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In hopes of fostering greater understanding of our shared world,
for its ultimate betterment both humanly and environmentally,…
.…and in loving memory of:
Robert Edward Taylor
Feb 12, 1938—Mar 4, 1990
American and world historian,
Loving and devoted husband to his wife,
and father to his children

Foreword

Organizing an approach to world history presents some interesting
challenges, for scholars, teachers, and students alike. The subject is vast, and
some principles are essential in figuring out what to emphasize, and what
can safely—if sometimes painfully—be omitted. Unless world history is
to be simply one thing after another—always a risk to be avoided—major
themes must be identified. Decisions about change over time are unavoidable: are there particular turning points, amid which more stable patterns
can be explored? What factors promote change on anything like a global
scale? Finally, geography requires its own priorities. How is the “whole
world” most adequately, yet manageably, represented? What regional definitions work best in deploying a world history framework?
There is no magic formula, which means that different choices will
emerge. Successful world history frameworks reflect disagreements over
when world history effectively begins, and discussions on this crucial
point have become more lively with growing attention to the importance of environmental factors. The issue of regional coverage is inevitably challenging, because of the huge range of relevant examples and
identities. Change and continuity properly provoke debate, depending
both on how much detail can be handled successfully and, more fundamentally, on what kinds of factors prompt the most fundamental changes
on something like a global scale. While some themes are probably
unavoidable—it’s hard to imagine a world history program without some
attention to governance structures—thematic opportunities have been
vii
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expanding as the world history domain becomes more familiar, more
open to interactions with crucial topics historians have been exploring in
more limited contexts.
Different vantage points deserve juxtaposition and interaction. For
many people, students particularly but even some instructors, world history as a subject area suggests a textbook, often a large textbook, and
little else. But the textbook approach, though a valid first step, too often
makes it difficult to challenge and question the choices that have been
made about basic frameworks. Regional and chronological definitions are
taken as givens, rather than as starting points toward exploring and evaluating other alternatives. The opportunity, as in this volume, to compare
fundamental orientations, to highlight different options and strengths, is
thus particularly welcome. Any practitioner, even the most experienced,
will emerge with some new possibilities to consider, with new arguments to explore even when existing choices are defended. The chance
to weigh alternatives, and the reasons that underlie the principal choices,
is particularly liberating.
The essays collectively also take up another issue with which any world
history program must contend: the issue of cultural perspective. Most contemporary world histories, until very recently, have emerged in the United
States, Australia, or Western Europe. Many, as a result, conform directly
with an older tradition that emphasized Western civilization. A few world
history labels, indeed, pin to products that are only slightly modified from
the Western civilization program: a chapter or two on African kingdoms
and a bow to non-European religions, adorn a structure that is otherwise
European to the core. This “West and the rest” approach is not, it is vital
to note, represented in the present collection, where the entries all deal
with world history far more directly and genuinely.
Still, world historians properly worry that even the most conscientious
effort to free world history from a Western standard of judgment will
fall short—will inevitably incorporate measurements and definitions that,
while unquestionably extended to a global scale, still privilege a Western
framework. One antidote is obvious: try harder to consider world history approaches that reflect other historiographic traditions—from Islam,
for example, or East Asia or Africa, particularly as these regions begin to
build their own contemporary approaches to the field. Several essays in
this volume offer this welcome opportunity directly, giving readers a new
chance to consider cultural alternatives as part of their decisions about
appropriate frameworks.
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The volume does not, however, merely highlight differences. Along
with the deliberate and desirable effort to highlight some variety of analytical options in addressing world history, the essays in this collection
display important areas of agreement on several key topics and issues. A
focus on the advent and ramifications of agriculture—to take an admittedly obvious but essential example—is clearly going to be part of any
world history narrative, no matter what its distinctive features in other
respects. The collection will repay reading that not only highlights
debates and alternatives, but also identifies shared understandings and
approaches.
Ultimately, of course, choices must be made. Any world history experience should maintain a sense of options, an ability to debate and defend
the selection of time periods or regional clusters or major themes. But it
must also reflect at least tentative judgments about which emphases make
most sense, what themes best capture the most fundamental features of
the human experience. The judgments should always be open to revision, always tested against relevant counterarguments—but they cannot
be suspended indefinitely. Collectively, the essays in this volume highlight
historians who have some experience in debate and even uncertainty, but
who have figured out at least one acceptable path. The goal is flexibility
and openness, but not irresolution.
Finally, world history, whatever its specific contours, is a decidedly
contemporary subject. Of course it deals with the past. Many of the
essays in this volume stress how far back in time a valid world history
approach must go. Many, also, legitimately highlight how much world
history has contributed to a better understanding of past periods—for
example, the role the Mongol centuries play in exchanges; the complex
trade history of the early modern period, including European–Asian
relations.
Nevertheless, world history has gained ground because it sets a historical basis for the world we live in, and the world today’s youth will
inherit. It explores the trajectory of regional interconnections, right up
to today’s globalization—and helps make sense of different cultural reactions to the same patterns. It invites fuller understanding of different
regional traditions, along with some unexpected underlying s imilarities—
again a vital aspect of global understanding. World history is the history
we need to frame our own lives, at a time when interactions and comparisons impinge on literally every region and on most individuals. This
means, in turn, that debating and refining the way we do world history
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contributes directly to our contemporary capacity to work toward a more
knowledgeable society. As a result, improving our grasp of the increasingly complex world we must all navigate becomes both a joy and a
necessity.
Fairfax, VA, USA

Peter N. Stearns

Preface

In both compliment and contrast to important recent literature
in the field,1 21st-Century Narratives of World History: Global and
Multidisciplinary Perspectives makes a unique and timely contribution to
world/global historical studies2 and related fields. It addresses essential
theoretical, methodological, organizational and interpretational questions through direct engagement with the practice of world history.3 It
achieves this by providing concise summaries (i.e., essential frameworks)
of various world historical narratives4 representing well-established and
influential approaches and paradigms impacting the field today.5 These
summaries are written by the authors of the original world historical narratives themselves. By placing these narrative summaries in clear, direct
relation to and conversation with each other, they are offered the opportunity to enrich, elucidate and, at times, challenge one another in ways
otherwise difficult to achieve. This approach likewise raises, at its most
acute and critical level, the question of the feasibility, viability, and need
for providing historians as well as other scholars, students, local and
world leaders, and the general reading public with such frameworks in
relation to their research, study, teaching, and/or general understanding
of the world and its history.
Building from this foundation, the present volume aims to: (1) offer
world historians an opportunity to critically reflect upon and refine their
essential interpretational frameworks, (2) facilitate more effective and
nuanced teaching and learning in and beyond the classroom with an
emphasis on comparative critical thinking, (3) provide accessible world
xi
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historical contexts for specialized areas of historical as well as other fields
of research in the humanities, social sciences and sciences,6 and (4) promote comparative historiographical critique which (a) helps identify
continuing research questions for the field of world history in particular, and (b) fosters global dialogue in relation to varying views of our
ever-increasingly interconnected, interdependent, multicultural, and globalized world and its shared though diverse and often contested history.7
The importance of the latter is grounded in recognition of the fact
that an individual’s or, likewise and relatedly, an entire ethnic, cultural,
religious, political or other social group’s understanding of world history significantly shapes their response to and, thus, course of action
within the world (i.e., their impact on world history). This includes their
(perceived) relation to and relations with all 'others' who share in that
history.8 In this sense, the volume takes up “some weighty problems surrounding the nature of historiography as a sociological phenomenon and
epistemological endeavor,”9 though it takes up much more as well. It
is through ongoing study of our past—especially in its fullest, broadest
context, i.e., ‘grand narrative’ world history—that we come to understand ourselves and those we share that world with better. With respect
to the present volume, this is not, as Edward Said highlighted, for purposes of domination and exploitation, but humanitarian goodwill.10
Indeed, it is in attempting to articulate our understanding of our history
that we clarify it, for ourselves and for others. The more we are willing to
articulate those understandings in earnest dialogue for the sake of ourselves as well as our global neighbors, the greater our chances of at least
understanding one another and providing a clear point of reference and
context for trying to correct whatever misunderstandings we may have.
As J.M. Roberts notes in the Preface to his History of the World:
Even if we do not know it, …[world] history is part of our mental furniture.
As most men and women have some notions, however inadequate, about
the way the world came to be what it is, it is all the better if they are made
explicit. …We in fact make judgments about world history all the time. All
the better then to make them as seriously and as consciously as possible.11

Political, social and religious contexts do not, of course, always provide individuals with the freedom to explore, articulate and dialogue on
their understandings of the world and its history.12 One can only wonder how much that reality determined the response, or non-response, of
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some of those who were invited to contribute to this volume. Or perhaps they declined because the project was headed up by a ‘Westerner’?
Some of course declined simply due to time constraints. Others accepted
the offer, pledging themselves to the project, only to drop out late in
the publication process, leaving the volume without representation from
their world cultural point of view. Yuval Noah Harari, professor of history at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, submitted a narrative summary of his Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind, but agreement over
terms of contract could not be reached between the respective publishers, forcing him to withdraw his chapter from the volume.
One thing is certain: efforts have been made to include representatives from as many world cultural and linguistic points of view as possible, within the limited space afforded. Invitations were thus sent to
qualified scholars representing Pacific/Australasian, East, South, Southeast
and Central Asian, Middle Eastern, Sub-Saharan African, Latin American,
Slavic/East European, West European and North American cultural backgrounds. Specifically, I contacted scholars from Russia, Kazakhstan, Turkey,
Afghanistan, India, Japan, China, Korea, the Philippines, Nigeria, Ghana,
Argentina, Israel, Germany, UK, USA and Australia. Efforts were likewise
made to include varying world historical viewpoints, including Western
democratic, neo-Marxian leftist, civilizational, world-system theory, gender, cross-cultural, global-multicultural, and more. That the volume lacks
certain representation is not to be attributed to any narrowness of vision
or prejudice of effort. All those who were invited to contribute were carefully selected for their unique world cultural-linguistic vantage, their specific
area of world historical expertise and the distinctiveness of their approach.
In the absence of those who, for whatever reason, have not joined the project, those who have provide, within the necessarily limited scope, a wellrounded representation of an array of cultural-linguistic backgrounds,
areas of expertise and uniqueness of approach. While most (though not
all) of the contributors are physically located within ‘the West’, their personal cultural and religious backgrounds include Afro-Caribbean, Spanish,
Middle Eastern, Central Asian, Russian, Australasian, West European, and
North American as well as Christian, Muslim, religious humanist, secular,
and possibly atheist.13 To their diverse cultural backgrounds and linguistic
abilities could be added their international travel experience. From this vantage, the volume not only merits the subtitle Global and Multidisciplinary
Perspectives,14 but provides source material for comparative cultural, religious, sociological and political research concerned with major world
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historiographical traditions informed by multiple world cultural traditions in
the early 21st century. Areas of expertise, likewise, range from women’s and
gender history, to big history, cultural history, religious-cultural-national
history and identity, and food history, as well as African, Russian, Central
Asian, Middle Eastern, Islamic, East Asian, Latin American, Afro-Caribbean,
and Indian Ocean history. Beyond this, each of the world history narratives
is informed by some 30–50 years and the comparative critiques some 15–20
years of research and writing, all enriched by an equal depth of cross-cultural
and international experience. The editorial dimensions of the volume are,
likewise, informed by some 25 years of research, translation, teaching and
publication work, including a total of 14 years of residence in Asia, namely
Kazakhstan and Japan.
It is hoped that these multiple world cultural backgrounds, diverse
fields of expertise, varying approaches and long years of experience in the
field of world history have all merged together to produce a high quality work ‘worth its weight in salt’, though judgment of that must be left
to each reader. No doubt, certain weaknesses will be identified in due
course. Whatever they prove to be, it would be, as highlighted immediately above, unfair to call the volume ‘U.S.-’ or ‘Eurocentric’ simply
because of the residential location of the majority of contributors. While
the introductory and concluding sections may focus on the Western tradition of ‘grand narrative’ and ‘new’ world histories, this is only due to
the nature of the subject matter as well as the intended aims of those
chapters. That the main narratives and critiques of Parts Two and Three
should be called ‘Eurocentric’ in some fashion would be contested by all
the various contributors as well as the editor. Indeed, ‘Eurocentric’ as a
term typically refers to historiography, not (the location of) the people
writing it. Beyond this, in order to help round out the global scope of
the volume, I sketch, in Appendix One, a select number of ‘grand narrative’ world histories which have been published since 1990 in Russian,
Polish, Persian, Arabic, Turkish, Kazakh, Hindi, Indonesian, Thai,
Vietnamese, Chinese and Japanese.
In terms of the volume’s research profile, there is one thing to bear
in mind: the contributors to the Part II narratives were, based on their
many qualifications and previous publications, explicitly requested to
keep their references to a minimum. The main aims of the volume are to
facilitate comparative critique of major 21st-century world history narratives while also supplying substantially informed yet readily accessible
world history frames to supply context for various settings of research
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and teaching, not to provide endless references to every detail of their
interpretational schemes. This is sufficiently achieved through reference
to their many previous (or forthcoming) publications. Meanwhile, the
Part Three authors were asked to anchor their critiques through reference to as much of the scholarly literature as they were reasonably able
within the limited scope of their essays. Their accomplishments in this
regard are reflected in their respective chapters.15 The chapters of historical background (Part I) along with Appendix A comprise the main
research contributions of the volume.
All things considered, if this work furthers the cause of world historical research, teaching and dialogue, it will have accomplished its main
aims. Only time will tell how effectively it achieves those ends.
Pullman, USA

R. Charles Weller
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