannot ignore’. Voltaire and his followers in

France, the Netherlands, Scotland, Naples, Germany and other parts of Europe deliberately

constructed histories of their expanding world in ways that they conceived as a point of

departure from the providential narratives of their Christian and clerical predecessors and the

‘nationalism’ of historians writing for Princes and their obedient subjects.

That aspiration looks propitious. As a result of regular contacts and commerce the

trickle of information about peoples, geographies, technologies, politics, warfare, customs,

manners and the import of all sorts of commodities and artefacts turned into a veritable river



of knowledge about places, populations, societies and economies beyond Europe. As Gregory

Blue explains, for radical intellectuals China became an alternative model favourably

contrasted with Europe’s political systems, social arrangements and religious beliefs.

European histories of the world became not only wider but deeper as scholarship took over

from propaganda, sycophancy, fantasy, religion and national ideology. In Blue’s words ‘the

entire early Enlightenment’ … represents ‘a relativization of western historical experience and

… an acceptance of the restricted validity of Judaea Christian culture’.

For something like half a century (before Voltaire’s agenda was undermined by the

turmoil of the French Revolution and the take-over of India and South East Asia), European

historians published narratives of Enlightenment that resituated Europe’s and Christendom’s

place in world history by including more ancient as well as classical Mediterranean

civilisations and by widening their gaze to the take China, India and Japan as well as the

recently discovered Americas into account. Europe’s new ‘school’ of world historians (which

reached its apogee at Göttingen in the early years of the 19th century) dealt with the natural

histories; the religions and ethnographies of most parts of an expanding and increasingly

connected universe. Of course the favourable interpretations of oriental polities, societies,

cultures and religions by philosophers and physiocrats did not go unchallenged. For example

and in direct opposition to Voltaire, Bernier and Leibniz, Montesquieu, Defoe, Winckelman,

and Hume remained resolutely unimpressed with Chinese civilisation. Nevertheless historians

of that era managed to cover cultures, geographies and spans of time that their modern

counterparts (confronted as they now are with a vast volume of accumulated knowledge and

whole libraries of professional interpretations), can only envy.

Alas, the sympathy, and ironic reflection and serious debate that historians of the

Enlightenment brought to the task of repositioning Europe in a secular history of the world

became overshadowed by a tradition of Western triumphalism which became predominant in

the aftermath of the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, 1789-1815. Europeans emerged

from that conjuncture in their history with massive additions to the populations, territories and

natural resources of other continents under their direct or informal control.

During an ‘imperial meridian’ (1783-1819) European naval and military superiority

over the states and societies of other continents emerged as virtually irresistible. Furthermore,

by 1825, European settlers throughout the Americas and Australia had escaped from all

metropolitan and aristocratic restrains upon their economic activities and relations with the

indigenous peoples of the new world (and Australasia). White settlers became free to exploit

‘their’ heritage under rules of their own making and tempered only by religion. Around the



same time, Europe’s technological and commercial lead over other continents widened and

economic development in the west moved clearly onto a path which led, as time went on, to

discernible divergences in levels of productivity and living standards between East and West

and North and South.

Against this background the writing of history by Europeans departed from its moment

of cosmopolitan enlightenment, moved in a Hegelian direction and returned to the

introspection and cultural arrogance associated with imperial Rome. Here and there

aspirations to write universal histories survived. Isolated scholars eschewed the

condescensions embodied in 19th century science, technology and liberalism and a scatter of

historians continued to work outside the encompassing national frameworks, and dominant

teleologies concerned with the rise, rationality and hegemony of Europe.

It took the awesome destruction and deep cultural shock of two world wars in the 20th

century to encourage the rediscovery and rewriting of histories of mankind. That programme

conducted by a small group of deeply erudite scholars began in the climate of pessimism and

breakdown in the liberal consensus that followed the Great War when Spengler, Toynbee,

Sorokin, Wells, Mumford and Dawson and others wrote universal histories to help Europeans

comprehend the decline and barbarity of the West. In contemplating the evolution of

humanity as a whole they hoped to find some substitute for Nietzche’s proclaimed demise of

Christianity and rationality. Their scholarship is truly inspiring, but their explicit search for

lessons and spiritual meanings in the histories of rather amorphous entities called civilisations

did not turn out to be a compelling framework for scholars and students in higher education to

work within.

Neither did the attempt by UNESCO, after the Second World War, to fund the writing

of a multi-volume collaborative history of the world (explicitly designed to promote peace

and harmony across nation states) provide any sort of paradigm for the reconstruction of

secular histories on an ecumenical scale which could be taken up by the universities of Europe

and North America. Long after the war Western historical scholarship continued to be located

where its founders had situated it from the time of the Renaissance and Reformation onwards

– namely, within the geographical confines and relevant chronologies established for

comprehending the origins and evolution of European (including North American and

Australasian) societies and nation states.

Fortunately isolated redoubts of Voltaire’s mission survived – notably at the

universities of Chicago, North-Western and Leipzig. Furthermore, pockets of overlapping and

complementary historical scholarship continued to flourish in many universities in the forms



of survey courses in Western civilisation; area studies, analyses of international trade,

histories of imperialism, investigations into the impact Western technology and culture upon

other peoples and continents and above all, as flows of encyclopaedias, chronicles and

textbooks for schools and popular education concerned with the world as a whole.

Minor ‘tribes’ of professional historians with interests in fields that transcended nation

states and Europe possessed the credentials and remained ready to refashion their intellectual

identities, when demands for global history reappeared from the late seventies onwards.

Although that revival could be traced to canonical publications by Marshall Hodgson,

William McNeill and Leften Stavrianos, research and teaching has only matured into

university programmes for the sustained study of world history over the past quarter of a

century. Of course the timing of the current upswing in the production and repackaging of

historical knowledge that addresses ecumenical grand narratives is not accidental. That trend

reflects visible changes in the real world, now widely represented under the label of

‘globalisation’, as well as a response to contingent institutional and cultural pressures within

academe itself.

Historians will object that there is nothing particularly new about the current phase of

economic integration and interdependence which are the core features of globalisation. As

Andrew Sherratt points out, international trade goes back millennia to prehistory.

Furthermore, the exchange of commodities across frontiers and overseas had always involved

arrangements for counterpart flows of funds, the conversions of currencies and the operation

of transnational, commercial and financial organisations and networks of a more or less

sophisticated kind in Europe, Africa and Asia.

The historical perspective is heuristic and there are (as Sherratt again insists) no clear

periods when processes such as commercialisation and industrialisation began and printed

records provide no guide to their origins. Nevertheless there were discontinuities. For

example, by the late 19th century, supported by steam powered ships and trains (which

drastically reduced the costs of transportation), the volume of commodities and services

traded across national borders, continental boundaries and oceans had increased dramatically

compared to 1800; and by 1914 had risen in value to reach something like a third of total

world output. Trade promoted and was in turn sustained by movements of capital, migrations

of labour and transfers of technology and information around the world on an unprecedented

scale and at ever increasing speeds. Political impediments to international flows of exports,

imports, money, credit capital, labour, technology and information diminished sharply during

the liberal international order that prevailed between 1846 and 1914.



Alas state controls on trade and factor flows revived again during nearly four decades

of neo-mercantilism and nationalism that succeeded the First World War. After that

catastrophe, Governments everywhere sought to insulate their domestic economies from

inflows and outflows of commodities, from the emigration of their nation’s capital and skilled

labour, and from fluctuations associated with unregulated rates of exchange. In the interests of

narrowly defined national competitive advantages and political stability, states proceeded to

de-link economies (nominally under sovereign control) from participation in an evolving

global economy. Between 1914 and 1948 the overall level of world trade fluctuated in

volume, but ceased to grow. Warfare and governmental regulations depressed movements of

capital and labour across frontiers to fractions of their pre-war levels. Controls on the

convertibility of currencies severely hampered international commerce and exchanges of

every kind.

‘Normalcy’ finally returned after the Second World War when the neo-mercantilist

regime for the conduct of international economic relations gradually loosened up. That

discernible shift towards liberalism in the political and legal framework for commerce among

nations was certainly promoted by further and even more radical improvements in new

technologies for the transportation of goods and people across space and time; and by vastly

more efficient communications systems for the widespread diffusion of commercial

intelligence, messages and cultural information between distant locations and separated

populations. Twentieth century revolutions in transport, television and communications

widened markets and created opportunities for the organisation of transcontinental and

multinational business across an ever expanding range of production, distribution, finance and

commerce. Yes, mercantile networks, transnational firms and corporations go back centuries,

even millennia, but the scale and penetration of their activities into local economies all over

the world took a great leap forward over the second half of this century.

Unsurprisingly, the implications of ‘globalisation’ for hitherto separated communities,

bounded spaces, distinctive cultures, partially connected local economies and nominally

sovereign states – flowing from the widening of markets, the integration of economies and the

enhanced efficiency and speed of communication – have been widely analysed by social

scientists. In their wake intensified demands have appeared for historians to supply

perspective on modern trends – that often appear to economists, political scientists,

sociologists, and philosophers (as well as natural scientists) to represent profound, welcomed

(or even deplored) discontinuities in the ways that ‘ubiquitous’ technological, economic and

cultural forces are now so clearly shaping our interconnected world.



This emergent need for historical understanding is, moreover, backed by governments,

uneasily aware that their powers to control economies, and societies, nominally under their

rule, are being eroded at an accelerated rate by exogenous forces that are transforming their

claims to effective sovereignty over populations, territories and assets within their borders

into something more tenuous than used to be the case during the long era of competing nation

states. On rereading the ostensibly distinctive and autonomous history of his own nation, one

wit observed: ‘the future ain’t what it used to be’.

Furthermore the anxieties of ‘Western’ statesmen (eloquently supported by their

saratraps of official intellectuals) have been compounded by recent military, technological

and economic achievements of several Asian societies, especially Japan and, the ‘Tigers’ but

latterly (and more significantly) by the reawakening of China. The ‘Rest’ are perceived to be

catching up with the West, where ‘modern mercantilists’ (who continue to conceive of the

world in terms of winners and losers or clashes of civilisations), worry about the relative

decline, of American hegemony. They turn to historians for reassurance, for explanations of

the past and more comforting predictions for the future.

As the world changes at an accelerated pace, for subject after subject, problem after

problem, national frameworks for political action and academic enquiry are now widely

recognised as unsatisfactory. That comprehension seems patently functional for natural

sciences investigating environmental issues, and for biological sciences concerned with the

health of human populations. It is also clear for social sciences analysing international

relations, crime, migration, communications and whole ranges of economic activity, which

can no longer be understood or regulated within the boundaries of nation states. Finally and in

important respects, national and local cultures are being subverted by advertising, by fashion,

and by the popular arts, especially music. The means and media of modern transportation,

travel and communications (cheap and available to the masses), are opening up cosmopolitan

discourses (usually in English) and among younger generations that begin to transcend and

transform traditional frameworks for human behaviour and contribute to the reshaping of

personal identities around the world.

For example, the young arrive at universities with portfolios of knowledge and

aroused curiosities about ‘other’ cultures. They are less easily tempted to feed on diets of

national, let alone parochial histories, than their predecessors of a generation ago. Academe is

not yet constituted to offer the long run spatially unfettered access to the kind of historical

knowledge that could satisfy their capacious interests and nourish a truly cosmopolitan

sensibility. Meanwhile parsimonious governments seek to rationalise the institutional



structures and forms within which the social sciences and history are delivered. That should

lead in time to some widening and repositioning of the spatial parameters for history, to move

the subject into more fruitful exchanges with the social sciences and to a dismantling of

departmental barriers between archaeology, ancient, mediaeval, early modern, modern and

other ‘packages’ of traditional but now anachronistic histories. We are moving to meet

Sherratt’s request for the construction of historical narratives that treat more recent periods in

no greater detail than more remote periods.

Pressures to make, write and teach histories that will seem more contemporary and

relevant will encourage the discipline to become less intellectually, politically, spatially and

chronologically confined. They are intensifying, seem irresistible and should moreover be

welcomed as a return to the ecumenical programmes of Herodotus, Vico, Voltaire, Leibniz

and surprisingly Von Ranke who actually said ‘there is no history but universal history as it

really was’.

Intellectual arguments for reimaging and resituating national and European histories

into frameworks that might better address the problems of the twenty first century have been

persuasively rehearsed by proselytisers for global history in recent years. As indeed have their

antitheses – recommendations to concentrate attention upon micro histories of difference,

diversity and a stance of humility towards the complex histories of ‘unknowable others’. That

‘postmodern’ exhortation is understandably embedded with a concern that any revival of

global history will implicitly return to celebrate ‘triumphs of the West’ in science, technology,

military power and economic development and unfortunately that has already occurred in

several recent publications by journalists and even by historians whose pretensions to offer

overviews of world history seem truncated in time, confined in space and selective in areas of

social endeavour emphasised for recognition as global achievements; and whose

understanding of environmental, biological and other natural constraints on human action

remains understated and unscientific.

As serious humanistic scholarship, the renaissance in global history aims, however, to

become a rediscovery of the enlightenment project and not a return to the arrogance of Rome

or to Victorian triumphalism. Modern history has matured into a capaciously catholic subject,

willing to take all kinds hitherto myopic exclusions into its narratives, to reposition

knowledge of the past into more adaptable spaces, models and chronologies and to plunder

the natural and social sciences (as well as archaeological remains) for insights into the

evolving human condition. In finding voices and viewpoints to construct histories on a global

scale, historians (alive to the second cosmopolitan enlightenment that emerged during the



closing years of an otherwise dismal century), have not found it difficult to detach their

narratives from another politically correct but romanticised appeasement of the

underprivileged on the one hand, or from the implicit denigration of non-western people and

cultures, that flows from Eurocentric convergence and modernisation theory on the other.

In their search for strategies to write compelling scholarly and postcolonial histories

on a global scale, they can only politely consider the postmodern stance of ‘incredulity

towards metanarratives’ and simply respect the preferences of their colleagues, whose

anxieties about their capacities to comprehend ‘others’ or to offer plausible conjectures and

explanation about major trends and significant events, leads them towards dense description,

micro histories and biography. Such flowers will and should certainly bloom, but the

intellectual effort required to landscape the garden also demands urgent attention and

imagination from historians.

Global historians are, I suggest already too involved to engage seriously with the

epistemological and linguistic concerns of postmodernists and their inevitable transition into

micro and fragmented histories. After they confront challenging intellectual problems in

trying to persuade the majority of their academic colleagues (writing bounded histories and

bunkered in the security of national archives), that their attempts at syntheses or conversations

on a global scale could meet the standards of a discipline too obsessed with detail and

documentation to generalise beyond strictly confined geographies and periods. Having

rejected Toynbee’s quest for spiritual guidance as a tenable mission for global history, its

modern practitioners tend to make the general case behind arresting metaphors extolling the

need for histories constructed as: ‘maps on the largest scale’, as ‘photographs taken through

the lenses of wide-angled cameras’, as ‘architectural frameworks’ and even ‘as views

contemplated from space’. Many correctly contend that the boundaries and chronologies of

parish, let alone national or continental histories, seem equally problematical to define.

Nevertheless, coming as most do, as recognised specialists in but one or two fields of history,

global historians remain conscious of their credentials and are entirely sensitive to their

epistemological vulnerability. It continues to be far easier to conduct research, claim territory

and acquire academic status as national or local historians working within traditional,

established and manageable chronologies.

Historiographical and methodological discussion among practitioners at the emergent

field is, however, already lively. Ida Blom wonders if we require a new ‘architecture’ and

Graeme Snooks bravely suggests that ‘The reality we seek to reconstruct in global history is

the outcome of a complex but knowable dynamic process that has been operating in the



human sphere for the past two million years.’ Underpinning this dynamic process are the laws

of history, built, he suggests ‘upon the competitive driving force of ‘materialist man’ which

provides the model with its self starting and self sustaining nature’. Almost everything else he

claims in a recent book is ephemeral. Although his paper allows for: ‘the adaptation of

strategies to capture gains in a changing but essentially competitive environment’ and

mentions the possibility of random shocks, Christopher Lloyd’s essay might well represent

the antipathy of most historians to this (and in deed all other) ‘Teleologies [which] posit an –

historical prime mover of history – an external deity or the necessary progressive unfolding of

an internal essence such as rationality or acquisitiveness or competitiveness, or the pull of

some universal goal – which drives the history of the earth and/or humanity inexorably

towards towards some final state of history’.

Most working historians (including the fields modern Godfathers, Hodgson, McNeill

and Stavrianos) probably remain antipathetic to any notion that ‘laws of history’ could be

uncovered. Indeed the current bibliography of text books, readings, journals and exemplary

books suggest that scholars located (relocated!) in the field entertain altogether more modest

aspirations. Their publications display commonalities in approach that could be represented as

minimalist criteria for membership of our small but rapidly growing tribe.

For example their work evinces a concern with connections and comparisons across

national frontiers and cultural boundaries. Secondly many have acquired a scientifically

informed appreciation of evolutionary environmental and biological constraints on all forms

of human activity. (They would applaud Christopher Lloyd’s plea for the reunification of

natural and human history and ‘a science that studies the interpenetrating complexities of

nature and humanity, that gave rise to the present socio-biosphere and our global,

environmental and social predicament). The best and most influential writing in the field

displays a talent for the construction of synoptic histories about matters that have been

important for humanity as a whole. Hopefully as more historians risk writing on a global

scale, the field will achieve a reputation and produce competing metanarratives to which the

overwhelming flow of parish, regional and national histories could be reconnected. At least

such a mission seems to be necessary and a widely agreed agenda for global historians to

pursue at the beginning of another century.

Meanwhile the distinct approaches (that have already developed) can be contoured on

a map of the subject. First (and central) is the model, persuasively elaborated in several books

by William McNeill. He inspires a programme of historical investigation into connections

across continents, countries and geographies as well as through very long spans of time.



McNeill’s assumption is that such ‘connections’, ‘interactions’, ‘encounters’, ‘contacts with

outsiders’ can be represented as the origins and engine of economic, social, political, military,

cultural, religious, technological and presumably all other conceivable types of change studied

by historians. Pursued with scholarly detachment and a proper appreciation of the long

chronologies required to construct histories that aim to select and analyse major forces at

work in the evolution of humanity, McNeill’s recommendations could avoid the

condescension of cultures, the restrictions of time and the arrogance of nations built into

currently dominant styles of history. Of course ‘interactions’ were not simply benign. For

example, the spread of plagues, diseases and parasites; those waves of destructive invasions

by nomads; wars of conquest, plunder and imperial expansion, forcible conversions to alien

systems of religious belief; the subversion of indigenous traditions and cultures, societies and

communities by strangers, are equally significant and usually portrayed as deplorable

episodes in global histories of ‘connections’.

That history is, moreover, being disaggregated into specified types of connection,

investigated over significant periods of contact and transformation. Obviously the

taxonomical divisions already include: trade, investment, warfare, religion, migrations,

transfers of useful knowledge, technological diffusion, botanical exchanges, and the spread of

diseases. Proper attention is also accorded to the means of transportation and modes of

communication that secured, facilitated and cheapened contacts by sea, land and latterly by

air. Once a relevant range of major connections are traced, understood and their significance

evaluated, global historians will be in a position to broaden our education and provide the

spatial and chronological perspectives required for the appreciation of the histories of nations,

peoples, localities, groups and the particular histories that the majority of their colleagues

study in greater depth, sophistication and isolation.

Put simply, the other major approach extends geographical catchment areas for

comparative histories of topics that might be the subject of an illuminating study across

national boundaries, continents and separable cultures. Although the linguistic qualifications

for research in this style of history are extremely difficult to acquire and the scholarship

needed to ‘make sense’ of contrasts discovered, is formidable, the methodological problems

involved are familiar and similar to those encountered for exercises in comparative history

conducted within European, national or indeed regional frameworks.

Comparative history helps scholars to surmount the complexity and tyranny of local

detail and seeks to offer coherent but sensitive answers to the great variety of questions that

historians select for investigation. For global historians the illumination derived from the



method tends to be realised when they can concentrate upon well defined artefacts,

institutions, organisations, social practices, attitudes and beliefs that are found in many places

and have already been studied in some depth, in the context of particular locations and which

exhibit comparable, but, more important, dissimilar geographical, economic, political, social

and other features. Then as Marc Bloch anticipated the ‘comparative method can elicit from

the chaotic multiplicity of circumstances those contrasts which were generally effective’, or as

Kären Wigen aptly observes: ‘Only in a dialogue with historians of other places can we

appreciate what was unusual about a given country’s experience’.

For obvious reasons and in order to embrace and communicate major differences

global historians will be tempted to aggregate and average contrasts across wider spaces and

larger populations (continents, oceans and civilisations) than their colleagues who have the

time and sources to engage in advanced exercises in comparative history. Nevertheless and as

the essays from Kaoru Sugihara and Kären Wigen demonstrate the recent break out from the

spatial parameters and established chronologies for Japanese history has produced innovating

and illuminating perspectives for the interpretation of its national history and mutalis

mutandis for the history of East Asia as whole. For purposes of research and as ‘building

blocks’ for an ongoing programme designed to produce metanarratives that are universal the

comparative method looks set to dominate the field for years to come. It has, for example,

already generated a bibliography of global histories concerned with: the family, youth,

marriage diet, housing, health, military organisation, government, human rights, parliaments,

nationalism, religions, fundamentalism, revolutions and finally two seminal topics (analysed

in essays submitted for this session) by Ida Blom on Gender and by Kaoru Sugihara and

David Washbrook on the rise of Capitalism and Long Run Economic Growth in East and

South Asia.

Blom shows how gender is surely a quintessential analytical category for purposes of

universal history and how well it interacts with other categories (including class, ethnicity,

race, nation citizenship and colonialism) for purposes of constructing world histories that keep

humanity in view.

No surprise will be occasioned by the appearance in recent decades of histories

seeking to encompass ‘the world economy’ – going way back in time and written to expound

and to explain the disparate levels of material progress achieved by countries, societies and

communities, located on all continents. Along with gender such concerns continue to be

another test of the fields mission to keep ‘humanity in view’. Graeme Snooks is right to

remind us that materialist man and material life will remain central for global history. Most



people, in most places for most of history have been preoccupied with obtaining food, shelter,

clothing and other manufactured artefacts that they required to sustain either a basic, a

comfortable and only latterly, an agreeable standard of living.

Before the end of the twentieth century a modern generation of economic historians

began to resituate the acclaimed scientific, technological and economic achievements of

Western societies in global context. By then they could call upon libraries of books and

articles dealing with Asian agricultures, industries, towns, commercial networks,

communications, trade, science, technologies, cultures, business organisation, taxation, state

systems, Government policies etc. etc., covering the last millennium and written in large part

by historians from universities, not long emancipated from imperial rule. This impressive, but

still far from comprehensive, volume of historical research has, moreover been communicated

to the West by specialists in area studies from North American, European, Australian and

Japanese universities. Not long after the second world war and during an era of

decolonization, historians were offered the opportunity – provided by the accumulation of a

large body of knowledge long available about Europe and North America, but emerging on

Asia, the Middle East and Africa and Latin America – to reposition their hitherto

disconnected histories of wealth and poverty one against another in order to construct global

histories of material progress that might have satisfied the aspirations of Montesquieu,

Voltaire, Smith and their ‘enlightened’ followers and pleased Max Weber.

Recent attempts to survey this huge body of monographic literature has been

dominated by sympathetic scholars (like David Washbrook) from Western universities.

Syntheses from China, Japan, India, Africa and the Near East would be a welcome and

salutary correction to what is a plural but nevertheless Western perspective (Thus Kaoru

Sugihara’s contribution for this session is both innovatory and welcome). Meanwhile,

European and North American scholars have in their different ways (and with varying degrees

of success) carried forward a Weberian programme for teaching and writing a truly global

history of material progress. They have found that the quantitative evidence for such purposes

would certainly not be regarded as nearly sufficient to underpin a serious programme of

historical research designed to account for long term economic success and retardation (of rise

and relative decline) among the national economies of Western Europe, North America and

Australasia. In the absence of hard data or even of an acceptable range of contemporary

observations (which could be included in a narrative designed to track chronologies of

divergence in productivities and living standards between Europe and Asia), global histories

of material progress continued to be marred – by three powerful Marxistante and Weberian



assumptions. Firstly, that Europe’s technological and economic superiority over Asia (which

became first visible and then unmistakeable during the 19th and 20th centuries) had evolved

gradually, but cumulatively, over several centuries before 1815. Secondly, and for a very long

time, Europe’s political, legal, cultural and institutional heritage for the conduct of economic

activity continued to be exceptionally favourable for the promotion, first, of Smithian growth

and following on from that for technological progress. Thirdly, (and in contrast to Europe)

Asian populations lived and worked in more hostile environments and this big ecological fact

restrained and often arrested long term economic development in Asia and Africa – although

our knowledge of African economies remains thin.

Those who follow Weber, Marx and a tradition of writing that Gregory Blue shows

can be tracked back to Montesquieu insist that Europe’s competing economies had been on a

potentially more promising trajectory for long run growth for centuries. They will emphasise

persistent contrasts between European and Asian institutional arrangements, political

systems, legal frameworks, cultural conditioning, and religious beliefs within which economic

activities continued to be embedded for a least four centuries before 1815. Cruder Weberians

(exemplified by the recent polemic from David Landes) juxtapose the preconditions for long

run Smithian growth that they found operating efficiently in Europe (or rather in some

countries in north western Europe) in sharp contrast to Asia, where in their view, political,

social familial, cultural and other negative institutions and beliefs restrained or impeded the

emergence and operation of competitive markets for commodities, capital, land and labour.

Their critics (who like David Washbrook) seem more deeply and widely read in the

now massive bibliography of economic history dealing with South, East and South East Asia

and the Ottoman Empire, have produced samples of data (related largely to population

growth, levels of urbanisation, balances of commodity trade, yields per hectare and real

wages) for selected regions of Asia and the Middle East that at the very least qualify any

impression that labour productivity levels and standards of living afforded by European

economies to their populations were discernibly (let alone significantly) superior long before

the outbreak of the French Revolution. Of course at this level of ‘continental’ aggregation the

selection of samples of data for comparative history remains entirely problematical if only

because the ‘Asian economy’ includes much larger shares of the world’s cultivable land,

resources, income and population than early modern Europe.

Nevertheless we are (and are likely to remain) a long way from offering statistically

secure comparisons, for average levels of productivity and living standards. Meanwhile, (and

as the papers by Sugihara and Washbrook so clearly demonstrate), the accumulating volume



of research now available on Asian agricultures, industries, trades, credit systems, mercantile

enterprise, transportation networks, and markets for commodities and factors of production

degrades traditional and simplistic Weberian perceptions that Europe alone had evolved the

political, institutional, legal, cultural and religious frameworks required for an effective

process of Smithian growth long before other continents into dubious propositions for serious

historians to adopt. As Marshal Hodgson observed decades ago: ‘All attempts to invoke

premodern seminal traits in the occident can be shown to fail under close historical analysis’.

Braudel, Chaudhuri, Frank, Pomeranz, Goldstone, McNeill, Sugihara, Washbrook and other

historians of long run material change concur. Eric Jones would probably (as he did in

Growth Recurring, 1988) continue to revise and reformulate some of the positions he adopted

in the first edition of the European Miracle in 1981? From his detailed comparisons of levels

and types of development achieved by Europe and Asia for the early modern period Braudel

inferred that ‘the populated regions of the world faced with demands of numbers seem to us to

be quite close to each other’. But there is, he continued, ‘a historiographical inequality

between Europe and the rest of the world. Europe invented historians and made good use of

them. Her own history is well lit and can be called as evidence or used as claim. The history

of non-Europe is still being written. And until the balance of knowledge and interpretation has

been restored the historian will be reluctant to cut the Gordian knot of world history’.

Histories of gender and capitalism are but two of the currently lively areas of

controversy that display the value and potential of universal history. In truth, it seems difficult

to conceive of any grand theme that currently attracts attention from scholars engaged in

writing national and local histories that could not be repositioned within wider geographies

and longer temporal periods. This observation requires no emphasis for historians confronting

the variety of biospheres and ecologies around the globe which form an essential part of any

analysis of contrasts in the histories of political institutions, social arrangements, cultures,

demographic change and economic development observed for the enlarged areas of the world

that now commands attention. Global history has actively promoted a reunification with

geography, simply because clear variations in the environmental conditions often turn out to

be such a fundamental part of any persuasive explanation for contrasts in the histories of most

societies. The traditional tendency to treat the natural world either as a mere preface and/or of

negligible significance in the political, social, economic, and cultural histories of nations is (as

Christopher Lloyd persuasively argues) truncated and myopic. Fortunately the renewed

concern (admirably surveyed and referenced in his paper) with the long run evolutionary

history of human interactions with nature now attracts biologists, geologists, climatologists,



palaeontologists and epidemiologists. Their deeper comprehension and more lucid

communication of the scientific knowledge about these all important connections is being fed

back into history; often through the work of archaeology (Sherratt) – a humanistic discipline

that has long remained in close contact with hard sciences. Science recognises no borders and

has always striven for universal understanding and appeal. That is why the integration of its

empirically validated insights into neglected connections between human and natural histories

has been widely welcomed as a necessary basis for comparative history on a global scale.

Comparisons and connections are the dominant styles of global history. Pursued with

sensitivity they should deepen our understanding of difference and diversity; meet the demand

for perspective for those trying to comprehend accelerated trends towards interdependence

and integration on a global scale and finally, allow for a less ethnocentric appreciation of the

manifold achievements of more peoples, communities and cultures over long spans of human

history.

List of papers used to write this report:

1. Ida Blom, Norway: Gender as an Analytical Category in Global History

2. Gregory Blue, Canada: China and the Writing of World History in the West

2. Christopher Lloyd, Australia: Universal History to Holocene History: From Teleologies of
Modernism to the Darwinism of Long Run Societal Transformation

3. Andrew Sherratt, United Kingdom: Archaeology and World History

4. Graeme Snooks, Australia: Uncovering the Laws of Global History

5. Kaoru Sugihara, Japan: Oceanic Trade and Global Development 1500-1995

6. David Washbrook, United Kingdom: From Comparative Sociology to Global History:
Britain and India in the Pre-History of Modernity

7. Kären Wigen, USA: Japanese Perspectives in the Time/Space of Early Modernity



Discussant’s Comment

Alexander Chubariyan, Russia

By the end of the 20th century the discussion on possibilities and perspectives of global or

universal history has been stirred up considerably. It is mostly connected with significant

extension of tools of historical science, general proliferation of means of communication and

information (Internet). Besides professional historians mass media has also joined to the

discussion. Globalisation is understood in different ways. The New York Herald Tribune

considers that globalisation is a world-wide spread of American mass culture; it means Italian

and Chinese restaurants for others; for someone it is a phenomenon of sports, etc.

Though papers submitted to the Congress seemed to be scarcely related to one another

they actually have much in common thus they are connected by search of criteria and

examples confirming fruitfulness of global and universal approach in history. Papers by

Professors Ida Blom, Andrew Sherratt, Graeme Snooks, Kären Wigen comprise various

problems (archaeology, gender studies, legal aspects, etc.) but their analyses are organically

entered into the context of global or general history.

Our organiser Patrick O’Brien has made a great contribution to fruitful work of the

session. His general paper is able to steer up a lively and useful discussion. Similar searches

are also being carried on in the countries where for a long time historians, who professed a

Marxist approach, saw universality in the unity of methodology and integrated criterion of

historical cognition.

Nowadays starting moments for the approach to globalisation of history are diversity

and distinction, unity and universality of history, which are realised through an infinite variety

of factors of past and contemporary history.

Numerous publications (seen in the presented papers) show that the comparative-

historical method serves as the nucleus of the approach to this variety which allows to

combine historical phenomena of different epochs and contexts in a general universal system.

Globalisation presupposes analysis of historical phenomena and facts in time and space

which a form universal and general character of history (in most different disciplines).

Historians analyse phenomena of the past both along horizontal and vertical lines, they

confront and compare events, reveal their connections, analogy and mutual influence. And

these interrelations and comparisons are carried out both on the scale of continents and

regions, and at national and concrete-individual level.



In this connection the importance of methods of macro- and micro-history, which

penetrate structures of society and identify the similarity of their connections and oppositions,

increases more and more. These methods help to penetrate in various societies and cells of

ancient Japan and family clans in Africa, trade-union associations of England and legal norms

in Australia, etc.

Universality is also actualised in vast extensions of possibilities of everyday history, in

family and gender studies, in analysis of people’s ideas of life and death, good and evil,

happiness and misfortunes in different ages. Researches of feed, diseases, starvation, crimes

and many other aspects of history belong to the sphere of everyday history too.

Significant changes and new structuralisation have taken place in various fields of

historical cognition. ‘New social history’ turned up and joined all parts and aspects of person

and society interrelation. A great number of researches open up and analyse such notions as

‘social groups’ and ‘classes’, peasantry and workers, tradesmen and craftsmen, slaves and

employees, etc. The idea of new social history comprises both spiritual and personal aspects

which are throwing light on the status of a person in society.

Nowadays we are witnessing a great change in the concept and subject of economic

history. There is also striving for comparison and confrontation of economic models, methods

of market operations and capital circulation, search of general factors of economic growth,

inflation, etc. in this historical branch.

The so-called ‘intellectual history’ is in the process of constituting and evolution and it

is growing integrative and dispersive, closely related to cultural anthropology that studies a

person in the system of cultural communications.

Very often the vast field of the history of culture serves as the most serious

manifestation of history universalisation, despite the fact that there is a great variety and

diversity of types and forms of culture.

Analysis of the role of languages in intercultural relations and communications has long

drawn attention of historians.

One of the striking corroboration of globalisation is given by international and

diplomatic history. Even judging by the definition, international history, investigating

correlations of different parts of the world, has to be a universal discipline and together with

the history of international relations and diplomatic history it, so to say, synthesises political

and economic history, ethnology and geostrategy, politology, anthropology and social

psychology.



In the sphere of international economic and political relations globalisation is one of the

priority themes. The post-war development is a direct clash of centrifugal and centripetal

factors, a problem of interdependence and integration.

Diplomacy as the form of relations and contacts connects epochs of Ancient East and

Roman Empire, new and contemporary time. For the 20th century it means attempts to

compare diplomacy of World War One and the Cold War, etc.

There are a lot of branches of historical cognition which also contribute to disclose

methods of global history. Such phenomena as ‘moral’ and ‘right’ in history, ‘violence’ and

‘pacifism’, ‘tolerance’ and ‘extremism’, etc. can be referred to them.

A special place in the system of historical knowledge belongs to the so-called ‘special

historical disciplines’. To a great extent the sphere of their interests and their role in

investigations also serve the universalisation of history and the methods of its cognition.

Analysis of historical texts, source study as a whole as well as numismatics, metrology, etc.

have among other problems the idea of comparison and confrontation, development of

common methods and methodologies which are useful to different eras and territories.

The educational sphere is included into the concept of global or general history too.

Different systems of teaching at higher and secondary school, discussions on text-book types,

on the role of distant teaching become a universal factor indeed. And one of the problems it

solves is the problem of implanting to students and pupils submission about generality of the

world, correlations and mutual influence in historical process.

In the complex discussion on global or general history our session at the International

Congress in Oslo is sure to attract attention and allow to compare subjects and research level

on the problem.



Comment

Jürgen Osterhammel, Switzerland



Gender as an Analytical Tool in Global History

Ida Blom, Norway

Seeing global history as a means to sketch frameworks for common human experiences, this

paper stresses the importance of analysing cultural variations of these frameworks at the

regional and local level, or, using a slightly different approach, study culturally different

trajectories towards a central historical phenomenon. As an example of a concept that might

allow historians to ‘capture the life in toto of the whole of mankind’, the paper suggests the

application of gender analysis to global history.

Discussing why historians have only fairly recently adopted gender analysis as an

important analytical tool, the paper outlines changing understandings of gender, allotting

women the field of reproduction while agency, the making of history, was seen as a masculine

precinct. Since the 1960’s/70’s, when the distinction between biological sex and

social/cultural gender was made, gender analysis gradually developed from studies of

patriarchal hierarchies to analysis of the gendering of class, race and other social categories

and of the intertwining of the public and the private. Underscoring shifting understandings of

gender as well as the use of gender to signify relationships of power, historians now work at

revealing the importance of gender also for seemingly gender-neutral historical phenomena.

After short indications of the usefulness of gender analysis to studies of global

phenomena such as population policies and expanding technological capacities, the paper

concentrates on examples of gendered experiences of interactions between peoples of

different societies. The construction of nations is taken as a first example of gender as one of

a number of criterions for exclusion or inclusion in a society. The gendering of national

symbols and national rhetoric, but foremost the gendered access to national political

citizenship is seen as expressions of the global importance of gender in the construction of

nations. A further example, to which the paper gives prominence, is cross-cultural encounters

implicit in colonialism and imperialism. Wide-ranging research in these fields discloses the

use of gender as a trope for praise or critique of other cultures and the centrality of culturally

determined understandings of masculinity and femininity to the construction of a European

imperialistic identity. Seeing the colonised as well as the coloniser exclusively as male,

women were reduced to objects of male policies and denied historical agency. If this made

women co-operate in policies of emancipation across cultural borders, culturally determined

understandings of femininity might also at times work rifts in cross-cultural gender solidarity.



Finally, changes in perceptions of femininity might influence perceptions of masculinity, and

vice versa.

The paper highlights conflicts arising over the question of how to understand and

whether to accept or condemn traditions of gender relations, especially where intimate

questions of family life are concerned. Concentrating on the problem of female circumcision,

the paper argues that a close analysis of this tradition may reveal contradictory positions

within the culture where the tradition is kept up. Deconstructing the culture in question, as

well as western attitudes to the tradition, is seen as a helpful means for the historian to

understand defence of as well as attacks on a contested tradition.

The paper concludes that gender analysis applied to research of global history may

point at near universalities as well as at cultural differences in gender relations, in women’s

importance as objects as well as agents in historical change, in men’s gendered experiences

and in the importance of gender to the complicated web of multiple hierarchies that have

formed human societies.



China and the Writing of World History in the West

Gregory Blue, Canada

Proceeding from the view that world history is a perennial but evolving field of historical

writing, this paper provides a brief, analytical survey of works by Western authors who since

the early modern period have served in one way or another to influence the ways Chinese

history and civilisation have been incorporated into the Western literature on world history.

After evoking the important manners by which experiences with newly encountered peoples

during the high Middle Ages and Renaissance led to the expansion of the mental horizons of

Western writers generally, the author treats the European ‘discovery’ of Chinese history in the

seventeenth century as providing a crucial challenge for Western historical thought.

Discussion of that encounter focuses both on the initial attempts to employ a Biblical

historical framework to interpret what was then known of the Chinese historical record and on

the problems that Chinese history posed for authors working in that framework. In analysing

Enlightenment historiography, the paper acknowledges that Voltaire’s efforts at placing

medieval and early modern Chinese history into a broader global context represented a bold

break with previous Eurocentric historiography, but stresses that by the end of the eighteenth

century a combination of Romantic zeal for the cultural richness of small nations and the

dissemination of historical models claiming to represent the main stages of historical progress

worked to entrench the view that Chinese society had been bereft of historical vitality for

centuries. Examining an array of leading nineteenth-century thinkers, both conservative and

progressive, the paper highlights the fact that, despite the many differences evident in their

interpretations of world history and in their readings of China, Western writers in this period

generally agreed that China lacked the proper impetus for attaining the highest achievements

of Western civilisation. The practical upshot of this view during the Victorian era was a

tendency to marginalise China in the practical writing of world history or to treat it as a

threatening alien force. Following the collapse of the Chinese imperial state with the fall of

the Qing dynasty in 1912, various Western writers began paying new and more serious

attention to Chinese history. The writings of Max Weber, H.G. Wells and the Marxist writers

of the early Soviet period are treated as of enduring importance due to the roles they played in

setting the stage for later interpretations of China’s place in world history. From the post-1945

period, the History of Mankind prepared and published under the auspices of UNESCO is

treated as a point of entry for pinpointing some of the continuing challenges involved in



organising a professional presentation of world history. The paper concludes by exploring a

few of the ways in which developments in the field of Chinese history and those in world and

comparative history have influenced one another over recent decades; and some stimulation

new lines of analysis in both areas are brought into relief.



From Universal History to Holocene History: From the Teleologies of Modernism to the

Darwinism of Long-Run Societal Transformation

Christopher Lloyd, Australia

This paper discusses the philosophical assumptions of universal history as developed from the

18th century and as manifested in certain forms of world history in the late 20th century. The

general genre is criticised for its reliance upon implicit and explicit teleological assumptions

and its corresponding connections with the ‘modernisation project’. The critique is developed

from the perspective of the anti-teleological thinking that is embryonic within Marx and fully-

realised in the Darwinian ‘natural history’ perspective of Gould and others in the late 20th

century. A new framework for very long-run history can be constructed if it rejects teleology

but a rational-choice basis for such history replicates the failings of the old universal history.

The new framework must incorporate elements drawn from complexity, chaos, and

catastrophe theories and take a rigorously historical rather than deductive approach to the

research. An outline of such a theory will be presented in the paper.



Archaeology and World History

Andrew Sherratt, United Kingdom

The writing of ‘history’ is itself a historical practice, situated in the development of recent

urban societies and related to their changing circumstances. The Western conception of

history is inseparable from the processes which gave rise to European nation-states, and their

global involvement in the last five centuries of the second millennium CE. The future

development of such disciplines within the educational institutions of contemporary societies

is constrained both by their inherited organisational frameworks and by their perceived role in

providing skills of relevance to the contemporary world. Nevertheless the degree of

intellectual autonomy traditionally afforded to academic institutions provides the opportunity

to respond creatively to new sources of knowledge about the past, and the improved degree of

understanding which it allows.

Certain features of the traditional academic division of labour must be noted. One is

the fundamental separation of ‘time’ from ‘space’ in the organisation of academic inquiry: the

divorce of ‘history’ from ‘geography’ - a distinction unfamiliar to Herodotus. When the scope

of historical inquiry was principally limited to individual states and their immediate

neighbours, this had some logic; but as the scope of inquiry has become global in scale, this

distinction has less relevance. The second, and closely related, feature is the institutional

separation of synchronic from diachronic disciplines, and the methodological contrast which

still characterises this division, however much it has been eroded in recent years: the emphasis

on narrative sequence versus tactical comparison. Since these approaches are arguably

complementary (and closely related in practice), their de facto separation into ‘historical’ and

‘social science’ disciplines is of diminishing relevance; and it has an deleterious effect in

dividing theoretical model-building from practical interpretation – a division which is as

inhibiting to disciplines like economics as it is to history. These boundaries are increasingly

eroded in practice, as can be seen in the expansion of the subject-matter of history itself: from

a concentration on affairs of state to areas of life formerly left to amateur antiquarianism. The

scope of historical inquiry within the Western paradigm has consistently expanded over the

past century, with the development of economic, social and cultural history – a process within

which the Annales school has played a prominent role. The current shift of emphasis in the

‘social’ sciences, from ‘society’ to ‘culture’ (and hence to relations with subjects hitherto

considered as humanities and ‘fine arts’ disciplines, which have themselves experienced a



comparable broadening of subject-matter from elite to popular culture), is symptomatic of this

broadening of scope, from a largely textual to a visual emphasis, and a wider notion of

sensual experience. Some of the most lively areas of current interest occur at the boundaries

of these traditional divisions: the study of consumption and its relation to economic growth

and social change is a good example. A final feature is the more assertive stance of biology

and the natural sciences in general, in offering (often reductive) explanations of historical

phenomena. This reflects the shifting balance of academic prestige, from ‘arts’ to ‘science’

subjects.

All of these developments offer a challenging opportunity to a discipline whose

traditional goal has been to offer a convincing narrative account of the human past, and which

is now invited to provide a more comprehensive vision which can appeal to humankind in

general, rather than simply to local segments of the world’s population. It is my contention

that archaeology is an essential component of this enterprise, and that it forms a crucial

element in the realignment of approaches that it requires. Archaeology is of relevance in two

particular respects: both methodologically, in how (at its best) these complementary elements

can be mobilised and integrated within a comprehensive approach to historical reconstruction

and explanation; and as one component of a nested series of understandings, beginning with

the emergence of humanity itself from its biological origins and moving in successively more

complex sets of relationships to the realities of the contemporary world.

This is an ambitious task, which can be no more than caricatured in a short account. If

it casts the archaeologist in the role of hero, it must also be recognised that many if not most

practitioners of the craft are as wedded as their historical colleagues to local perspectives and

the particularities of local problems. Nevertheless it is motivated by a belief that the

comprehensiveness of the archaeological vision, spanning as it does either 99% or 99.9% of

the human past (depending on one’s definition of humanity), must be a principal component

in the construction of a ‘Universal History’.

The initial chapters of the ‘story of humankind’, from its African origins to the

beginnings of farming at the onset of the present interglacial phase some 10,000 years ago, are

episodes with which every historian should be familiar; but time is too short to tell them on

this occasion (in the spirit of the paragraph entitled ‘New Readers Start Here’ in a serial-

story); more relevant is the perspective which this starting-point brings to the subsequent

chapters, and the theoretical expectations to which it gives rise. Clearly, any book which

encompasses both Homo erectus and homo economicus is a particular kind of narrative, which

leaves plenty of scope for other genres with a finer focus or a more thematic plot. It runs the



risk of being simply a touristic exercise, like those histories of art which begin with a brief

look at French Palaeolithic cave-paintings, before rapidly moving on to the invention of

perspective. Many world histories can be so caricatured, though (as ever) the work of W.H.

McNeill distinguishes itself, by its active engagement with the archaeological evidence for

earlier periods. Most examples of this type of history have a characteristic inverse relationship

between the length of the periods they consider and the amount of space devoted to discussing

them: the shorter the time-span (as they approach the present day), the more words are

devoted to them. Even corrected for the growing numbers of the human species and the

increasing complexity of their relationships, such accounts show a logarithmic increase in the

attention that they give to successively more recent periods. This is a direct reflection of the

amount of academic effort devoted to them, and the relative sizes of academic departments

specialising in particular periods of the human past. Such exercises usually do no more than

mechanically aggregate the output of these different sectors of the history-producing industry.

I want to ask a more fundamental question, based on a different apportionment of effort. What

would a historical narrative look like if more recent periods were treated in no greater detail

than their predecessors?

This is no abstract theoretical question, for there is now at least one example that can

be attributed to this genre: Jared Diamond’s Guns, Germs and Steel. It is characteristic of its

time in that it is written by a practising (though admittedly polymathic) biologist, and brings a

characteristically biological perspective to human affairs. Without offering a detailed critique

of its contents, I would like to note what seems to me to be an important feature of writing on

this scale, namely its ability to articulate the seemingly obvious. This is not intended as an

insult: indeed, I hail it as the beginning of a methodological breakthrough. Detailed historical

accounts (especially of areas unfamiliar to their principal readership) often begin with the

‘geographical setting’; but this is frequently no more than the provision of local colour or a

description of the places in which the subsequent text is set. What Diamond does is to point

out how the shapes of the continents, and their differing endowments as a result of their

particular geological and biological histories, have determined important characteristics of the

human events that have unfolded there. Such exercises were more common in the nineteenth

century, when universal history and geography were less distinct and did not form

professionalised disciplines; and it is in recapturing this scope, as a legitimate scale of inquiry,

that Diamond takes the first step both towards re-integrating their separate insights, and in

pioneering a distinctive discipline in its own right.



The implications of this approach are fundamental. When historical inquiry is focussed

upon particular segments of the time/space continuum, the accepted structure of explanation

will be on a commensurate scale – albeit with excursions to other places (of a similar size).

Explanations will thus be framed within the limitations of the chosen units of analysis, and

give weight to factors which are perceptible within its grid-size. Weber’s account of the

origins of capitalism are a good example (especially since they were made within an explicitly

comparative framework, ranging far beyond the immediate area of interest). It is not essential

that his answer was primarily an ideological one, since one could easily envision a similarly

specific answer based on subsistence or technology – the brussels sprout rather than the

Protestant ethic, in the manner of Lynn White – but the nature of the ‘answer’ is largely the

outcome of the scale on which the problem is posed. The alternative is well exemplified in

another recent book, Andre Gunder Frank’s ReOrient, which resembles Jared Diamond's scale

of analysis in finding an ‘answer’ (to a rather differently-defined version of the same

problem) in the structure of global economic relations. While both of these books have

received appropriate critical scrutiny from the historical community – and it is symptomatic

that both of them have aroused a flurry of interest even in the more traditional segments of

that community – their importance here is in providing starting-points and end-points to a

distinctive form of historical narrative and scale of understanding, which is central to any

conception of Universal History – while not excluding the insights provided by comparative,

thematic and locally-focussed studies. It is nevertheless the most obviously missing element

in any coherent, comprehensive synthesis of the human experience; and moreover it raises its

own theoretical problems, which (while different in scale) are not separate from issues like

those of ‘culture and consumption’ which are increasingly prominent in other forms of

historical writing.

The components of this larger view are already evident from earlier discussion: the

reintegration of time and space (‘history’ and ‘geography’); and the re-integration of cultural,

social, economic and political factors in a single approach which respects their constant

interrelatedness, rather than artificially separating them into distinctive entities which are then

treated in terms of ‘interactions’. All of these must be simultaneously seen as operating on a

variety of scales, from the global to the local, and without initially privileging any one of

them as more fundamental than the others. It is in this respect, as well as in its provision of the

essential information about the intervening millennia, that archaeology can contribute to the

larger historical enterprise. The following account sets out what must be honestly described as

a personal vision of the nature of this larger process, by a Europe-based archaeologist with an



omnivorous interest in historical problems on a global and millennial scale. Since labels are

useful (if not taken too seriously), its perspective and assumptions can be summarised as

representing a structural-interactionist view of the long-term development of the human

species as a culture-bearing organism; and its principal message is that culture itself has

developed in an ‘organic’ way, which is susceptible to systematic description, analysis and

comparison. I hope to show that this perhaps alarming manifesto has its own coherence, both

in theory and practice.



Uncovering the Laws of Global History

Graeme Donald Snooks, Australia

The reality that we seek to reconstruct in global history is the outcome of a complex but

knowable dynamic process that has been operating for the past 2 million years and will

continue to operate as long as human society exists. Underpinning this dynamic process are

the laws of history.

In this paper I examine the following questions. Why have the social sciences fallen

behind the natural sciences? What are laws and how can we know them? How is it possible to

derive the laws of history? How can we test the validity of these laws? What is the role of

laws?1

Philosophers of science are puzzled by the failure of history to develop its own laws.

They point to the contrast with the natural sciences and imply that historians are less able. The

real reasons are the problem of what I call ‘existential schizophrenia’ – the great difficulty we

all experience in openly facing our true natures (a survival strategy) – and the fact that while

‘strategic demand’ for ideas about nature has existed for 500 years it has only recently existed

for ideas in the social sciences. A revolution in the social sciences is on the horizon.

What are laws and how can we know them? Laws are concerned with regularities in

events, behaviour, or processes in the natural and civilised world. These laws must be

characterised by a generality that approaches the universal, a necessity that excludes the

accidental, and a condition that can be supported both empirically and logically. Existing

methods of law-making are flawed. The inductive method focuses on the regularity of events,

while the deductive method, although logically precise, has a limited field of view. Hence, I

propose the ‘existential quaternary method’ that focuses not on regularities in events but on

regularities underlying these events – on dynamic processes. This method involves four steps:

the discovery of ‘timescapes’ (both quantitative and qualitative); the construction of a general

dynamic model; the derivation of historical mechanisms; and the development of a new model

of institutional change.

The timescapes define the development paths of societies and can be measured in

terms of GDP, population, and prices. The general dynamic model involves the driving force

of ‘materialist man’, who attempts to ‘survive and prosper’ by pursuing one of the four

possible dynamic strategies – family multiplication, conquest, commerce, and technological

change. The development path is an outcome of the exploitation and exhaustion of the



dominant dynamic strategy, and it is shaped by the underlying technological paradigm. Under

the palaeolithic paradigm (1.6 myrs to 11 000 BP) it takes the form of the ‘great dispersion’;

under the neolithic paradigm (11 000 to 200 BP) it is the ‘great wheel of civilisation’; and

under the industrial paradigm (last 200 years) it is the ‘great waves of economic change’. In

this system institutions are driven by ‘strategic demand’, which is the outcome of the

unfolding dynamic strategy. It is, therefore, not an evolutionary process as usually claimed.

Laws are derived not from the timescapes (the historicist fallacy) but from the

underlying mechanisms: the general dynamic-strategy model (primary laws), the historical

mechanisms (secondary), and the strategic model of institutional change (tertiary). These laws

are the building blocks of a new approach to the social sciences,2 and they provide a basis for

predicting the future, not of events but of dynamic processes.

Notes
1 This analysis is based on the author’s ‘Global History’ trilogy published by Routledge: The

Dynamic Society (1996), The Ephemeral Civilization (1997), and The Laws of History (1998).
2 A new general economic and political theory (for both rich and poor countries) based on

these laws has appeared in the author’s ‘Social Dynamics’ trilogy published by Macmillan &

St Martin’s Press: Economics without Time (1993), Longrun Dynamics (1998), and Global

Transition (1999).



From Comparative Sociology to Global History: Britain and India in the Pre-History of

Modernity

David Washbrook, United Kingdom



Japanese Perspectives on the Time/Space of ‘Early Modernity’

Kären Wigen, USA

In recent years, historians of Tokugawa Japan (1600-1868) have begun embracing the phrase

‘early modern’ to describe their period of interest. By putting Japanese history in the same

time-frame as the rest of the world, this rubric opens up vistas on transnational linkages. Yet a

long-standing habit of viewing Japan during this period as ‘secluded’ mitigates against

conceptualising the Japanese experience as part of a global age, the era of connection par

excellence. Having appropriated this periodization term from the lexicon of world history,

historians of Japan are now challenged to map Tokugawa developments not only in

comparative but also in connective terms.

This essay explores several different ways of responding to this challenge. Part I

sketches a vision of early modernity that has emerged largely out of Indian Ocean studies, a

perspective that might be termed world networks history. World networks history posits a

fluid set of interpenetrating and overlapping circuits, linking far-flung cities and their

hinterlands through shifting flows of power, money, goods, and ideas. Early modernity is

characterised in this literature as a multi-centered era in global relationships, made possible by

new modes of navigation, finance, and weaponry in the fifteenth century, and brought to an

end when much more potent technologies gave Europe the decisive upper hand at the end of

the eighteenth century.

But the space of world networks is not the only global cartography onto which Japan’s

experience might be mapped. Historians in Japan have been busy in recent years articulating

their own international perspectives, focused on the twin themes of ‘Japan in Asia’ and ‘Asia

in Japan.’ Part II analyses several variations on these themes. One novel approach is

embodied in A New History of Japan in Asia, edited by Arano Yasunori. Arano combines a

search for general rhythms in the history of Asia as a whole with a sensitivity to more local

rhythms in the Japanese archipelago’s relationship to its neighbours, identifying ten separate

epochs between 300 BCE and 1895 ACE. Such a chronology suggests a distinctive regional

understanding of early modernity, accenting inter-Asian linkages. Kawakatsu, Heita, by

contrast, characterises Japanese early modernity – along with Europe’s – as a process of

‘Leaving Asia’. In his view, advanced culture and products flowed outward from the old

civilisational cores of Asia toward both Europe and Japan until 1800. But after 1800, the



flows were reversed; it was now Asia that paid in cash and raw materials for the industrial

goods of Europe and of Japan.

In short, connected histories can take many forms. The essay concludes with a brief

reflection on the promise – and problems – of what turn out to be strikingly different modes of

visualising the connective time/space of early modernity.


