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—Francois Gipouloux, Emeritus Research Director, National
Centre for Scientific Research, France
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—Bernd Hausberger, Professor, Colegio de Mexico, Mexico
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Foreword

History is marked by alternating movements across an imaginary line,
separating East from West in Eurasia.1
As an evangelical advocate for the inclusion of courses in global history for systems of higher education throughout the world, I strongly
applaud the endeavours of two young Iberians, with posts at major universities in China and Japan, to persuade their East Asian colleagues to
make real space in their curricula for an engagement with history that is
‘truly global’.
‘Truly global’ means that teaching and research in faculties of history
should represent something much more profound, heuristic and modern than extensions to the histories of East Asian or European societies
that includes hard-won knowledge of other countries and cultures. The
editors and their distinguished colleagues conceive of global history as a
challenge to obsolete, patriotic and centric histories of all kinds.
Located as both editors are as foreign academics in cultures with
ancient and strong national identities, their laudable mission has met
with a different kind and quality of resistance to both the now-moribund
antipathies of post-modern critics in the West to grand narratives, as
well as the more conventional and explicable obsessions of professional
historians everywhere with erudition, detail and archival research. How
could this contemporaneously significant, politically necessary and morally imperative style of history meet the standards of rigour long established for the social sciences and for national and international histories
are not questions that are easy to evade or to answer. Could the respect
xi
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for evidence, the comprehension of contexts, aspirations for imaginative
insights and elegant clarification demanded by modern micro-history be
satisfied?
Japanese history with deep roots in Rankean scholarship continues
to be meticulous in its attention to detail, while China’s ancient tradition in writing encyclopaedic histories of imperial dynasties could only
strengthen a preference for world, rather than the more refined and
complex approach to global history that the editors have in mind.
Furthermore, objections to the whole notion for global history (particularly if it is explicitly comparative) as a moral malign agenda for Western
triumphalism and cultural domination continue to be made by European
as well as Chinese radicals, who have suffered from both.
Nevertheless, there has been a revival of grand narratives and most
historians now recognize that further and prolonged engagement with
philosophers for history, linguistic turns and literary theory are producing diminishing returns and bore their students.
For millennia, historians from all civilizations (Chinese, Japanese,
Islamic and European) have been involved with the problem of how best
to reconcile religious beliefs, cultural norms and packages of “modernities” from outside their communities, polities and empires with the
indigenous traditions and traditional values they wish to preserve.
How these interactions between the local and the global played out
historically in the port cities of East Asia and the Spanish Empire in the
context of maritime commerce is cogently analysed with respect for facts
and imaginatively conveyed by the chapters in a book that sets out to
expose the role and connections rather than the divisions or ranks in a
global history of civilizations.
This collection of scholarly essays exposes and illustrates an early
modern history of the East in the West. They represent the most persuasive way of persuading a conservative profession to welcome a style
of history that has escaped from national narratives, avoids centrisms
and evades invidious comparisons. This volume should allay the fears or
anxieties of Chinese, Japanese and European and Latin American historians who have been explicably sceptical if not antipathetic to the global
turn. Indeed, as the editors hoped, they are ‘polycentric’ and represent
an innovative, ideologically neutral and enlightened approach to a global
history for these times of inescapable and intensified globalization.
These chapters represent history that is politically, economically and
culturally significant for the great debates of our times, not because
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the subject could recover truth and hard evidence about the past, but
because an understanding of the economic, social and political processes
that are intrinsic to maritime commerce can be acute and useful. The
opportunity should be seized because history without purpose or agendas is just another form of literature. Yes, ironic detachment and careful attention to evidence are universal virtues to be nurtured. But so too
are the construction and reconfiguration of meta-narratives, which will
educate societies, appeal to the young and serve the needs of dangerous
times for a sense of global citizenship. Anything less would be folly and,
as Bolingbroke anticipated, folly can be remedied ‘by historical study
which should purge the mind of national partialities and prejudices. For
a wise man looks upon himself as a citizen of the world’.2
Patrick O’Brien
Emeritus Professor University of London and
Fellow of St. Antonys College
University of Oxford

Notes
1.	
Quoted by A.G. Frank, ReOrient: Global Economy in the Asian Age
(Berkeley, University of California Press, 1998), p. ix.
2.	B. Southgate, Why Bother with History? (London, Longman, 2000), p. 163.
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