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What until not long ago went by the name
of „world history“ was primarily the his-
tory of discrete „civilizations“, or of distinct
world regions. As this impressive volume
highlights, the seemingly unstoppable rise
of a „global“ history of more recent vin-
tage is changing our sensibilities, perhaps for
good. The watchword of „interconnected-
ness“, which editor Emily Rosenberg repeat-
edly mentions in her programmatic introduc-
tion (pp. 3, 9, 10, 19 and 25), is now making
any self-respecting historian’s day. In this fo-
cus on global connections, rather than on sep-
arate geographical units, the monumental six-
volume „history of the world“ that Akira Iriye
and Jürgen Osterhammel are currently edit-
ing jointly in English and German for Har-
vard UP and Beck—and of which the vol-
ume reviewed here is the first to be pub-
lished—follows on the heels of Christopher
Bayly’s and Osterhammel’s own monographs
of nineteenth-century global history.1

That this is a collaborative effort makes
all the difference, however. Assembling a
crowd of internationally renowned histori-
ans (though mainly based in the U.S. and
Germany) allows for more specialization, a
greater breadth of topics and more variety in
viewpoints and theoretical angles; as well as
a lot more printed pages. For all these rea-
sons, the new series promises a more thor-
oughgoing renewal of how future histori-
ans approach their discipline than the mono-
graphs by Bayly and Osterhammel could
have achieved, however path-breaking they
were. Collaboration also requires coordina-
tion, to be sure, and the well-known dan-
gers of inconsistency loom large behind any
such undertaking. After all, notwithstand-
ing the most recent globalization, some aca-
demic customs, historiographical approaches
or stylistic conventions still travel uneasily
even between the U.S. and Germany. In the
light of such hazards, this first volume, cov-

ering the period from 1870 to 1945, bodes re-
markably well for the series as a whole.

The volume consists of a short introduc-
tion and five almost book-length contribu-
tions. They deal with modern statehood
(Charles Maier), imperialism and colonialism
(Antoinette Burton and Tony Ballantyne), mi-
gration (Dirk Hoerder), commodity chains
(Steven Topik and Allen Wells) and the in-
tersection of technological innovation, science
and global cultural and intellectual exchange
(Emily Rosenberg). Doing justice to these
five contributions, which stretch over more
than one thousand pages, is as difficult as
it is easy to quibble over the choice of top-
ics. Would it have been better to include
a chapter on capitalism or on the economy
tout court instead of singling out commod-
ity chains? Should there have been a chapter
on gender? Does environmental history not
deserve a more eye-catching place in such a
broad survey? Perhaps. All told, however,
the volume’s thematic division serves well to
underline the world’s growing connectedness
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies. As Rosenberg’s introduction promises,
the authors do show the (often unforeseen)
consequences that developments in one place
had in another, without privileging Europe or
„the West“ as the sole driving force of mo-
mentous changes.

The volume’s periodization is slightly un-
usual. The title of the German transla-
tion („Weltmärkte und Weltkriege“2) explains
the rationale behind choosing the frame of
1870–1945 better than the English original.
If connectedness constitutes the common
thread, then most historians would intuitively
opt for 1914 or 1930 as endpoints. The choice
of 1945, in turn, puts those writing on cer-
tain topics, such as trade, under some strain.
In an otherwise excellent chapter, Topik and
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Wells’ answer to the problem—that „disputes
between liberalism and protectionism, indus-
trialism and agrarianism, and public and pri-
vate interests“ persisted into the 1940s (p.
595)—did not strike me as an urgent reason
for revising the more customary time frames.
Ballantyne and Burton face a similar dilemma.
Keen to challenge Eurocentrism, they argue
against an older interpretation of the Second
World War as the decisive engine of decolo-
nization, but then eschew the obvious conse-
quence of their argument, namely that 1945 is
not a good endpoint for their story. Hoerder,
who finds himself in the same predicament
when writing on migration, offers a more con-
vincing solution. Pleading to shift attention
away from the mass transatlantic migration
of 1870–1914/1930 and towards Asian migra-
tion systems as well as to European refugees
after 1930, his argument sits surprisingly com-
fortably with the dates advertised on the book
cover.

Maier is the most direct and thoughtful in
addressing the issue of periodization, though
also the most nonchalant. Looking back to
the Westphalian system and ahead to the Cold
War, his chapter charts the global advance
of states against „doomed spasms of spon-
taneity“ in the 1870s (p. 162), via the early
twentieth-century „warfare states“ (p. 200) to
their subsequent denouement, thus defining
the century beginning around 1870 as a dis-
tinct period in terms of the growing territorial
and legal reach of states. The chapter’s effort-
lessness in moving between different world
regions—including those neglected by recent
global and postcolonial histories, such as
Eastern Europe and Latin America—without
ever losing sight of the specificity of place is
admirable, exemplarily showing how a multi-
centered global history that nonetheless ac-
counts for asymmetric power relations can
look like. As erudite and elegant as it is ac-
cessible and informative for non-specialists,
Maier’s is clearly the volume’s outstanding
contribution. Every modern historian should
read it.

But the other chapters are important addi-
tions to their respective fields, too. Ballan-
tyne and Burton provide a good overview for
anyone interested in the discursive aspects
of colonialism and imperialism, giving due

credit to gender and sexuality, even if some
passages are heavy-going for readers not at
home in the language of postcolonial stud-
ies. Hoerder’s penchant for short sentences,
sociological terminology and bullet-point ty-
pologies makes for an interesting stylistic con-
trast. Following Adam McKeown in stressing
the importance of Asian migrations3, he ex-
cels at discussing the theoretical implications
of the geographic reorientation away from the
North Atlantic, for instance on the classic di-
chotomy between free and forced migrations.
Topik and Wells demonstrate in some detail
how the study of commodity chains, rather
than merely of industrialization, can be a cre-
ative way of overcoming Eurocentrism in eco-
nomic history. Rosenberg, finally, though ar-
riving at the rather banal conclusion that the
early twentieth-century world was marked by
„differentiated commonalities“ (p. 961), is
very effective in weaving together the histo-
ries of science, technology and culture, which
still too often are looked at separately.

In sum, this volume has set a high stan-
dard for Iriye and Osterhammel’s series. It
masterfully summarizes, and is certain to pro-
mote, a novel approach to the „history of the
world“—a title that its first publication fore-
casts will not prove too grand for this project.
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