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      World history is not a subject; it is all the subjects. This lack of clear disciplinary
         boundaries makes world history controversial as an enterprise and difficult to define
         as an endeavor. The lack of boundaries also makes world history a nexus point for
         all the disciplines, and would seem to be a natural nexus for a unification of all
         knowledge. The subject itself, therefore, needs an analysis that can lead to a greater
         clarity of its purpose. This book, and another volume to follow it, are designed to
         provide both.
      

      
      The word “history” means something in academia. Historians tend to ask questions about
         specific events, people, or things, and then exhaust the evidence while attempting
         to answer those questions. Those questions should have clearly defined parameters,
         such as “What caused the Roman Empire to fall?” or “What were the primary causes of
         the English Civil War?” The world historian, conversely, asks questions of such great
         magnitude that the answers often fall outside the parameters of the traditional historical
         academic methods. Where does one begin when trying to tell the story of the world?
      

      
      Questions link with questions until the scholar of world history must study time periods
         before there were documents, before there were people, before there was even a world.
         Biology, climatology, geology, chemistry, astrophysics, and theoretical physics must
         be employed to answer certain questions, hence the development of so-called Big History
         to connect the various disciplines into a single coherent narrative.
      

      
      This is the first of a planned two-volume work. The purpose of this book is to clarify
         the meaning of “World History,” to explain its history and the various approaches,
         and to apply skepticism to those approaches. In this book, I will analyze the “world
         histories” of H. G. Wells, Ernst Gombrich, Will and Ariel Durant, J. M. Roberts, Susan
         Wise Bauer, Tom Standage, and Erik Sass and Steve Wiegand. I apologize for missing
         or deliberately leaving out other works that might be worthy of analysis. Decisions
         had to be made or this book would have become redundant and overlong.
      

      
      These are only seven works but the Durants wrote eleven volumes and Bauer, as I type
         these words, has completed only three volumes of her grand work. I hope she finishes,
         but the last volume came out several years ago and she had just reached the Renaissance,
         which means she now must analyze the new corpus of documents that the printing press
         created. (If she does finish, her work will be the definitive edition for one of the
         approaches of world history.)
      

      
      When approaching a topic as big as the historiography of World History, decisions
         had to be made. I always made the decisions on the side of readability. The biggest
         decision to be made in this volume was how to handle the single volume work of J.
         M. Roberts and the multivolume work of Susan Wise Bauer. Both wrote brilliant world
         histories of a different type, and I am of the opinion that Bauer qualifies as a scholarly
         genius. Yet I cannot imagine that readers, after having just read a thorough treatment
         about the works of Wells and the Durants, would find a second quest through the heavy
         works of Roberts and Bauer all that appealing. I also chose not to analyze the second
         volume A Study of History by Arnold J. Toynbee (1859–1975) and an explanation for why will be given in volume
         2.
      

      
      The seven works included here represent various approaches to the traditional process
         of “doing” history. “Traditional” history might best be defined through an exemplar.
         Mary Beard’s 2015 work, SPQR: A History of Ancient Rome, contains this paragraph in the introduction:
      

      
      
         This is a book about how Rome grew and sustained its position for so long, not about
            how it declined and fell, if indeed it ever did in the sense that Gibbon imagined.
            There are many ways that histories of Rome might construct a fitting conclusion; some
            have chosen the conversion of the emperor Constantine to Christianity on his deathbed
            in 337 CE or the sacking of the city in 410 CE by Alaric and the Visigoths. Mine ends
            with a culminating moment in 212 CE, when the emperor Caracella took the step of making
            every single free inhabitant of the Roman Empire a full Roman citizen, eroding the
            difference between conqueror and conquered and completing a process of expanding the
            rights and privileges of Roman citizenship that had started almost a thousand years
            earlier. (p. 17)
         

         
      

      This paragraph states the scope and purpose of Beard’s book, explains the various
         controversies in Roman historiography with admirable succinctness, and makes a novel
         declaration in the history of Rome. The Roman Empire ended, argues Beard, when “the
         emperor Caracella took the step of making every single free inhabitant of the Roman
         Empire a full Roman citizen, eroding the difference between conqueror and conquered.”
         This insight contains the kind of brilliance that induces the reader into a forehead-slapping
         groan of self-deprecation. (How could I, for all this time, have missed that?!)
      

      
      The clarity of Beard’s writing comes as a result of her having mastered the functions
         of traditional history. She develops clear parameters for her narrative, and she understands
         her terms as they are traditionally defined. An “empire” is a political entity where
         a core group, defined by religion, nationality, race, ethnic origin, or some other
         definition, establishes an asymmetric relationship with a group or groups outside
         that core. The asymmetry of the relationship is usually created through war, but sometimes
         through trade. Those in the group or groups outside the core must supply labor or
         extra taxation to those in the core group.
      

      
      It may sound strange to praise Beard for understanding this definition, but pop historians
         and journalists frequently seem unable to comprehend what an empire is. The medieval
         Islamic caliphates, for example, operated as empires and modern commentators like
         to claim that the Muslims were tolerant of Christians and Jews who lived under Islamic
         control. Non-Muslims received “tolerance” only if they paid extra taxes and/or (usually
         “and”) contributed forced labor of various kinds to their conquerors. Empires cannot
         exist without this asymmetry; the Victorians are never described as tolerant of the
         peoples of India merely because those peoples were allowed to exist.
      

      
      Because Beard understands this definition of empire, she saw something that no other
         historian has: Rome ceased to meet the definition of an empire in 212 CE when Caracella
         made every free person a citizen. With this decree, the asymmetry disappeared, and
         with it the empire. She’s right and the insight gives her narrative a clear stopping
         point. Traditional history reminds us all of the virtue in the tradition, and nothing
         will be said in these volumes that criticizes traditional history or that argues for
         its disassembly.
      

      
      World history is just a different topic because of its scale and its potential uses
         beyond the traditional historical methods, and therefore requires a different approach
         from that used by Beard and other historians.
      

      
      World history suffers, and occasionally really suffers, from the lack of clear narrative
         boundaries. Where to begin and end? It also offers an opportunity to draw connections
         between disciplines, and to see large-scale pictures and patterns that the traditional
         historical approach cannot offer. The topic of this book and the book that is planned
         to follow is “world” history, and so none of the classical histories created before
         literate peoples discovered the Americas qualify.
      

      
      Did classical-era historians make attempts at something like a world history? Of course,
         and the Greek historian Polybius (264–146 BCE), who wrote of the Hellenistic era of
         Greece and the corresponding rise of Rome, understood the benefits of a “universal”
         history. Polybius is to the modern world historian what Virgil was to Dante, a writer
         of genius who is disqualified from entry (into the discipline of modern “World History”
         for Polybius and Heaven for Virgil) only because of the accident of time and geography.
         Polybius, like Virgil, must act as a guide.
      

      
      In the Penguin Classics anthology titled On Writing History: From Herodotus to Herodian, Polybius writes,
      

      
      
         Now those who think that our history, because of its size and the number of its books,
            is difficult to acquire and difficult to read are mistaken. How much easier is it
            to acquire and read through forty books, as if woven thread by thread, and thus follow
            clearly events in Italy, Sicily, and Africa from the time of Pyrrhus to the capture
            of Carthage, and events in the other part of the inhabited world from the flight of
            Cleomenes the Spartiate continuously to the battle of the Achaeans and Romans at the
            Isthmus, than it is to read or acquire the treatises of those who write on each of
            these events individually? Aside from the fact that those are many times the size
            of our history, readers cannot acquire anything certain from them, first because the
            majority give conflicting accounts of the same events; second, because they omit events
            in parallel, and it is from the comparison of these that people may examine and judge
            them together and so come to evaluations that differ from a partial notion. (p. 67)
         

         
      

      Ordinary historical methods “omit events in parallel” and this is the reason why a world historical approach needs to be developed along
         with ordinary history. Buffs of the American Civil War (I am among them; reading the
         coffee-table edition of James McPherson’s Battle Cry of Freedom: The Civil War Era ranks as one of the happiest experiences of my life) might be surprised to learn that
         just a few years after the update of the Missouri Compromise in 1850 and at the precise
         moment when Kansas was bleeding, the Japanese viewed the United States as an imperial
         aggressor. The U.S. commodore Matthew Perry, on behalf of President Fillmore, burst
         into the Japanese port of Edo Bay and forced Japan into the global trade network.
      

      
      At that time, Japan languished in the medieval era and they began a process of military
         westernization in 1868 with the so-called Meiji Restoration. This process of westernization
         began with a purchase of surplus weapons left over from the Civil War in the United
         States. A direct line of connection can be made between the end of the American Civil
         War and the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor in 1941, but because the American Civil
         War and the Japanese Meiji Restoration are usually studied and written about as discrete
         events, the traditional methods of history “omit the events in parallel.”
      

      
      There is also the matter of February 19, 1861. This is the date on which Czar Alexander
         II of Russia issued the Emancipation Manifesto, which ostensibly freed all of the
         Russian serfs/slaves. That this occurred just two years before Lincoln’s Emancipation
         Proclamation and almost four years before the Thirteenth Amendment banned slavery
         in the United States provokes all kinds of questions that ordinary historical methods
         cannot even raise. Only the world historian can ask why these two heavy chunks of
         parallel landmass (Russia and the United States), which had tolerated slavery for
         centuries, decided to be done with the practice at almost exactly the same historical
         point in time.
      

      
      Our guide, Polybius, also tells us that the comparison of events is what makes a universal
         history special. He refers, in his own way, to thinking via analogy. When encountering
         a new phenomenon, one can only compare it to something that one has encountered in
         the past. The comparison of the two events, and an analysis of their similarities
         and differences, “fuels and fires” (to borrow from the title of a book by Douglas
         Hofstadter and Emmanuel Sander) all forms of thought. Lessons from the outbreak of
         World War I could be applied to the Cuban Missile Crisis, but only by the kinds of
         universal historians who study both events, something that the traditional approach
         to historical research tends to disallow.
      

      
      This volume will analyze seven works in the chronological order in which they were
         published and the criteria for selection are as follows:
      

      
      
         	
            
            The work must be written by no more than two authors. The chief reason for including
               this stipulation is to avoid the various “history of the worlds” that are compiled
               by editors who have farmed out different eras and geographic regions to traditional
               specialists. Textbooks and oversized coffee-table books (the such-and-such history
               of the world with a time line that always seems available on the discount shelf of
               Barnes and Noble) get compiled in such a way. These lack the narrative and connection
               of a true world history.
            

            
         

         
         	
            The work must attempt to tell the entire story of the world, from the beginning of
               civilization to roughly the current era. Several admirable histories of the world
               exist that detail a coherent history from, say, 1750 to the present, but these are
               not included in either volume of this analysis because they lack the entirety of a
               true world history.
            

            
         

         
         	
            These world histories follow a traditional narrative that might be, very carefully,
               called Eurocentric. These histories center on the eventual development of an overwhelming
               Western civilization. There are alternative approaches to this narrative that focus
               on Asia or the Islamic world or that give a socialist history, but those will be detailed
               in the next volume under the auspice of “alternative versions of world history.” It
               is this author’s contention that those “alternative” histories cannot be understood,
               appreciated, or critiqued until the traditional narrative has been established in
               volume 1.

            
         

         
         	
            The work must be representative of an approach, and these break down as follows: (a)
               the single-volume, academic history of the world—this is an approach employed by H.
               G. Wells and J. M. Roberts; (b) the multivolume “total history” approach—employed
               by the Durants and Susan Wise Bauer; (c) the children’s history of the world—created
               first by E. M. Gombrich; (d) the attempt to trace the history of the world through
               commodities—used by Tom Standage; and (e) a humorous history of the world—written
               by the scholars employed at Mental Floss. More emphasis is given to whoever tried it first rather than best. The Durants will
               get much more space here than Bauer, even though Bauer’s work is far superior, partially
               because the Durants tried the endeavor first and partially because their failures
               are more valuable to helping shape the discipline than are Bauer’s successes.
            

            
         

         
      

      
      The reason that this overall work is designed for two volumes has to do with the purpose
         of the works, collectively. This volume provides definitions and a traditional approach
         to world historical studies that focuses on telling a narrative history of world civilization.
         From this core, four broadly defined schools of world historical thought develop.
      

      
      
         	
            
            The application of traditional historical methods to the history of the world, with
               Western civilization as a focus. The works in this volume follow this approach.
            

            
         

         
         	
            The application of traditional historical methods to the history of the world with
               a non-Western orientation. These will be referred to as “alternative” histories of
               the world and will be critiqued in volume 2. These are world histories with an orientation
               toward the Islamic and Asian civilizations, or that put forth a Marxist, bureaucratic,
               or biological conception as the primary explanatory force for understanding the development
               of civilizations.
            

            
         

         
         	
            The “Big History” approach to world history expands the definition of history to include
               physics, chemistry, astronomy, geology, and so on, and this branch is generally considered
               to have left the boundaries of traditional history and is more of an epistemological
               approach to unifying all knowledge.
            

            
         

         
         	
            World history as a curriculum for the development of analogical and cross-curricular
               thought that can be applied to various intellectual disciplines. This is where the
               secondary school curriculum and the academic movement led by William H. McNeill will
               be analyzed and included.
            

            
         

         
      

      
      Only one of the four schools is analyzed here because the lessons developed from understanding
         these foundations are critical for understanding the other three. A subpurpose of
         writing this first book, I must confess, is to redefine the reputation of H. G. Wells.
         He should be considered a founder of world history who also wrote science fiction
         novels. It was his study of the conquistadors in the New World that inspired him to
         write of Martian invasions of Britain, not vice versa. Wells is exemplary of the polymaths
         who are attracted to the profession.
      

      
      Another reason for including points 3 through 4 in a second volume is that the purpose
         of volume 2 will largely fall upon arguing that world historical studies should develop
         into school 4 rather than school 3. I have been developing path 4 for several years
         now. I have written a history of the world, but as a curriculum. My five-volume Connecting-the-Dots
         in World History: A Teacher’s Literacy Based Curriculum series is a world history
         with a specific educational purpose that is clearly defined and that answers the all-important
         “so what?” question that comes from any intellectual study.
      

      
      David Christian, an Australian scholar, coined the term “Big History” and the discipline
         badly needs to be saved from his approach. Mostly, Christian is cutting and pasting
         work done by scientists and trying to, from that collage, create a grand narrative
         picture. Christian’s enterprise mostly impresses the kind of people who like TED talks,
         but his actual work contains a series of flaws in method that must be addressed. In
         my last academic book, Beyond Obsolete: Upgrading Classroom Practice and School Structure, I included some of my critiques of “Big History” but avoided using Christian’s work
         because it deserves a more in-depth critique than what was allowed by the scope and
         purpose of Beyond Obsolete.
      

      
      The primary disagreement that I have with the “Big History” scholars is that they
         operate within a traditional mind-set that fits with the academies that nurtured them.
         World history could be a field where students are invited to study widely in search
         of novel cross-curricular connections and analogies. “Big Historians” seek to push
         a single narrative, top-down, onto students. This is not much different from the overtly
         controlling methods that academics use when advising graduate students to develop
         their theses papers and doctoral dissertations around narrow questions that can be
         answered with traditional research.
      

      
      The only book that I am aware of that is similar to this one is Norman Cantor’s Inventing the Middle Ages: The Lives, Works, and Ideas of the Great Medievalists of
            the Twentieth Century (1993). Cantor’s book describes how the popular perception of the Middle Ages developed
         in the twentieth century through the works of several high-profile (relatively speaking)
         academics. Cantor’s book is almost a memoir and contains plenty of gossip and snark
         about his fellow academics. My book focuses almost solely on the actual written works
         of the authors. Still, both Cantor’s book and this one are about academics and writers
         who shaped a historical field.
      

      
      World history is not a subject; it is all the subjects. This understanding brings
         with it not only a series of logical dangers but also the exciting potential of an
         expanded—indeed new—type of intellectual endeavor. Ultimately, a thorough shaping
         and understanding of the field might prove to help develop a form of cross-curricular
         and analogical form of reasoning that could directly benefit humanity. My hope is
         that this volume and its sequel will foster that process.
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