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editorial: global history

Global history, or world history, to me the two terms are interchangeable, is in very 

good shape at the moment. Its practitioners are well-organised. There is a World 

History Association (WHA) with many branches and a European Network in Uni-

versal and Global History (ENIUGH), which originated in Leipzig and is now in the 

process of becoming a world-wide organisation. The sub-discipline of global eco-

nomic history has its own Global Economic History Network. There is a Forum on 

European Expansion and Global Interaction. In the German-speaking world there 

is a Verein für Geschichte des Weltsystems. Those who are interested in the topic have 

ample opportunity to visit conferences where it is discussed. Not just those organ-

ised by the WHA or ENIUGH. At Social Science History Conferences, in Europe as 

well as in the United States, for example, there are always panels or debates dedicated 

to global history. The theme of the World Economic History Conference of 2009 

in Utrecht will be global economic history. These are just some examples from the 

Western world. Many more could be given.

Many students are at least introduced in the subject. According to Felipe Fernán-

dez-Armesto, in the interview I conducted with him for this issue of OEZG, at the 

moment, in the USA and Canada alone, over 300,000 undergraduates are taking 

some kind of course in it. An increasing number of universities there are offering 

Master programs for interested students. The same goes for Europe. The University 

of Leipzig, the London School of Economics and Political Science and the Universi-

ties of Leipzig, Vienna and Wroclaw run a Master Programme in Global History and 

Global Studies. In Warwick, a newly founded Global History and Culture Centre 

from 2008 onwards offers a MA programme in Global History. Many universities 

have courses in global history in their Bachelor-programmes. Most of these initia-

tives originate in the West, but especially East Asia is catching-up.

There is no lack of possibilities to publish. The Journal of World History has 

already entered its twentieth year of existence. Four years ago the first issue of the 

Journal of Global History came on the market. Itinerario. International Journal on 

the History of European Expansion and Global Interaction is already over thirty years 

old, although it started under a different name that indicated that initially its focus 

was more exclusively on European expansion and the reactions it provoked. Those 

who read German are not short of publications either. Just think of Zeitschrift für 
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Weltgeschichte, the journal of the Verein für Geschichte des Weltsystems, or Com-

parativ that some time ago got a new subtitle: Zeitschrift für Globalgeschichte und 

Vergleichende Gesellschaftsforschung. The Journal Saeculum. Jahrbuch für Universal-

geschichte actually already exists since 1950. There are ample possibilities to pub-

lish and discuss on internet. H-world Net provides a popular and intensively used 

discussion forum. World History Connected [www.worldhistoryconnected.org], an 

internet journal, has just entered its sixth year with an entirely renewed format. It 

gives access to various websites and services. In Germany, there is the internet-site 

Geschichte-transnational/History transnational. 

There is no lack of general overviews of what has already been done in the field 

of global history or of introductions showing how to practise it. Let me refer to some 

very recent examples. To begin with, there is Patrick Manning’s Navigating world 

history. Historians create a global past, the most complete overview up until now. 

Palgrave Advances in World histories, a book edited by Marnie Hughes-Warrington, 

provides an extensive discussion of various topics and themes in global history. In a 

book edited by Tony Hopkins authors deal with interactions between the universal 

and the local in a number of interesting case studies. In 2008 Eric Vanhaute pub-

lished his Wereldgeschiedenis. Een inleiding. And finally, there now is an introduction 

by Pamela Kyle Crossley, called What is global history?1 For the German-speaking 

public Sebastian Conrad, Andreas Eckert and Ulrike Freitag quite recently edited 

a volume with a selection, and translation, of recent articles that can function as a 

survey of the current state of the art, preceded by a long, informative introduction.2 

So did Jürgen Osterhammel, although he went further back in time and also selected 

some texts that are older but still have their relevance.3 In Austria, the University of 

Vienna has been quite active in promoting and discussing global history for already 

over a decade. Let me just refer to one recent publication, the book edited by Marga-

rete Grandner, Dietmar Rothermund and Wolfgang Schwentker on globalisation and 

global history.4 The number of books and book series claiming to deal with world 

history has become too numerous to mention.5 There are encyclopaedias of world 

history6 and books dealing with the history of the writing of global history.7

All these indicators point in the same direction: global history is very much alive 

and has evolved into a mature discipline. It does not need an ump-tied ‘in defence 

of ’-text. I have never understood why global history would need so much defending 

anyhow, but considering its current boom, it is simply a waste of time and effort 

to try and explain that its existence would be a “Good Thing”. Neither do I see 

much use in producing yet another publication full of declarations of intentions, 

announcements of plans, or theoretical reflections on principles. We have enough of 

those already. It is time to bother less about cooking books and focus on the actual 

cooking.8 That means, that in this issue of OEZG the reader can find survey articles, 
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case-studies, and, in particular, articles in which practitioners of global history tell 

us about their career, their points of view and their actual work. History to a large 

extent is a craft. Analysing best practices and watching best practitioners is much 

more informative than trying to formulate and follow general rules and principles. 

I have consciously chosen to try and present a ‘state of the art-overview’ here which, 

without in any sense pretending to be exhaustive, gives an impression of what is 

actually going on in global history. Where possible, I have done so via concrete 

persons, projects and publications. The best way to know a tree is by looking at its 

fruits. In my introduction I will try to put the articles in this issue and the topics 

they are dealing with in perspective by showing how they fit into what global history 

has and has not achieved up until now. 

***

If one wants to further one’s career as a scholar, writing a textbook is not usually 

regarded as a very efficient investment. If, however, one wants to make an impact 

by one’s writings, it probably is. Global history in this respect is in a somewhat 

different position from most other varieties of historical writing. Interest in it, 

especially in the United States – which play such an important role in its current 

boom – often did not spread from scholarship to teaching but rather the other 

way around. The main driving force behind publications in the field has long been 

demand for good teaching materials. In the World History Association, which was 

founded in the United States, teachers working in schools and colleges held and still 

hold a prominent position and much that is written in the Journal of World History 

and in particular in World History Connected and associated media, tries to take 

on board the specific needs and interests of such teachers. Writing introductory 

textbooks has become a cottage industry. For the respectability and acceptance of 

the field it is extremely important what these books look like and whether they are 

up-to-standard. In an overview like the one we intend to present here, they should 

not be ignored.

We managed to get contributions by two authors who recently have published 

a textbook: Felipe Fernández-Armesto, who is interviewed, and Eric Vanhaute, who 

wrote an article. The textbook by Fernández-Armesto, The world: A history, is very 

well-received and much discussed.9 It gives a sweeping overview of the history of 

the world in which, though of course not as neatly and strictly circumscribed as is 

the case in ‘traditional’ introductions in fields of history, time and place continue 

to function as the structuring principles of a text that, full of maps, charts, figures, 

pictures, comparisons, questions, anecdotes and vignettes, aims at giving the reader 

an overall survey. Its author is one of the most prolific (global) historians of this 
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moment. He is outspoken, his work wide-ranging and widely-read. Interviewing 

him seemed an excellent way of charting what is going on in global history in gen-

eral, while at the same time getting direct insights into the particular views of one of 

its eminent practitioners who, strikingly enough, as he himself indicates, was never 

educated to become a global historian.

Eric Vanhaute, professor at the University of Ghent in Belgium, also wrote an 

introduction in global history, with an equally succinct and adequate title, that, in 

English, reads Global history. An introduction.10 Interestingly enough, the set-up of 

his book could hardly be more different from that of Fernández-Armesto’s. Vanhaute 

has not written a narrative, nor does he provide a synthesis of ‘what happened’. His 

approach is thematic and problem-oriented, each chapter of the book dealing with 

a specific topic. He provides more of an introduction into the discipline global his-

tory than a survey of the history of the globe. As compared to Fernández-Armesto, 

he has produced a slender volume. One can only hope that it will soon be translated. 

The connection with teaching in his case is obvious: the book was written for and 

in the course of an introductory class in global history given by the author. In his 

article, Vanhaute shows that he is a global historian who seriously reflects on the 

scholarly, social and political implications of his work. He emphasizes that the 

world, including the world of scholarship, is not, and has never been ‘flat’. Inequal-

ity is a fundamental fact of global life. He discusses the state of the discipline from 

four angles: defining global history, debating global history, teaching global his-

tory, and, what is very important for a further professionalization of the discipline, 

researching global history. His definition is rather straightforward: world or global 

history studies the beginnings, the growth and the changes in human communities 

from a comparative, interconnected and systemic perspective. Central underlying 

questions refer to the gradual (internal) expansion of human societies in relation 

to (external) ecological constraints and challenges, the emergence of overarching 

structures, called cultures or civilizations, and finally, the contacts, connections, and 

conflicts between cultures and civilizations. His background is that of an economic 

historian with a special interest in regional economic history, especially the history 

of peasants and agriculture, who became inspired by Wallerstein’s world-systems 

analysis. This shows in the research projects he briefly presents on the copper com-

modity-chain and the global disappearing of the peasantry. 

***

Much ink has been spilled over the question what exactly global history would be. 

I will not enter into that debate here. According to David Christian, it in any case 

means playing with scales, which in practice boils down to covering broader geo-
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graphical areas and longer periods of time than ‘ordinary’ history.11 The study of 

time-periods which are quite distinct from those most traditional historians – and 

even an enthusiastic promoter of the longue duree like Braudel – tend to deal with, 

overall has received a boost. I need only refer to two studies by Jared Diamond that 

both had a huge impact, one providing a short history of everybody for the last 

13,000 years, and one analysing cases of ecological collapse stretching over a period 

of many centuries.12 This extending of the time-frame is taken to its limit by practi-

tioners of ‘big history’, the branch of history that deals with the complete story of the 

planet, life, and people from the Big Bang to the present day.13 Big history is begin-

ning to develop into a subfield with various prominent practitioners like Fred Spier, 

David Christian, Dan Smail, and Cynthia Stokes Brown and Christopher Lloyd.14 

We are glad that David Christian responded positively to our request to write an 

article for this issue. In it he discusses his intellectual development, his work, and 

his inspiration, dealing amongst other things with the question whether big history 

with its huge time scale and its broad interdisciplinary approach has anything to 

offer to the ‘professional’ historian. Although, overall, the natural sciences provide a 

friendlier environment for it, he definitely thinks the answer must be positive. In his 

case too, the connection with teaching is obvious: his career as ‘big historian’ began 

when he quite enthusiastically, and naively, proposed at his university that one 

should teach “the whole of history” and then started wondering whether it would 

be possible to give a viable course on such a huge topic. And again, the background 

of this global historian is that of an ‘ordinary’ historian. As Christian indicates, he 

started his career as a historian who, influenced by the French Annales-school and 

by British Marxist historiography, studied the history of Russia. He still publishes on 

that topic and on the history of Central Asia, Mongolia and the Silk Road. 

The effort of authors who ‘confine’ themselves to trying to encompass human 

history in its entirety has also already resulted in some fine syntheses. The most 

well-known example at the moment probably is the book by John and William H. 

McNeill on the human web, which, of course, also might function as a textbook. 

But their’s is just one among many.15 Most global historians prefer a less extended 

time-frame. Not as well-known with the public at large and ‘only’ dealing with the 

pre-industrial world, is Patricia Crone’s book from 1989. This excellent, concise 

volume with its thematic and analytical approach, to my view, has never received 

the attention it deserves.16 What is called ‘the Ancient World’ in Western historio-

graphy, as far as I can see, has not yet received a really global treatment. In the West 

at least, studies dealing with that period, tend to focus primarily on Greco-Roman 

Antiquity. There are signs, however, that interesting new perspectives are bear-

ing fruit.17 For the Middle Ages, to again for the sake of convenience use Western 

chronology, to my knowledge, no global overviews have been published. Felipe 
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Fernández-Armesto’s Millennium. A history of our last thousand years at least deals 

with a substantial part of them.18 The same goes for Janet Abu-Lughod’s book on 

the world system before European hegemony in which Eurasian and African con-

nections are analysed, and for Hodgson’s classic study on the venture of Islam.19 A 

fairly rare example of a more global, comparative approach for the medieval era can 

be found in Michael Mitterauer’s Warum Europa?, where the author claims that the 

reasons why European history took such a specific course already lay in the Middle 

Ages and tries to support that claim by comparing developments in Europe with 

developments in the Islamic world and China.20 There are though, some promis-

ing attempts by scholars who write in German to further broaden the geographical 

scope of ‘medieval’ history.21 

The early modern period undoubtedly is the period that is covered best in 

global historical writing. One can point at various overviews, e.g. Chris Bayly’s 

The birth of the modern world.22 Less well-known, as it is written in German, but 

definitely quite interesting, is the one by Hans-Heinrich Nolte on empires, religions 

and systems during the period from 1400 to 1900.23 A fascinating early example of 

a global treatment of this period can be found in Fernand Braudel’s, Civilisation 

matérielle, économie et capitalisme, XVe–XVIIIe siècle, a book that to my view is far 

more interesting and revolutionary than the book on the Mediterranean that made 

this author famous.24 In it Braudel, as expected, tends to strongly emphasise the 

importance of the environment and of material life. This emphasis can be found in 

many global histories dealing with this period. One might think of studies dealing 

with what Crosby called the “Columbian exchange” and “ecological imperialism”, or 

of John Richards’ environmental history of the early modern world.25 This of course 

does not mean that, for this period, only the environmentalist-materialist approach 

would have ushered in general surveys. We, for example, do have syntheses dealing 

with its military history, with the history of its science and technology, and, at least 

for Eurasia, with the history of its cultural exchange.26 

For the modern era, especially the twentieth century, we still are less well-pro-

vided with good syntheses. Hobsbawm’s four overviews – Age of Revolution, Age 

of Capital, Age of Empire, Age of Extremes – though certainly of high quality and 

still valuable, according to modern standards would not be considered as ‘really’ 

global.27 For the long nineteenth century, we now do have a global history, and even 

a superb and voluminous one: Jürgen Osterhammel’s Die Verwandlung der Welt. 

Eine Geschichte des 19. Jahrhunderts. Osterhammel wrote an extensive article for this 

issue, but preferred not to devote it to his own work. His book, to my view a master-

piece that is bound to become a classic, deserves serious attention and discussion.28 

For the twentieth century we of course have many efforts to describe and interpret it 

globally, but as yet no books that have acquired the status of a ‘classic’.29 The efforts 
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made by Peter Gran deserve mentioning for their originality.30 In Vienna, a series 

has been started, Globalgeschichte – Die Welt 1000–2000, that takes the concept of a 

century quite literally and may also present a good overview of the twentieth cen-

tury.31 Other time-frames are of course possible. Some authors focus on the global 

history of just one year, for example 1688, 1800 or 1968.32 The year 1000 apparently 

is very popular in this respect.33 

***

All global historians try to get away from the national, territorial ‘state-focus’ and 

somehow become ‘trans-national’. That is easier said than done: if it is not states, 

then what entities must be regarded as the ‘bearers’ of global history, or at least as 

its units of analysis? Entire continents like Eurasia, that Jared Diamond likes to con-

trast with other parts of the world and that members of the California School like to 

see as a world of “surprising resemblances”?34 Civilisations, as in Felipe Fernández 

Armesto’s book with that title, in Marshall Hodgson’s book on Islamic civilization, 

or in the many (text)books on Western Civilisation? World systems, in the sense 

that Andre Gunder Frank and Barry K. Gills use that term.35 Or rather world-sys-

tems – and empires – in the specific sense that Wallerstein uses these terms?36 Welt-

regionen, as is done in the Viennese series with that name? Or areas, as long was 

popular in so-called ‘area studies’?37 Seascapes?38 Or rather empires?

The study of empires, in particular their rise and fall, has a long and time-

honoured pedigree and is very much en vogue amongst global historians.39 We are 

therefore glad that John Darwin was willing to contribute an article to this issue. 

Darwin has just published a global history of empire, a magnum opus covering the 

period from the fifteenth century till the contemporary world, in which he writes: 

“The history of the world, it is tempting to say, is an imperial history, a history of 

empires.”40 Darwin opens his article trying to explain the causes of the rise of global 

history, then points at the risks one runs when one tries to write it and reflects on 

the choices the bulk of global historians have made in their efforts to ‘interpret 

the globe’. They tend to do that by means of tackling big themes. He distinguishes 

between three options: the first one being to concentrate on macro forces beyond 

human control, which leads to studies in which geography and ecology loom large; 

the second one being to study new ‘ecumenes’, i.e., geographical entities that are 

larger than territorial or that in any case do not coincide with such states. The third 

one he mentions is to focus on the trail of consumption and write the history of 

products like tea, coffee, sugar or tobacco.41 

After that introduction, Darwin reflects on why he came to write his global his-

tory of empire, and why he did it the way he did. The focus, as in so many global 
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history books at the moment, is on Eurasian interconnectedness and similari-

ties. His analysis leads him to the conclusion that the fortunes of empires can be 

reversed quickly as global history is an unending series of conjunctures or phases. 

Darwin’s book received many enthusiastic reviews, but there of course also was 

critique. That is also dealt with in the article. Darwin too, came to global history 

from other fields of interest. He has always been mainly known as a historian of 

colonization and de-colonization, in particular the decolonization of the British 

Empire. Making sense of that process increasingly led him to look at empire from 

a global perspective. He now teaches imperial and global history as a Fellow of 

Nuffield College in Oxford.

The experimenting with different scales that is so often regarded as characteris-

tic for global history, can also mean connecting the local with the global in an effort 

to see ‘heaven in a grain of sand’. One option then would be to try and combine 

a biographical approach with one that focuses on global phenomena.42 Another 

one would be to try and pinpoint global phenomena at one specific geographical 

site.43 The research of Birgit Tremml, PhD student at the Institut für Wirtschafts- 

und Sozialgeschichte in Vienna, may best be regarded as an example of such an 

approach. Her research project she is reporting on in this issue, will be finished in 

about three years. It focuses on the history of the Philippines, more in particular 

Manila, during roughly the second half of the sixteenth and the first half of the 

seventeenth centuries. There probably is no better place to study global develop-

ments and make global comparisons in this period of time than the city of Manila. 

The moment that the Spaniards decided to settle there and set up a port in 1571, 

is often regarded as the moment that all major continents became actually linked 

by overseas connections and thereby as the moment ‘globalisation’ really took off.44 

Studying in this site provides the opportunity of learning about three different early 

modern states (Castile-Spain, Japan and China), which for the global historian of 

course means, comparing them and looking at their interactions and their wider 

ramifications. What did ‘Manila’ mean for those states and what did those states 

‘mean’ for Manila? What can their interaction in the Philippines tell us about their 

politics, their political economies, institutions and cultures? Birgit Tremml presents 

two case-studies that will throw some light on these questions: the first one focusing 

on the political relationship between Japan and Spain in the first decades of Manila’s 

existence, the second one on the rebellion of the Chinese in Manila in 1603. 

***

World historians, of course, can also focus primarily on certain topics or themes 

which they then try to cover globally.45 The very long-term perspective that is so 
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popular amongst global historians quite often is combined with a wide geographi-

cal coverage and a strong emphasis on ecological conditions.46 A study like Felipe 

Fernández-Armesto’s Civilizations, to which he refers in the interview, can count 

as an example. For its author, a civilisation is a specific relationship between the 

species of man and the rest of nature. He argues that civilizations have such strong 

geographical foundations that one can classify them according to environment.47 

But he is just one amongst many global historians who think natural conditions are 

quite important in understanding human history. The study of topics like the his-

tory of ecology, disease and energy, has already matured to such an extent that the 

reader can choose among various good syntheses.48

That also goes for military history, of which, to my regret, we have no representa-

tive in this issue. This discipline that has long been primarily the reserve of self-refer-

ring specialists has evolved into one of the most innovative and open ‘sectors’ of his-

toriography with many of its prominent practitioners quite willing to go global.49 

Although I might be prejudiced, I tend to think that in no sector of historio-

graphy global perspectives have become so prominent and the debate so lively as in 

economic history. The topic par excellence in global economic history, in particular 

in books dealing with the early modern era, continues to be that of ‘the West versus 

the Rest’, in which ‘the Rest’ increasingly tends to be identified with ‘Asia’. The clas-

sic ‘rise of the West-story’ is not dead, as the success of, for example, David Landes’ 

book on the wealth and poverty of nations, proofs clearly.50 But many global histo-

rians regard it as too Eurocentric and too fond of European exceptionalism.51 What 

currently holds centre stage is a lively debate on what is now usually called the ‘Great 

Divergence-debate’. The so-called California School has completely changed the 

parameters of that debate, by claiming that the ‘rise of the West’ was far less obvious 

than it looks in traditional historiography and far less explicable in internal terms: 

it claims it occurred quite late and for quite contingent reasons.52 Authors who are 

primarily responsible for this change of perspective are Andre Gunder Frank, with 

his plea to reorient economic history, and of course Kenneth Pomeranz, with his 

original and highly influential book on the Great Divergence.53 The Californian 

point of view has become so popular and wide-spread that it already provides the 

basis of new handbooks on the (economic) history of the early modern world, one 

by Robert Marks and the other one by Jack Goldstone, who wrote an article for this 

issue in which he expands on the ideas of this school and his position in it.54 Current 

debates on the Great Divergence are strongly intertwined with debates on economic 

globalisation, in which the topic of intercontinental migration from the very begin-

ning was a very important field of its own, for all periods of time.55 Both issues, in 

particular the first one, are put in context and analysed in my extensive survey of 

what is and has been going on in global economic history. 
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Global history of science and technology has also come of age. Here too, various 

syntheses have already been published, and here too, to be honest, many studies 

focus on the early modern period.56 In this special issue, we have contributions of 

two specialists in this field who will both publish a magnum opus during the course 

of this year. The first one is Floris Cohen who already wrote a widely acclaimed 

book on the Scientific Revolution and who is now finishing a book called How sci-

ence came into the world. A comparative history.57 The other one is Jack Goldstone, 

the author of many articles and, amongst others, books on revolution and rebellion 

in the early modern world and on the rise of the West, who is now finishing a book 

on the origins of modern economic growth.58 Both authors are clearly interested in 

the Great Divergence. Readers very probably will be struck by the extent to which 

these authors, coming from opposite intellectual backgrounds, that of a macro-

sociologist with quantitative leanings in case of Goldstone and that of a historian of 

science and ideas in case of Cohen, end up with quite similar interests and a quite 

similar approach. 

Cohen as historian of science wants to connect – or in any case discuss con-

nections between – economic history and the history of science and technology, 

two fields between which, according to him, there exists “a curious dichotomy”. He 

claims that the rise of modern science played a pivotal role in the rise of the West 

and sets out to answer a couple of related questions: What do we mean by modern 

science? How could it emerge in Europe in the seventeenth century? Why did it 

emerge there rather than somewhere else? What did it mean for traditional crafts-

manship in the shorter and longer run and what was its contribution to the coming 

into being of the modern world? He regards the harnessing of steam power as quint-

essential for understanding the Western ‘road to riches’ and therefore focuses on 

analysing the role of science in the invention and application of the steam engine. 

His conclusion leaves not much room for doubt: without ‘science’ the steam engine 

could not have been invented, which implies that it could not have been invented in 

China, as modern science did not – and was extremely unlikely to – emerge there. 

Goldstone was trained as a sociologist and acquired a PhD in that discipline. 

He developed a strong interest in historical macro-sociology and later on in quan-

titative economic history and global history. In his article he tells how exactly this 

happened and gives an insight in the workings of modern international academia 

that, according to him, benefits from globalization. He is the person who coined the 

phrase ‘California School’, and he shares many of its ideas which he aptly synthe-

sized in his Why Europe? He is strongly influenced by and sympathetic to its views, 

but criticises its lack of attention to science, technology and culture in explaining 

how the Great Divergence could come about. According to him, it did not start in 

Britain by accident. So he began focusing his research on the question why Britain 
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and at first only Britain became the leading centre of machine invention and use. 

He regards it as global history’s goal to look for similarities and differences between 

various societies to then identify the most likely consequences of those similarities 

and differences. He clearly is very optimist about the future of this endeavour, claim-

ing it entered a new golden age in the 1990s and is still gathering momentum.

***

Global history is clearly booming. There is a lot of activity in which many people 

are involved; there are many excellent and interesting publications. There of course 

also are problems, or rather ‘challenges’. As yet, not all subfields of global history 

look equally well developed. It looks as if social history and women’s history have 

to do some catching-up.59 That also seems to apply to religious history, although the 

number of books with global as well as religion in the title increases quickly.

One problem would be its place in ordinary, secondary schools; in the Nether-

lands e.g., as a student of mine discovered, attention to non-Western history in 

books used for teaching in secondary schools, over the decade from 1990 to 2000 

as compared to the previous decade, in absolute terms decreased rather than 

increased.60 I would not be surprised if this were the exception rather than the 

rule. Then there is the position of those who teach it and write about it. Most of 

the people who do global history are not employed as global historians and often 

global history is not even mentioned in their job description. A look at the careers 

of the scholars writing in this very issue is enlightening in this respect. It means that, 

institutionally, the discipline is still quite weak. That of course brings us to the ques-

tion of its further professionalization. The classic standards of professionalism for 

traditional historians are well-known: whatever else they may include, they in any 

case presuppose intimate knowledge of a confined field with its sources, archives 

and literature, and the ability to critically analyse one’s primary source material. 

These requirements can not simply be transferred to global history. What can not 

be doubted is that a broad erudition covering different societies, judgement, and as 

a rule knowledge of more than one discipline are required, as all the articles in this 

issue clearly show. For example, the global study of Manila Birgit Tremml is writ-

ing, would, ideally, require the capability to read sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 

sources in Spanish, Japanese, and Chinese; knowledge of these languages in their 

current form to read secondary literature; very probably also working knowledge of 

a couple of other languages; acquaintance with the history of the regions involved 

and with comparative methods, and finally the capability to write down one’s 

results in fluent English.
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All this suggests that teamwork might be very important in global history. It 

clearly is in the collecting, constructing and standardising of data, as well as in mak-

ing them available for researchers. Here there still is an enormous amount of work 

to be done. Currently exists – and very probably always will exist – a sometimes 

enormous imbalance in what we know and might know about various parts of 

the world. Teamwork is also the rule when it comes to providing the platforms for 

discussion without which any kind of serious modern scholarship would be impos-

sible anyhow. The actual writing of monographs, however, still tends to be done by 

one or sometimes two persons and very probably that will continue to be the case. 

What in any case is needed is a ‘professionalization’ of research. That throws up the 

questions how to find and educate a new generation of researchers and how to find 

substantial and sustained funding. Who is willing to pay for the past of the world? 

Then there of course is the problem of how to write from a global perspective, 

assuming that this is what global historians are supposed to do. Felipe Fernán-

dez-Armesto suggests that it implies writing like a “[…] galactic museum-keeper, 

contemplating the world from an immense distance of space and time and seeing 

it whole with a level of objectivity inaccessible to us, who are enmeshed in our his-

tory”.61 Apparently he thinks such objectivity is possible as well as salutary. I person-

ally have severe doubts about that and would claim that in writing history a more 

‘engaged’ perspective is not only unavoidable but also necessary because otherwise 

one lacks focus in one’s research and one’s writing. In this context, it is usually the 

danger of being Eurocentric, that is, almost ritually, decried. What one may call the 

‘Eurocentrism of arrogance’, that tends to claim that the West and only the West 

has made history and has been the source of all progress, is a phenomenon directly 

linked to that brief period in global history that the West indeed was a dominant 

and progressive force. That period appears to be coming to its end, which robs this 

kind of thinking of most of its material base and in any case makes it much less 

convincing and acceptable. History is ‘provincializing’ Europe: it does not need 

historians to do so. Amongst global historians anti-Eurocentrists already far out-

number Eurocentrists.

The real problem now has become how to make global history a really ‘ecumeni-

cal’ project. When it comes to the number of studies that is devoted to them, some 

regions are clearly under-represented. In a way, one might talk of a certain Eurasia-

centrism in current global history. The Americas but in particular Africa are under-

represented, although one must not loose sight of the fact that Eurasia has always 

been home to the bulk of world population. Far more problematic for global history 

than Western arrogance is the persisting dominance up until now of what might 

be called ‘the Western way’. The West appears to still be dominating the agenda of 

global history in terms of the questions that are asked, the terminology used, and 
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the interpretative models that figure as points of departure and reference.62 This 

can be explained by the fact that global history, like the modern discipline of his-

tory as a whole, not only began as a Western project but, for the time being, still is 

dominated by Western scholarship that is backed-up by large amounts of resources. 

A majority of prestigious and well-endowed institutions of teaching and research 

still are in the West. Much of the material needed to study non-Western societies has 

over time been moved to the West. Many important scholars who originally came 

from elsewhere, have found a new home in the West too. Especially for East Asia, 

things are changing quickly. But overall, the West and Westerners are still dominant 

in scholarship, in particular in the humanities and social sciences that are ‘luxuries’ 

many poorer countries can ill afford. All the contributors to this issue are Western-

ers living in the West. It would definitely have been possible to include various 

non-Westerners working at Western universities or research institutes, or scholars 

from East Asia. It would definitely have been much more complicated to include 

non-Westerners living outside the West. But my approach has been quite pragmatic: 

try and produce a good overview with interesting topics and good scholars, which is 

complicated enough as it is. The line-up of this issue may not yet be all-encompass-

ing: its authors do live in Australia, Austria, Belgium, Germany, Great Britain, The 

Netherlands and the United States. That is a quite international group.

It is not by accident that this issue is in English: that has become, almost exclu-

sively, the lingua franca of international scholarship. That clearly is not to everyone’s 

liking and in any case food for thought. That brings us to the one article in this 

issue that we have not yet referred to, the one by Jürgen Osterhammel. He opens his 

analysis by pointing out that in Manning’s Navigating world history there is not one 

reference to a living historian coming from a German speaking country. If one does 

not write in English, one apparently is not noted in the wider world. In a way, that of 

course is to be expected and ‘normal’. If one wants to reach an international or even 

global public, one should write in an international or global language. German sim-

ply isn’t such a language and will not become one in the future; actually only English 

is. One simply cannot expect many foreigners to learn German, a language that is 

sufficiently understood by, I guess, at most five percent of the world’s population. 

Osterhammel correctly points out though, that most global historians, even if 

they may want to speak to the world, continue to work in a context with an often 

distinctly national character and have a national audience. This as a rule implies 

that they (also) have to speak to that audience. The debates on global history and its 

practice unmistakably have a distinct flavour in various countries across the globe, 

a fact that may very easily be lost sight of when publications are not in the lingua 

franca of modern scholarship. Even a discipline as global as global history, is clearly 

connected to and rooted in certain, often national contexts or ‘subcultures’. In his 
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succinct analysis of roots and varieties of global history in Germany, Osterhammel 

manages to inform those who do not read German about what has been and is cur-

rently going on in German global history. Before 1945, there were various traditions 

of global history in the country. These, however, did not manage to coalesce into one 

strong scholarly tradition after World War Two, so that global history became quite 

weak in a country that had made substantial contributions to its invention. German 

historiography continued to be focused on the state and the nation, especially the 

modern state and nation in Europe, and in particular Germany. The study of global 

history reached its lowest ebb in the 1970s and 1980s. Osterhammel tries to explain 

why and sketches various efforts to go ‘beyond the nation-state’ and make history 

transnational. These efforts notwithstanding, global history institutionally remains 

quite weak in Germany, as it basically is still dependent on personal contacts and 

interests. Prior to the current generation of PhD candidates, nobody in Germany 

ever had a chance of being trained from the outset in the study of global phenom-

ena, and even at the moment very few universities posses the necessary institutional 

foundations for global history. Strikingly enough, Osterhammel himself teaches 

conventional courses in late modern European history and the history of interna-

tional relations. His first major publications dealt with the history of China and 

more broadly Asia. In countries like France, Italy or Spain global history too faces 

idiosyncratic challenges and problems. Overall, the situation there definitely is not 

better. But like Goldstone, I would want to conclude quite optimistically: global his-

tory is a very vibrant field of study that is still gathering momentum. 

Peer Vries/Vienna
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