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This book collects the writings of authors from around the world on global history, authors who connect to local debates as much as to global ones. It is driven by the idea that if global history is to flourish and deliver on its promises, global debates about its methods, questions and theoretical considerations are urgent. In that sense, it is an exercise in global intellectual history.

Global History, Globally draws on discussions that emerged from conferences and workshops bringing together scholars from all continents. The purpose of these meetings was to provide a forum for leading global historians to consider the state of the field. During these gatherings, we discussed the recent rise of global history as a space for academic innovation and the multifaceted research landscape that emerged from it—a research landscape that had never before been properly assessed on a global level. We debated developments in various world regions and reflected upon how local particularities and transnational methodologies intersected with one another. The conferences also considered the impact of politics and cultural identities on the practices of global history.

This collection of essays grew out of these conversations, and we want to thank all scholars who participated in these meetings.

Without the support of many institutions and people we could not have embarked upon this project. The inaugural conference, “Global History, Globally” was held in 2008 at Harvard University, cosponsored by the Harvard’s Weatherhead Center for International Affairs and the Duke Center for International Studies. In 2010, a conference focusing on “Global History in East Asia” took place at Duke University, where it was supported by the Duke Asian Pacific Studies Institute and the Duke Transcultural Humanities Committee. “Global Dialogues on Global History” was the title of the next meeting; it convened at the Freiburg Institute of Advanced Studies and was chiefly funded by the Volkswagen Foundation. A year later, the international research center re:work. Work and Human Life Cycle in Global History hosted the conference “Global History in a Worldwide Dialogue,” financed by the German National Research Foundation. We thank these institutions for their generosity and their courage in supporting a project that broke with many conventions within our discipline.

Without a group of exceptionally dedicated authors this volume could not have come into being, and we want to thank you for all the time, passion and energy that you invested in this project. When the book went into production, a remarkable group of people helped move the project along, especially our editor at Bloomsbury, Emma Goode, and Manikandan Kuppan, who produced the volume. A big thank you also to Martha Schulman for working through these essays. Along the way we also enjoyed the dedicated support from many of our students, especially Joane Chaker and Holger Droessler in Cambridge, who coordinated many of our efforts, Laura Wollenweber in Berlin, and Nastassja Salewski, Li Can and Christoph Zimmer in Göttingen. Aaron Bekemeyer ably translated one of the volume’s essays, while he, along with Rachel Steely, Samantha Payne, and Joane Chaker, provided important support to some of its authors. Thank you also to the Weatherhead Initiative on Global History (WIGH) and Jessica Barnard, as well as to the University of Göttingen, for their support.

At a moment when nationalism is ascendant in many countries, we offer this volume as a contribution to the history—and politics—of our times.
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INTRODUCTION

Sven Beckert and Dominic Sachsenmaier






Global history seems to be everywhere. Wherever you look—the course offerings of history departments, the catalogues of publishers, the programs of history conferences—the words “global history” appear. You can sign up for a lecture course on global social history at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, pursue an MA in global history at Capital Normal University (CNU) in Beijing, study the global history of capitalism at the University of Capetown, read a global history of 1968 published in Dakar and attend a conference on the global history of slavery at the University of São Paulo. The Harvard University libraries contain 437 books with “global history” in their title. Thirty of these books were published between 1962 and 1990, twenty-six in the 1990s, 115 in the 2000s and in the past five years alone the libraries acquired 266 more books on global history.1 Further testifying to the enormous popularity of global history, the 2014 European Congress on Global History attracted more than 800 participants—an astounding number considering that the first such Congress was convened less than a decade ago. And by 2017, centers for the study of global history had been established at universities in Shanghai and Osaka, Oxford and Berlin, São Paulo and Dakar as well as places in between.2

No matter whether you call it “world history,” “global history,” “transnational history” or the “new global history,” historical scholarship that operates on larger scales is growing rapidly and is increasingly focused on the creation of archive-based studies. Many doctoral dissertations are now being written in the field. Perhaps most importantly, scholars with different regional expertise have discovered global history as a common ground for scholarly exchange and even collaborative work.

The emergence of global history is one of the most significant developments in the discipline of history since the social history revolution of the 1970s. It is a remarkable shift that challenges the institutional logics of history writing as if we have known since the mid-nineteenth century. For more than a century and a half, most history writing and teaching has been focused on national or regional histories. There have long been experts on French, Chinese or Argentinean history, and on world regions ranging from South Asia to Eastern Europe and from Latin America to sub-Saharan Africa. Yet only few scholars were able to draw connections across these regions. To put it in a different way, there was very little institutional encouragement to think globally.

Starting from the nineteenth century, most scholars were trained as experts in a particular nation’s history—of Italy, or Japan or the United States and many other countries. They joined associations dedicated to the study of these national histories, published in journals with a national focus and occupied chairs defined by particular national histories. To be sure, national boundaries did not demarcate the horizons of all researchers: ancient and medieval historians, for example, dealt with eras before the rise of the nation-state, while intellectual and economic historians have long paid attention to the crossing of borders. In the study of modern history, however, the boundaries of the nation-state loomed large, perhaps larger than in any other discipline. Such framing was hardly surprising, considering that history as an academic discipline emerged in the nineteenth century not just chronically hand in hand with the nation-state but ideologically and foundationally as well. As statesmen and ideologues created nation-states, they needed a useful—that is to say, national—past. Many historians were only too happy to oblige.

Of course, histories written from regional or national parameters have provided us with a rich view of the past. In quite a few areas of the world, a focus on national histories enabled the rise of a history profession, mobilized funds dedicated to history education in schools and universities, created intellectual communities among scholars and allowed for the rise of broad audiences. In the best cases, by helping to forge national communities, these histories allowed citizens to use a shared history to make demands on the state, claim new rights or mobilize against colonial powers. In the worst cases, such national histories fostered exclusionary nationalisms that seemed to justify the exclusion, expulsion or even extermination of those deemed not to be part of the national community.

Along with accomplishments, the hegemony of national and regional histories has had certain shortcomings. By privileging connections and processes unfolding within particular nation-states, historians often overlooked developments that crossed boundaries. Such constrained views had significant interpretive consequences. Just take one example: the Industrial Revolution. Huge numbers of books have been written on the British economy in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries as if this history could be understood from a purely national perspective, as if the history could be complete if it only featured the tinkerers of Lancashire, the merchants of Liverpool and the statesmen of London. An almost equal number of publications treated the beginnings of industrialization as a wholly Western European phenomenon. Such histories left out hugely consequential events that took place beyond Britain’s or Europe’s boundaries: the importance of technology transfers from India, the opening of markets in Africa and the slave-produced commodities of the Americas, among others.3

This example also points to another limit of much of modern historiography: a strongly Eurocentric perspective. Developments in Western history were often defined as a universal norm. This has left many historians unable to understand how processes unfolding in one part of the world fit into developments elsewhere. Take for example the question of labor under capitalism. Hundreds of historians writing in Europe and the United States have taken wage labor as the quintessential modern form and assumed the urban factory as the location of such labor. They then universalized that model and wrote a history of labor that charted the transition from bonded agricultural labor to wage labor and, then, depicted the formalization of these labor relations. Because this story was often cast as the universal norm, Europe’s past was assumed to foreshadow the future for the rest of the world. A global perspective that is sensitive to local conditions, however, immediately recognizes that the forms of labor under capitalism vary widely—from slavery to wage work, from peasant production to informal peddling—and thus radically revises the allegedly universal story that we have told for all too many years.4

Global history thus breaks with both an exclusively national, respectively regional, focus and Eurocentric perspectives.5 It breaks with them not because it wants to marginalize the historical importance of the nation-state or the era of Western dominance during parts of the modern era. To the contrary, the analysis of nation-states is a central project of much of global history, as is the study of Western hegemony. Instead, it breaks with them because it sees that vast swaths of human history are not best understood within these frameworks, and that a global perspective allows for a wealth of themes to come into focus. Studying nationalism and state-building programs as transnational ideologies, for example, can help us recognize individual national experiences as part of wider, interconnected patterns. New research on transnational institutions ranging from the Catholic Church to Standard Oil to intergovernmental organizations such as the United Nations has granted us new insights into the complex interplay between global and local power systems. Alternative approaches to the history of colonialism and slavery have accentuated the agency of those who found themselves at the bottom of these systems of power.

As a whole, the field of global history has begun to challenge many “common wisdoms” manufactured in (and by) a Eurocentric age. Consider the history of the Enlightenment: from this new global perspective, the Enlightenment, once seen as a singularly European event, appears as part of a more global and diversified pattern. Some scholars have shown how the eighteenth-century Chinese Kaozheng School shared much with contemporary European movements. Other scholars, by pointing out that in societies like Meiji Japan the concept of “Enlightenment” carried rather different attributes, have shown the utility of comparing the European Enlightenment with those occurring in other countries, while also illuminating links between them.6 In a similar vein, global human rights discourses can no longer be understood as European export; instead they are now recognized as multidirectional, moving between places and times, as when, for example, Haitian slaves appropriate concepts of the French Revolution globalizing them in the process.7 Other branches of global history have come to rethink global migration during the nineteenth century, challenging the myth of the exceptional scope of transatlantic migration, showing that movements of similar magnitude occurred in East and Southeast Asia during the same time period.8

Beyond its revisionist character, global history is both connected history and comparative history. On the most basic level, it is the search to understand how human societies have developed as an interactive community across the world. Searching for alternative modes of conceptualizing the past, global history examines processes, networks, identities and events that cross boundaries of modern states, regions and landmasses. Interested in circulation, global history focuses on the connections between people, ideas, fashions and commodities across borders. It also considers shared transformations (from technological innovations to political ideologies) and changes to distributions of power that have affected people all over the world. Global history does not necessarily assume that such transformations have made the world more homogenous or just, and thus it pays particular attention to the highly specific ways in which local communities have been and are affected by global change and how local changes transformed global connections.9

Studying global transformations with attention to local specifics implies comparative and connective perspectives. This is a general principle for most global historical work. One useful example is the history of racism.10 There are many instances of racism across the world that can be usefully compared allowing us to understand each instance better. But true global history also considers that racisms are connected, as the global circulation of ideas and ideologies about difference did have a powerful impact on each and every local instance, and as each and every local instance of racism can impact global ideas and ideologies.

Using global history to critically rethink the history of a particular society or world region thus does not abolish differentiation. In fact, it allows the distinctions that persist in diverse human communities to be put into a framework that illuminates the continuing tension between the shared and the specific, between the similar and the different. It allows historians to compare with more refinement and to communicate more effectively with other social sciences such as anthropology, sociology, political science and economics, while keeping history’s disciplinary uniqueness, its ability to pay so much heed to local specificities.

By connecting and comparing developments unfolding in distant parts of the world, global history has also put greater emphasis on the more sustained, drawn-out patterns of history. While the cultural turn during the 1980s and 1990s has often emphasized the indeterminate nature of history and the impossibility of “knowing,” global history has returned historians’ attention to making causal arguments, often linking factors such as environmental change, demography, the violence of state making and the importance of economic change.

This is not to say that global history returns to the teleological determinism that framed much of the 1960s social science scholarship when modernization theory was en vogue within Western academia. In contrast to scholars such as Talcott Parsons, today’s global historians usually do not assume that societies around the world are becoming more similar as they develop economically. Recent scholarship, instead, has focused on local particularities and regional specificities. The decisive difference between global and local history, however, is that the former tries to understand the local while at the same time paying attention to its global entanglements. It is indebted neither to approaches that conceptualize the global as a delocalized universal nor to epistemic traditions of digging into the local while ignoring the global. Global history explores the complex and fascinating ways that the global and the local entwine and entangle, and it sees in these entanglements the constitutive elements of both the global and the local.

Privileging border-crossing connections and at the same time partaking in the spatial turn, global history does not take the nation or the region as the natural container for social processes. The field critiques Eurocentrism and tends toward a relational history that sees developments in various parts of the world as affecting one another, rather than assuming a one-way street of influence. It is this history—its methods, themes and debates—that this volume focuses on. It shows that global history in itself is a global undertaking and aims to further a project that embeds the production of historical knowledge in new global communities of scholars.

The trajectories of global history

Of course, as historians will be the first to point out, everything has its antecedents, and thus border-crossing history has its own distinguished history. This book will provide some insights into that long history. Already in ancient Greece, China and the Arab world, some scholars endeavored to write the history of the known world.11 In the eighteenth century, Immanuel Kant proposed to write history with a cosmopolitan intent, and so did Kang Youwei around the beginning of the twentieth century. Such ideas have flourished now and again through time. Most such writings took a civilizational approach, defining the writers’ own cultural realms as the norm and portraying outsiders as the “Other.” Particularly during the nineteenth century, it became common among historians to divide the world’s people into a number of nations and civilizations, a move that obstructed many possibilities for alternative approaches to human history.

The belief in civilizations and, later, nations, as basic, almost natural units of human order also shaped the field of world history. Even though it clearly remained in the shadow of national history, world history became significant during and after the nineteenth century. Many famed historians, including Leopold von Ranke—often regarded as the founder of academic history writing—attempted world historical reflections.12 But more often, he and other scholars preferred to line up their histories of single cultures and nations as quasi-autochthonous units—taking little interest in their entanglements, transfers and connections.

In essence, world history was often understood as the triumphant rise of Europe as it progressed via its own civilizational forces. Consequently, many works in the field confined their visions to European history, perhaps adding some brief chapters on the early Chinese, Indian, Egyptian or Mesopotamian pasts. The main epochs of world history were defined by changes in Europe—the advent of Greek philosophy, the Reformation or the Enlightenment.13 Many non-Western authors accepted the basic visions of this interpretation of the courses of human history. Perhaps less surprisingly, much scholarship in the communist world also builds upon these Eurocentric narratives.14

Starting from the 1960s, the field of world history began to change in many parts of the globe.15 In India and China (prior to the advent of the Cultural Revolution), an increasing number of scholars tried to view the history of our planet at least partly through categories and concepts not solely derived from the European experience.16 And in the United States, world historians became far more critical of Eurocentric perspectives. Despite these departures, however, world history retained many of its earlier characteristics. As a teaching field, it was usually represented by one person in a given history department—and that person was supposed to cover the entire world outside the West. As a research field, world history long remained a domain whose main focus seemed to be the production of textbooks covering vast stretches of time and space.17

Compare that with the situation today: the number of global historical publications has risen sharply, while their character and scope has changed. The body of academic literature in global history today mainly consists of specialized studies that deal with single themes and almost always focus on well-defined time periods considerably smaller than the entire sway of human history. The scope of these publications is usually not “global” in the sense of covering the entire world equally; instead they typically focus on a selection of world regions relevant to a particular problem, and do so with appropriate local sensitivity.

The transformation into a research field is evidence that global history has arrived. Let us pause to consider why that reorientation occurred. Some reasons are applicable to large areas of the world; some are unique to particular regions. This should not surprise us since, as they say, all history is contemporary history, and since, as historians know, each locality experiences contemporary events in its own way and through its own lens. The first wave of more global approaches to history emerged during the 1990s, a decade characterized by widespread discussion of globalization and a sense that the world had suddenly become much more interconnected. Unsurprisingly, this discourse influenced historians, who then tried to shape it by arguing that globalization itself had a history that went back much before the 1970s. But this happened in specific ways: in parts of the global North, for instance, it was the need to explain the apparent destabilizing of nation-states that led historians to take a more sustained look at the longer histories of global connections.

Global challenges also drove the embrace of global history. Throughout the world, environmental issues have encouraged thinking in increasingly global terms, with climate change, for example, affecting the planet and humanity as a whole. Moreover, we are entering a new historical moment when the global realities of yesterday no longer hold. The seers predicting the end of the nation-state may have exaggerated, but it is beyond doubt that the nation-state’s power as a container of human activity is shifting. It has become much easier for people, goods and ideas to transcend national boundaries, and the power of state institutions to regulate these flows has declined. In fact, we are witnessing a redistribution of economic wealth and political influence on a global scale. We are not on our way to a world of equal distribution of wealth and power, but we are moving toward one that is no longer centered on the North Atlantic Rim. Together, all these developments make Eurocentric assumptions increasingly problematic, thus opening up large-scale narratives of human history to reinterpretation by incorporating new regions of the world into them.

Historians themselves, moreover, began to circulate in a much more international community. Certainly, prior generations of historians read one another’s books even if they were separated by oceans, but the advent of cheap air travel and new modes of communication made international contacts much easier and more frequent. Living in this interconnected world showed historians in a very real and personal way the connections and comparisons that increasingly have come to characterize their scholarship.

Last but not least, there is the logic of historical research itself. Once historians started looking for connections across vast geographic distances, they kept finding them. In the United States, for example, once scholars began to treat the French, Spanish and English settlements in North America as more than the prehistory of the United States, it became ever more obvious that every aspect of North American history was linked to developments in Europe, Africa, Latin America and Asia. All the major institutions of North America then needed to be compared to those of other colonial societies; colonial America was now connected back to the world, influencing and influenced by larger global shifts that contained within them many different paths and possibilities.
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