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I WOULD BE FLATTERED TO THINK THAT ANYONE SAW ME AS 

GLOBALLY BROAD-MINDED 

 

An interview with Felipe Fernández-Armesto by Peer Vries * 

 

 

Would you consider yourself a „global‟, or what to me would be synonymous a 

„world historian?‟  

 
I USE THE TERM 'GLOBAL HISTORY' TO MEAN THE ATTEMPT TO LOOK AT THE 

PLANET CONSPECTUALLY AND SEE IT WHOLE - TRACKING GENUINELY GLOBAL 

EVENTS AND EXPERIENCES. 'WORLD HISTORY' IS A MUCH LESS AMBITIOUS TERM, 

WHICH I USE TO MEAN THE ATTEMPT TO JUXTAPOSE THE HISTORY OF DIFFERENT 

CULTURES, LIKE A JIGSAW-COMPOSER. IN THOSE SENSES, I DO 'GLOBAL' BUT NOT 

'WORLD' HISTORY. 

 

So I guess, in contrast to e.g. Chris Bayly, you do not mind being described as 

one?
1
 

 
NO. I NEVER MIND BEING CALLED BY ANY NAME, HOWEVER, OPPROBRIOUS. I WOULD 

BE FLATTERED TO THINK THAT ANYONE SAW ME AS GLOBALLY BROAD-MINDED: 

THAT IS WHAT I ASPIRE TO.  

 

Does this imply you think there is actually such a thing as a discipline called 

,global history‟ that can and should be taught, and can and should be learned?  

 
IT'S A BRANCH OF THE HISTORIAN'S DISCIPLINE, WHICH CAN BE TAUGHT LIKE ANY 

OTHER. WHETHER IT SHOULD, IS ENTIRELY A MATTER OF INDIVIDUAL CHOICE: I 

NEVER PRESCRIBE MY OWN INTERESTS AND TASTES FOR OTHER PEOPLE, NOT EVEN 

MY OWN CHILDREN OR STUDENTS. I DO THINK GLOBAL HISTORY CAN BE TAUGHT. I 

KNOW SO, FROM EXPERIENCE. I TEACH GLOBAL HISTORY MYSELF, VIVA VOCE IN 

CLASS AND IN PRINT IN MY BOOKS.  I THINK MY TEXTBOOK 'THE WORLD: A 

HISTORY‟
2
 DECISIVELY DEMONSTRATES THE POSSIBILITIES, COVERING THE WORLD 

IN JUST ABOUT EVERY CHAPTER, INSTEAD OF BREAKING IT DOWN INTO CULTURES 

OR COUNTRIES OR UNITS OF AREA STUDIES. I AM NOTORIOUS, I GUESS, FOR 

DESCRIBING A TECHNIQUE THAT INVOLVES AN IMAGINARY SHIFT OF PERSPECTIVE 

TO THE POINT OF VIEW OF THE CREATURE OF MY IMAGINATION THAT I CALL 'THE 

GALACTIC MUSEUM-KEEPER', CONTEMPLATING OUR PLANET FROM AN IMMENSE 

DISTANCE OF SPACE AND TIME AND SEEING IT WHOLE, WITH A LEVEL OF 

                                                 

* When no author is indicated the text is by Felipe Fernández-Armesto 
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OBJECTIVITY INACCESSIBLE TO US, WHO ARE ENMESHED IN OUR HISTORY.
3
 I DO NOT 

SEE THIS AS AN OUTRÉ OR AN ARTICULARLY HARD TECHNIQUE. ALL HISTORICAL 

ENQUIRY INVOLVES SHIFTS OF PERSPECTIVE - AND ACTS OF IMAGINATION - AS WE 

DODGE AND SLIP IN AND OUT OF THE VIEWPOINTS THE SOURCES DISCLOSE IN OTHER 

TIMES AND OTHER CULTURES THAN OUR OWN. GLOBAL HISTORY MERELY DEMANDS 

MORE OF THE SAME - A BOLDER IMAGINATION AND MASTERY OF OR AT LEAST DATA 

FROM A WIDER RANGE OF SOURCES. 

I SUPPOSE, THERE WILL BE MANY HISTORIANS WHO REPUDIATE THE MORE 

ADVENTUROUS FRONTIERS OF MY WORK AND WANT TO EXCLUDE IT FROM HISTORY, 

TRADITIONALLY UNDERSTOOD, WHICH HAS ALWAYS BEEN CLASSED AS A HUMANE 

DISCIPLINE. I REJECT THE DISTINCTION BETWEEN SCIENCE AND THE HUMANITIES 

AND STUDY WHAT I CALL "CULTURAL ORGANISMS", OF WHICH HUMANS ARE ONE 

AMONG MANY. SOME PEOPLE MIGHT WANT TO CALL THIS BY A NEW NAME - 

"HUMAN AND ANIMAL ETHOLOGY" PERHAPS, OR "COMPARATIVE ANTHROPOLOGY 

AND ZOOLOGY". I THINK THAT IN ORDER TO UNDERSTAND HUMANS FULLY, ONE 

MUST EMBRACE THE CONTEXT OF OTHER CULTURAL CREATURES. JUST AS TO 

UNDERSTAND ONE HUMAN GROUP PROPERLY ONE MUST COMPARE IT WITH OTHERS. 

BUT OF COURSE, ONE CAN BE A VERY GOOD HISTORIAN WITHOUT VENTURING SO 

FAR. 

 

Would that not imply that every historian or every student in university has to 

learn how to „go global?‟  

 
IF YOU MEAN, “HOW CAN A HISTORIAN BE GOOD WITHOUT BEING GLOBAL?”, I 

ADMIT THAT THE BROADER THE CONTEXT THE RICHER THE INSIGHT. BUT THE 

CONTEXT IS COMPOSED OF MYRIAD DETAILS AND THE RESEARCHERS WHO PROVIDE 

THOSE DETAILS – THE INTENSELY LOCAL NARRATIVES, THE EDITIONS OF SOURCES 

SPECIFIC TO ONE TIME AND PLACE – ARE OFTEN HEROES OF SCHOLARSHIP AND 

SOMETIMES WRITE BEAUTIFULLY.  

 

How did you become to be regarded as one? You did not start your career as 

such.  

 
I GUESS BY WRITING MILLENNIUM, THE BOOK IN WHICH I FIRST TRIED TO SEE THE 

WORLD WHOLE.
4
 APPEARING IN THE NINETIES, IT WAS A PIONEER WORK IN THE 

REACTION AGAINST WHAT SOME PEOPLE CALLED EUROCENTRISM, ANTICIPATING 

BOOKS BY GOODY, FRANK, POMERANZ, AND HOBSON.
5
 I HAVE CONTINUED TO 

TACKLE GLOBAL TOPICS: IN CIVILIZATIONS, I DIVIDED THE WORLD INTO BIOMES 

INSTEAD OF COUNTRIES OR CULTURES OR WHATEVER.
6
 I THINK THAT IS A ONE-OFF. 

IN SO YOU THINK YOU´RE HUMAN?
7
 I ASKED HOW WE GOT TO THE UNIVERSAL 

CONCEPT OF HUMANKIND WE HAVE TODAY.  

 
                                                 
3
 Millennium. A history of our last thousand years, London 1995, Preface and Prologue.   

4
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6
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Even now it is almost impossible to really study global history and to be 

educated into a global historian: institutionally the field still is very weak, I 

think.  

 
TRUE, BUT IT IS EARLY DAYS. GLOBAL HISTORY IS THE FASTEST-GROWING FIELD IN 

THE DISCIPLINE, WITH 300,000 UNDERGRADUATES A YEAR TAKING COURSES IN 

SOMETHING OF THE SORT IN THE USA AND CANADA ALONE. ATTEMPTS BY 

UNIVERSITIES TO LAUNCH GRADUATE PROGRAMS IN IT ARE MULTIPLYING FAST. I 

INTRODUCED SUCH A PROGRAM AT TUFTS WHILE I WAS THERE.  

 

Then what is your intellectual background? Where did you learn your trade?    

 
I FEEL UNEDUCATED. I WAS AN UNDERGRADUATE AND DOCTORAL STUDENT AT 

OXFORD IN THE LATE SIXTIES AND EARLY SEVENTIES. SO MY FORMATION WAS 

HEAVILY TEXTUAL AND HUMANISTIC AND ACTIVELY HOSTILE TO THEORY, WITH 

LITTLE OPPORTUNITY FOR INTERDISCIPLINARITY. BUT INTERESTING INITIATIVES 

WERE UNDERWAY OUTSIDE THE CURRICULUM IN MY DAYS, WITH PETER BROWN, 

KEITH THOMAS, MICHAEL HURST AND EDWIN ARDENER, ALL PROMOTING 

ANTHROPOLOGY FOR HISTORIANS, AND ALISTAIR CROMBIE ADVOCATING 

HISTORICAL ECOLOGY, WITH MIND-BROADENING DISCUSSIONS AVAILABLE IN 

TUTORIALS - ESPECIALLY, IN MY CASE, WITH KARL LEYSER, WHOSE SCHOLARSHIP 

WAS HIGHLY FOCUSSED BUT WHOSE CONVERSATION RANGED OVER THE COSMOS - 

AND IN OUR UNDERGRADUATE HISTORY CLUB, THE STUBBS SOCIETY, WHERE I MET 

NEEDHAM AND HELPED LAUNCH DISCUSSIONS OF SOCIOBIOLOGY AND CHAOS 

THEORY. I HAVE ALWAYS BEEN INTELLECTUALLY INDISCIPLINED AND 

DISRESPECTFUL OF THE LIMITS OF ANY CURRICULUM. AS AN UNDERGRADUATE, I 

DID A LOT OF WORK ON COMPARATIVE COLONIAL HISTORY AND BECAME A 

„HERETICAL DISCIPLE‟ ,AS I CALLED MYSELF, OF CHARLES VERLINDEN LONG 

BEFORE I MET HIM AND BEFRIENDED HIM.
8
 

 

 

Global history has often, rightly or wrongly, been associated with philosophy of 

history, the Hegel/ Marx/ Spengler/ Toynbee type of grand history with history 

having a motor, structure or even a direction. As such this approach, in these 

explicit terms, is no longer much appreciated, but without some basic opinions 

about what matters and how the world works, I guess, it is impossible to write a 

coherent text. What are your main assumptions?  

 
I DO NOT THINK COHERENCE NECESSARILY HAS TO BE TELEOLOGICAL OR PARTISAN. 

IN ANY CASE, I WOULD NOT STICK TOYNBEE INTO THE SAME CATEGORY AS HEGEL, 

MARX, OR SPENGLER, ALL OF WHOM WERE DETERMINISTS WHO THOUGHT THE 

COURSE OF HISTORY WAS INEVITABLE AND THEREFORE PREDICTABLE. TOYNBEE 

THOUGHT IT WAS ANAYLSABLE AT A HIGH LEVEL, BUT HIGHLY MUTABLE AND 

CONTINGENT. I DO OF COURSE HAVE BASIC ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT HOW THE WORLD 

WORKS: THESE INCLUDE THE THEORY OF EVOLUTION, THE CONVICTION THAT 

HUMAN MINDS ARE ESSENTIALLY THE SAME IN EVERY PERIOD AND CULTURE, THE 

PERCEPTION THAT HUMANS ARE NOT THE ONLY CULTURAL CREATURES, AND THE 

REALISATION THAT ENVIRONMENT CONDITIONS EVERYTHING ELSE. BUT NONE OF 

                                                 
8
 Charles Verlinden was a Belgian economic historian interested, in particular, in the medieval 

origins of colonisation, especially of Spain and Portugal.  
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THIS MAKES ME A MATERIALIST OR A DETERMINIST.  I ALSO THINK THAT MIND IS 

BEST TREATED AS IMMATERIAL, THAT IMAGINATION - WHICH I CLAIM IS AN 

ACCIDENTAL BY-PRODUCT OF EVOLUTION - IS WHERE MOST HISTORICAL CHANGE 

STARTS AND THAT EVENTS IN THE WORLD ARE COMMONLY THE EXTERNALISATION 

OF IDEAS, WHICH I DEFINE AS PURELY MENTAL EVENTS. AS A CATHOLIC, I 

NATURALLY BELIEVE IN THE REALITY OF UNIVERSALS. STILL, THE COHERENCE OF 

MY WORK, IF IT HAS ANY, COMES NOT FROM THESE ASSUMPTIONS, BUT FROM MY 

FIDELITY TO THE NARRATIVES THAT THREAD IT TOGETHER - THE STRANDS, IF YOU 

LIKE, IN MY YARNS - WHICH ARE THE STORY OF HOW HUMAN SOCIETIES HAVE 

INTERACTED WITH EACH OTHER, DIVERGING, CONVERGING, EXCHANGING AND 

REPUDIATING INFLUENCES, AND THE STORY OF HOW HUMANS HAVE INTERACTED 

WITH THE REST OF NATURE.  

 

You are quite outspoken in claiming humans are a part of nature and little 

different from apes ...  

 
WE ARE WELL-ADAPTED APES. THAT IS A FOOLPROOF PROPOSITION.  EVERY 

ATTEMPT TO DISTINGUISH US AS UNIQUELY ENDOWED IN SOME WAY – WITH A 

RATIONAL SOUL (WHATEVER THAT IS), WITH DRIVELLINGLY SUPERFICIAL PROWESS 

IN TOOL-MAKING OR OTHER TECHNICAL ACCOMPLISHMENTS, OR WITH SELF-

CONSCIOUSNESS OR ALTRUISM OR CULTURE - HAVE PROVED UNSATISFACTORY: 

FALSIFIABLE OR UNVERIFIABLE. TO ME, THE FEATURE OF HUMAN LIFE THAT IS 

INTERESTINGLY DISTINCTIVE IS THAT WE ARE THE ONLY ANIMALS WITH HISTORY – 

CREATURES, THAT IS, WITH THE VOLATILE, HIGHLY MUTABLE CULTURES 

CHARACTERISED BY THE RAPID AND ACCELERATING CHANGES WE CALL HISTORY. 

POTENTIALLY, OTHER ANIMALS COULD MATCH US IN THIS RESPECT, AND I WOULD 

ARGUE THAT WE CAN ALREADY SEE THE BEGINNINGS OF ACCELERATING CHANGE 

AND DIVERSIFICATION IN THE CULTURES OF SOME NON-HUMAN CULTURAL 

ANIMALS, NOTABLY CHIMPANZEES. IN ANY EVENT, MY CURRENT OBSESSION IS 

THAT HISTORY CANNOT BE JUST A HUMANE DISCIPLINE: WE NEED TO COMPARE 

OURSELVES WITH OTHER CULTURAL ANIMALS IF WE ARE TO UNDERSTAND OUR 

HISTORY FULLY AND, IN PARTICULAR, IF WE ARE TO DISCOVER WHAT, IF ANYTHING, 

REALLY DIFFERENTIATES US FROM THE REST OF CREATION.  

 

This might bring you close to „big history‟ as e.g. David Christian and Fred 

Spier are practising. What do you think about their work and approach?
9
 

 

 
I LIKE THEIR WORK, BUT THINK THAT THE FIRST FEW BILLION YEARS, BEFORE THE 

EMERGENCE OF LIFE AND PERHAPS BEFORE THE EMERGENCE OF CULTURAL 

ORGANISMS, ARE PRETTY MUCH IRRELEVANT. IN SOME WAYS, I PREFER DAN 

SMAIL´S TERM - DEEP HISTORY, WHICH IS MEANT TO GET US TO INCLUDE PRE-

HISTORY AND EVEN THE HOMINID PAST IN OUR STUDY OF WHY AND HOW HUMAN 

CULTURES CHANGE. I SUPPOSE I WANT TO GO FURTHER THAN DAN, BUT DON´T SEE 

THE NEED TO GO AS FAR AS DAVID.
10

 

 

                                                 
9
 For the work of David Christian see his article in this issue. Fred Spier is a Dutch „big‟ 

historian who wrote The structure of big history, Amsterdam 1996. 
10

 See e.g. Dan Smail, In the grip of sacred history, in: American Historical Review, vol. 110, 

issue 5, 2005, 1337-1361. 
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This conviction that man is part of nature and human history the interaction of 

humankind with the rest of nature, implies that what is normally called a 

„civilization‟ must have a firm basis in geography. 

 

 
I PROPOSE THAT WE SHOULD USE THE WORD CIVILISATION TO MEAN A PROCESS OF 

THE ADAPTATION OF THE ENVIRONMENT TO HUMAN PURPOSES AND TASTES. I SEE 

NO VIRTUE IN USING IT AS A SYNONYM FOR SOMETHING FOR WHICH WE ALREADY 

HAVE A PERFECTLY GOOD WORD, SUCH AS SOCIALISATION. NOR DO I LIKE TO USE IT 

TO DESIGNATE SOCIETIES DISTINGUISHED BY ARBITRARY CRITERIA OF SUPPOSED 

EXCELLENCE: CITY-DWELLING, WRITING, POLITICAL COMPLEXITY, WHATEVER. 

THESE CHECK-LISTS ARE USUALLY DETERMINED BY THE PREJUDICES OF THE 

WRITER, WHO INVARIABLY COMES FROM A SOCIETY THAT HAS THOSE FEATURES. 

MY DEFINITION STRIPS CIVILISATION OF CONNOTATIONS OF VALUE AND ENABLES 

US TO SEE SOCIETIES AS MORE OR LESS CIVILISED WITHOUT MEANING THAT THEY 

ARE ANY BETTER OR WORSE FOR IT. IN SOME WAYS, IF SURVIVAL IS THE GOAL, IT IS 

MORE RATIONAL TO DEFER TO NATURE, AND ADAPT ONE‟S LIFEWAYS TO ONE‟S 

ENVIRONMENT, THAN TO BE ARROGANTLY INTERVENTIONIST AND TRY TO ADAPT 

THE ENVIRONMENT TO ONE‟S OWN AMBITIONS. ENVIRONMENTS HEAVILY MODIFIED 

BY HUMAN HANDS HAVE ALWAYS TENDED TO BE FRAGILE AND PRECARIOUS. THAT 

IS WHY SOCIETIES PROPERLY CLASSIFIABLE AS CIVILISED ALWAYS END UP ONE 

WITH NINEVEH AND TYRE.   

 

In that context it strikes me that you tend to deny there would be such a thing as 

„Western‟ or „European civilization‟. On what grounds do you do so, and would 

that not imply one would have to admit there is no such a thing as „Chinese 

civilisation‟ or a „Muslim world‟ either? This brings us to a fundamental 

problem in global history, that of determining the adequate units of analysis. 

History has to be located somewhere: one can only write the history of 

something. Nietzsche may be right in saying one can only define what has no 

history but he then proceeds and talks about the Germans, if you know what I 

mean. 

 
I DON´T THINK "EUROPEAN CIVILIZATION" IS A COHERENT CONCEPT IN THE SENSE 

THAT I CAN THINK OF NO CULTURE THAT IS BOTH COMMON TO AND DISTINCTIVE TO 

ANYTHING WE COULD REASONABLY CALL „EUROPE‟ OR ANYTHING WE COULD 

LOCATE WITHIN CREDIBLE BOUNDARIES UNDER THAT NAME. I DO, HOWEVER, THINK 

EUROPE IS A POTENTIALLY COHERENT UNIT OF STUDY, IF WE DEFINE IT AS THREE 

ANCIENT ECONOMIC ZONES - ROUGHLY CORRESPONDING TO THE NORTH SHORE OF 

THE MEDITERRANEAN, THE MARINE CORRIDOR LINKING ATLANTIC-SIDE EUROPE, 

AND THE VOLGA VALLEY¡ TO ME, EUROPEAN HISTORY IS THE STORY OF THE 

INTERACTIONS AND GRADUALLY INTENSIFYING INTERCONNECTIONS BETWEEN 

THESE ZONES.  I DO THINK IT IS POSSIBLE TO SPEAK OF ´WESTERN CIVILIZATION´ IF 

ONE MEANS THE COMMUNITY OF PEOPLE ON EITHER SHORE OF THE ATLANTIC WHO 

HAVE DEFINED THEMSELVES AS SUCH AND WHO HAVE USED THAT SELF-

DESIGNATION AS A MEANS OF SELF-DIFFERENTIATION FROM THE REST OF THE 

WORLD. INDEED, I HAVE JUST WRITTEN, OR AT LEAST ROUGHED OUT, A HISTORY OF 

THOSE PEOPLE.
11

 IT IS POSSIBLE TO SPEAK OF CHINESE OR ISLAMIC CIVILIZATION IN 

THE SAME SENSE.  

 
                                                 
11

 The world‟s horizon. Upper Saddle River New York forthcoming. 
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So in any case Europe to you is not Christendom. You just referred to your 

being a Catholic: does that have any bearing on your work?  

 
IT CERTAINLY INFLUENCES MY TEACHING, NOW THAT I HAVE JOINED A CATHOLIC 

UNIVERSITY, AS I AM CURIOUS TO KNOW WHETHER MY OVERWHELMINGLY 

CATHOLIC STUDENTS HAVE ANY COMMON HABITS OF THOUGHT. I USE A LOT OF 

CATHOLIC LORE IN CLASSROOM EXAMPLES, AND AM ALWAYS TWEAKING AND 

TUGGING AT MY STUDENTS‟ CATHOLIC ASSUMPTIONS. I OFTEN GET IT WRONG – 

DEVOTING A CLASS EXERCISE ONCE, FOR INSTANCE, TO A SIXTEENTH-CENTURY 

CATHOLIC TEXT SATIRISING VOTIVE OFFERINGS. MY STUDENTS ARE CATHOLICS BUT 

THEY ARE AMERICAN CATHOLICS WHO ARE UNFAMILIAR WITH VOTIVE OFFERINGS 

AND FIND THEM BIZARRE.  

I AM NOT SURE, HOWEVER, THAT THERE IS A LOT THAT IS PECULIARLY CATHOLIC 

ABOUT THE WAY I THINK ABOUT HISTORY – I DON‟T SEE IT AS A PROVIDENTIAL 

ARENA OR ANYTHING OF THAT SORT, OR AT LEAST, I DO NOT THINK IT IS MY JOB AS 

AN HISTORIAN TO DO SO. A LOT OF PEOPLE WHO HAVE ANTI-CATHOLIC PREJUDICES 

ASSUME THAT CATHOLICS ARE MIRED IN DOGMA AND WARPED IN THEIR VISION OF 

THE WORLD. SO I ALWAYS MENTION THE COMMUNION TO WHICH I BELONG IN 

ORDER - AS A MATTER OF CHARITY - TO GIVE PEOPLE THE PLEASURE OF HATING OR 

DISMISSING ME IF THEY SO WISH.  BUT I THINK IT MAKES ONLY A POSITIVE 

DIFFERENCE TO THE WAY MY MIND WORKS. I FIND CATHOLICISM LIBERATING. 

REVERENCE FOR A HUMAN GOD MAKES ME INTERESTED IN OTHER PEOPLE, DESPITE 

MY NATURAL EGOTISM, PERHAPS, MY CHILDREN SAY, TOUCHED BY A BIT OF 

AUTISM. MY OBSESSION WITH MAKING WHATEVER I SAY CONSISTENT WITH THE 

LESSONS OF SCIENCE AND REASON IS A DIRECT APPLICATION OF A DOCTRINE THAT 

DISTINGUISHES CATHOLICISM FROM SOME OTHER RELIGIOUS TRADITIONS THAT 

UNIQUELY PRIVILEGE FAITH OR DEFER TO THE AUTHORITY OF A BOOK. 

 

Discussing differing civilization in the context of global history almost 

inevitably brings up the topic of Eurocentrism. It is obvious that ´the West‟ was 

not always the most important or even an important part of world, and its 

heydays at least in my view are clearly over. But in the making of the modern 

world in which we now live, it was disproportionately important. Does one not 

need a point of departure, a point of reference for one‟s readers and is it not 

more efficient and relevant for the society one lives in to start from the known, 

and then spread one‟s wings? To put it bluntly: western global historians are 

Westerners living in the West, having a Western audience; are they not entitled 

to a certain amount of „ego-centrism‟?  

 
ALTHOUGH I SEEM TO BE A BIT OF A BOGY FOR THE SELF-APPOINTED DEFENDERS OF 

THE UNIQUENESS AND SUPREME VALUE OF WESTERN CIVILIZATION, I AM HAPPY TO 

BE EUROCENTRIC MYSELF IN ONE SENSE: OVER THE LAST COUPLE OF HUNDRED 

YEARS OR SO THE ´RISE OF THE WEST´ REALLY HAS BEEN ONE OF THE MOST 

CONSPICUOUS GLOBAL STORIES. SO IN MY TEXTBOOK THE WORLD, WHILE I DEVOTE 

A LOT OF SPACE TO TRACING THE SEEPAGE OF CHINESE AND ISLAMIC CULTURE 

FROM THEIR HEARTLANDS IN EARLIER PHASES OF THE WORK, I TELL AN 

UNASHAMEDLY EUROCENTRIC STORY IN THE NINETEENTH AND TWENTIETH 

CENTURIES. BUT TO APPRECIATE THAT STORY - WHICH, AS YOU RIGHTLY IMPLY, IS 

WHAT INTERESTS MOST PEOPLE, BECAUSE MOST PEOPLE ARE NEVER INTERESTED IN 

THE PAST FOR ITS OWN SAKE BUT ONLY FOR ITS RELEVANCE TO THEIR OWN 

PREDICAMENTS - YOU MUST GIVE PLENTY OF SPACE TO THE REST OF THE WORLD 

AND TO EARLIER PERIODS, WHEN WESTERN LANDS WERE POOR, MARGINAL, AND 
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RELATIVELY ISOLATED. YOU CANNOT SIMPLY ASSERT WESTERN HEGEMONY 

WITHOUT SEEING HOW WESTERN POLITICAL AND SOCIAL MODALITIES, SCIENCE, 

AND ART IMPACTED ON OTHER PARTS OF THE WORLD. YOU CAN-NOT UNDERSTAND 

WESTERN GLOBAL HEGEMONY WITHOUT STUDYING THE INDIGENOUS WIELDERS OF 

INTIATIVE - THE COLLABORATORS AND QUISLINGS - WHO WERE VECTORS OF 

WESTERN POWER. YOU CANNOT APPRECIATE THE WESTERN ACHIEVEMENT 

WITHOUT ACKNOWLEDGING HOW FAR WESTERNERS CAME FROM BEHIND. 

 

To be honest, I never have had to combat any Eurocentric aprioris, prejudices et 

cetera in my students. Upon arrival at the university they simply know so little 

about the past that there is no room for that. Moreover, they do not place 

themselves in any continuity, which, to again be honest, I do not do either. I can 

not really be bothered by whether „my predecessors‟ in 1400 were more or less 

civilised than people in China. If they are, that is fine with me; if not that also 

fine. In that respect much of this permanent attacking of Eurocentrism is a waste 

of time.  

 
THE QUESTION IS NOT, AND SHOULD NOT BE, WHO WAS MORE CIVILISED, BUT WHO 

INFLUENCES WHOM AND IN WHAT WAYS. I FIND STUDENTS FASCINATED BY THE 

DISCOVERY, SAY, OF HOW MUCH THOUGHT AND LEARNING, WAS COMMON TO 

PARTS OF EURASIA IN THE FIRST MILLENNIUM BC, OR HOW MUCH ENLIGHTENMENT 

POLITICAL THOUGHT OWED TO ACCOUNTS OF CHINA, INDIA, AND JAPAN, OR HOW 

MUCH THE RENAISSANCE OWED TO ISLAMIC INFLUENCES, OR HOW MUCH OF THE 

DISTINCTIVE CULTURE WE ASSOCIATE WITH ´THE WEST´ OR WITH ´MODERNITY´ 

ORIGINATED IN CHINA: PRINTING FOR COMMUNICATIONS, FIRE-POWER AND 

FUNDAMENTAL NAUTICAL TECHNOLOGIES FOR WAR AND SHIPPING, PAPER MONEY 

FOR CAPITALISM, BLAST-FURNACES FOR INDUSTRIALISATION, INTELLECTUALLY 

SELECTED BUREAUCRACIES FOR GOVERNMENT, PERHAPS EVEN THE VERY IDEA OF 

SCIENTIFIC EMPIRICISM. EQUALLY INTERESTING ARE HOW AND WHY SOME 

INFLUENCES HAVE BEEN EXCHANGED IN THE OPPOSITE DIRECTION. I ALWAYS FIND 

STUDENTS RESPOND EXCITEDLY TO THE ROLE OF ASTRONOMY IN GAINING RESPECT 

IN THE ORIENT FOR WISE MEN FROM THE WEST. 

 

Here it of course it is very relevant to know what one thinks is relevant in 

history and the past, and what is not. Global history is often defended by 

referring to its importance in our globalising world; that is by referring to the 

present. Is it important for you to connect your historical work to the present? 

 
I THINK PRESENTISM IS RESPECTABLE AND I DABBLE IN IT FOR AMUSEMENT FROM 

TIME TO TIME, BUT MY OWN CRITERION IS WHAT MATTERED TO THE PEOPLE WHOSE 

MEMORIALS I AM CONTEMPLATING IN THE FORM OF DOCUMENTS OR ART OR 

MATERIAL OBJECTS. IF IT MATTERED TO THEM, IT MATTERS TO ME BECAUSE IT 

HELPS ME IN MY ATTEMPT TO UNDERSTAND THEM. STRICTLY SPEAKING, THERE IS 

NO SUCH THING AS THE PRESENT. WHATEVER WE THINK OR DO, PASSES INSTANTLY 

INTO THE PAST AND BECOMES SUITABLE SUBJECT MATTER FOR HISTORIANS. THAT 

IS A FURTHER REASON WHY PRESENTISM DOES NOT WORRY ME.  

 

Do you really think historians have to take what people in the past thought and 

regarded as important as their main guiding thread in presenting their histories? 

Did not Braudel have a major point, some would even say he created a major 
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historiographical breakthrough, when he emphasised the importance in history 

of what people in the past were not aware of, or did at least not „problematise‟, 

the anonymous, structural, often silent history of the longue durée as it is 

conditioned by e.g. geographical and demographical factors?
12

 

 

TO BEGIN WITH I AM NOT SURE THERE IS AN AWFUL LOT ELSE. 

COLLINGWOOD WAS ALMOST RIGHT TO SAY THAT THE ONLY 

EVIDENCE PRESENT TO OUR SENSES IS EVIDENCE OF WHAT WAS IN 

PEOPLE´S MINDS, BECAUSE PEOPLE MEDIATE AND SELECT IT.
13

 WE 

ARE VERY LUCKY SOMETIMES TO HAVE RARE ARCHAEOLOGICAL 

EVIDENCE UNMEDIATED IN THIS WAY. EVEN WHEN I AM BEING AN 

ENVIRONMENTAL HISTORIAN, I AM LOOKING AT HOW HUMANS 

HAVE INTERACTED WITH THE REST OF NATURE – IMPRINTING 

THEIR STAMP, INSCRIBING THEIR PRESENCE. EVEN WHEN I TRY TO 

TALK ABOUT NON-HUMAN HISTORIES AND RECONSTRUCT WHAT I 

CLAIM ARE STRUCTURAL CHANGES IN THE POLITIES OF APES, I 

AM, IN A SENSE, TRYING TO GET INSIDE THE APES´ MINDS AND 

DECRIBE WHAT THEY MIGHT THINK THEY MIGHT BE DOING. 

IT MAY BE THE RESULT OF MY OWN MENTAL MYOPIA, BUT I DO 

NOT REGARD BRAUDEL‟S POINT OF VIEW AS A BREAKTHROUGH. IF 

ANYTHING I SEE HIM AS PART OF THE HUMANIST TRADITION, 

SHOWING HOW WHAT EARLIER GENERATIONS OF MARXISTS AND 

HISTORICAL GEOGRAPHERS SAW AS DETERMINANTS WERE 

REALLY BETTER UNDERSTOOD AS CONDITIONING INFLUENCES – 

INESCAPABLE, OF COURSE, BUT NOT WHOLLY INTRACTABLE. THE 

MEDITERRANEAN IS A GREAT EXAMPLE, ITS GEOGRAPHICAL 

UNITY PERMANENT AND PERVASIVE YET PEPPERED WITH 

CULTURAL DIFFERENCES. [IF YOU KEEP THE PRESENT STATE OF YR 

QUESTION ONE MIGHT ADD:] THE PURPOSE OF KNOWING THE 

CONDITIONS IS TO UNDERSTAND BETTER THE THINKING THEY 

CONDITIONED. THE PURPOSE OF WANTING TO KNOW WHAT 

PEOPLE WERE UNAWARE OF IS FOR THE LIGHT IT CASTS ON WHAT 

THEY WERE AWARE OF. 

 

Many people would claim the future belongs to a more global history. What do 

you consider to be the main trends in the discipline: what is history now and 

where is it heading?  

 
I WROTE A WHOLE CHAPTER IN RESPONSE TO EXACTLY THAT QUESTION THE 

VOLUME OF THE SAME TITLE EDITED BY DAVID CANNADINE.
14

 AS I HAVE BEEN PART 

                                                 
12

 See e.g. Fernand Braudel, Écrits sur l‟histoire, Paris 1969.  
13

 For the ideas of Collingwood see R.G. Collingwood, The idea of history. Revised edition, 

edited with an introduction by Jan van der Dussen, Oxford and New York 1994.   
14

 David Cannadine, What is history now?, Houndmills Basingstoke and New York 2004. 



 9 

OF THE MOVES TOWARDS GLOBAL HISTORY, INTERDISCIPLINARITY, THE DIALOGUE 

WITH HARD SCIENCE, ENVIRONMENTAL HISTORY, THE RETURN TO NARRATIVE, AND 

WHAT I CALL TOTAL HISTORY - EMBRACING EVERY KIND OF EVIDENCE, INCLUDING 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL DATA, LANGUAGE, MATERIAL CULTURE, YOU NAME IT - I REVEL 

IN THOSE TRENDS AND WANT TO SEE THEM ACCELERATE. BUT I WORRY ABOUT THE 

INTENSIFYING VICE OF ACADEMIC SPECIALISATION, AND THE ACADEMY´S 

ABANDONMENT OF ITS PUBLIC. I WOULD LIKE TO SEE UNIVERSITIES SHOW SOME 

INTEREST IN THE GENEALOGICAL WORK THAT MOST AMATEUR HISTORIANS NOW 

DO. I WOULD LIKE TO SEE ACADEMICS RECLAIM POPULAR HISTORICAL WRITING 

AND THE HISTORICAL DIVAGATIONS OF SUCH OTHER MEDIA AS TELEVISION, FILM 

AND RADIO FROM THE CHARLATANS, NINCOMPOOPS AND AXE-GRINDERS WHO HAVE 

COLONISED MUCH OF THE TERRAIN WE HAVE VACATED.  I HAVE HAD MY MOMENTS 

OF ANXIETY, OF COURSE, ABOUT POSTMODERNISM AND RELATIVIST INDIFFERENCE 

TO TRUTH. AND ABOUT THE TYRANNY OF POLITICAL CORRECTNESS, THOUGH I 

THINK WE´VE PRETTY MUCH DOMESTICATED THAT FORM OF SAVAGERY NOW. THE 

GREAT UNNOTICED CHANGE OF MY LIFETIME HAS BEEN WHAT I CALL THE 

COLLAPSE OF THE LONGUE DURÉE YOU POINTED AT EARLIER ON. 

WHEN I WAS A STUDENT, I WAS TOLD TO BE A GRADUALIST, TO SEE GREAT EVENTS 

AS HAVING LONG, CUMULATIVE BEGINNINGS, AND TO TRACE EVERY EPISODE OF 

HISTORY TO ORIGINS IN THE REMOTE PAST. EVERY EPISODE HAD TO BE LOCATED IN 

THE LONG TERM, OR GRADUALLY MODIFIED TRADITIONS. EVERY CONJUNCTURE 

HAD TO BE UNDERSTOOD AGAINST THE BACKGROUND OF THE SLOW-GRINDING 

FORCES OF ECONOMIC AND ENVIRONMENTAL CHANGE. WE NO LONGER BOTHER 

WITH ALL THAT. WHEN WE CONFRONT THE FALL OF THE ROMAN EMPIRE WE NO 

LONGER GO BACK, LIKE GIBBON, TO THE ANTONINES, BUT FOCUS ON THE LURCHES 

OF LATE FOURTH- AND FIFTH-CENTURY BARBARIANS. WHEN WE TALK ABOUT THE 

ENGLISH CIVIL WAR, WE NO LONGER HEAR STUFF ABOUT THE GERMANIC WOODS OR 

EVEN LANCASTRIAN OR TUDOR PARLIAMENTS, BUT CUT STRAIGHT TO THE STRAINS 

OF THE WAR WITH SCOTLAND. WHEN WE STUDY THE FRENCH REVOLUTION, WE 

DON´T START, AS TOQUEVILLE DID, WITH LOUIS XIV, BUT WITH THE CRISIS INDUCED 

BY OVERSPENDING ON THE AMERICAN REVOLUTIONARY WAR. THE CAUSES OF THE 

FIRST WORLD WAR NO LONGER LIE WHERE ALBERTINI SOUGHT THEM, IN THE 

DIPLOMATIC SYSTEM OF THE NINETEENTH CENTURY, BUT IN THE SHORT-TERM 

BREAKDOWN OF THAT SYSTEM OR EVEN IN THE DEFICIENCIES OF THE RAILWAY 

TMETABLES OF 1914. I WONDER WHY OUR PERSPECTIVE SHIFTED IN THIS WAY. IS IT 

BECAUSE HISTORY REALLY IS A SYSTEM WITHOUT WHAT WE USED TO CALL LONG-

TERM CAUSES, OR BECAUSE OUR EXPERIENCE OF SUDDEN, RAPID CHANGE HAS 

CONVINCED US THAT THE WORLD LURCHES UNPREDICTABLY, CHAOTICALLY OR AT 

RANDOM?     

 

I am sure you do have an opinion on what would be the answer 

 
I DON‟T KNOW. I USED TO THINK I OR THE GUYS WHO TAUGHT ME MUST BE 

CLEVERER THAN GIBBON OR TOQUEVILLE OR BRAUDEL. NOW, THAT SEEMS HIGHLY 

UNLIKELY. I SUSPECT WE ARE ALL JUST CHILDREN OF OUR TIMES.  OUR SCIENCE HAS 

DISCLOSED TO US A CHAOTIC WORLD OF RANDOM MUTATIONS, “PUNCTUATED 

EQUILIBRIUM”, UNTRACEABLE CAUSES, UNTRACKABLE EVENTS, UNPREDICTABLE 

CONSEQUENCES, AND WE EXPECT HISTORY TO HAPPEN WITH THE SAME 

SPECTACULAR DISORDER. OUR CULTURES ARE HIGHLY MUTABLE. LIVING IN THE 

TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY IS LIKE INHABITING RIP VAN WINKLE´S WORLD. EVERY 

TIME ONE GOES TO SLEEP ONE AWAKENS IN AN UNRECOGNISABLY DIFFERENT 

PLACE. NATURALLY, IN THESE CIRCUMSTANCES, WE FIND IT UNNECESSARY TO 

SEARCH HARD TO EXPLAIN THE REVOLUTIONS OF THE PAST. OUR HISTORICAL 

PARADIGM, IF YOU LIKE, REFLECTS THE STATE OF SCIENTIFIC PERCEPTIONS OF THE 

WORLD AND OUR OWN EXPERIENCE OF CHANGE IN OUR OWN LIFETIMES. THE 
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LONGUE DURÉE SUITS SOME PERIODS, SHORT-TERM LURCHES SEEM MORE 

PLAUSIBLE IN OTHERS. PRESUMABLY THE TRUTH INVOLVES A BIT OF BOTH.  

 

As you explicitly stated in a book about the topic, you are convinced that 

historians can tell a true story. In that respect in any case you are not a post-

modernist.
15

  

 
BY “TRUTH” I MEAN LANGUAGE THAT MATCHES REALITY.  I APPRECIATE THAT IT IS 

HARD TO GET AN EXACT MATCH AND THAT OUR RESOURCES FOR KNOWING 

REALITY – EXPERIENCE, REASON, INSIGHT OF VARIOUS KINDS – ARE INADEQUATE. 

BUT I HAVE NO DOUBT REALITY IS THERE TO BE GRASPED. I ADVOCATE 

APPROACHING IT HUMBLY, BY ADOPTING A VARIETY OF PERSPECTIVES, NOT FOR 

POSTMODERNIST REASONS BUT BECAUSE OUR IMAGE OF REALITY IS BOUND TO BE 

BUILT UP BIT BY BIT, LIKE A PAINTING BY CEZANNE, IF YOU LIKE. THE OBJECTIVITY 

TO WHICH HISTORIANS ASPIRE LIES AT THE SUM TOTAL OF ALL POSSIBLE 

SUBJECTIVITIES. THERE IS NO SINGLE VIEWPOINT, LIKE BORGES‟S ALEPH, FROM 

WHICH THE WHOLE OF REALITY IS VISIBLE AT ONCE.  I AM MUCH QUOTED FOR A 

POLITICALLY INCORRECT WAY OF PUTTING IT: CLIO IS A MUSE YOU GLIMPSE 

BATHING BETWEEN LEAVES AND THE MORE YOU SHIFT YOUR POINT OF VIEW, THE 

MORE IS REVEALED. I DO NOT WANT TO BE CLASSED AS AN ADVERSARY OF THE 

POSTMODERN. I LOVE A LOT OF AVOWEDLY POST-MODERN ART AND 

ARCHITECTURE.  I‟M DEEPLY SYMPATHETIC TO PHILOSOPHICAL PLURALISM AND 

CULTURAL RELATIVISM.  BUT I REJECT AS LITERAL NONSENSE THE EXTREME 

POSTMODERNIST OUTCRY AGAINST THE EXISTENCE OF OBJECTIVELY VERIFIABLE 

KNOWLEDGE. AS ROGER SCRUTON SAID, THE MAN WHO TELLS YOU THERE IS NO 

SUCH THING AS TRUTH IS ASKING YOU NOT TO BELIEVE HIM. SO DON‟T.
16

 

   

As I see it, you pay relatively little attention to „politics‟ and to economics.  

Topics like the rise and fall of empires, colonialism and decolonisation, and 

warfare are much less prominent in your works than in most historical surveys. 

When it comes to economics you do seem to be interested in material life but 

not so much in the major questions of current global economic history like 

economic globalisation or the Great Divergence. You seem to be more culturally 

focused. Is that correct?  

 
YES, BUT I UNDERSTAND CULTURE VERY WIDELY TO INCLUDE POLITICS AND 

ECONOMICS. I SEE ECONOMICS MAINLY IN TERMS OF THE FOOD SUPPLY, BECAUSE 

THAT IS WHAT MATTERS MOST TO MOST PEOPLE FOR MOST OF THE TIME.
17

 FOR A 

SIMILAR REASON, I LIKE TO THINK OF POLITICS NOT EXCLUSIVELY IN TERMS OF 

HIGH POLITICS BUT ALSO OR RATHER AS LOW-LEVEL RELATIONSHIPS OF POWER IN 

HOUSEHOLDS, NEIGHBOURHOODS, TOWNS, ESTATES, CLASSES, INSTITUTIONS, AND 

VOLUNTARY GROUPINGS. 

 

What do you actually do at the moment? You have held quite varied positions in 

Academia over the last years: you were Professor of Global Environmental 

History at Queen Mary, University of London, member of the Faculty of 

                                                 
15

 Truth. A history, New York 1997. 
16

 Robert Scruton, Modern philosophy, New York and London, 1994, 6. 
17

 Near a thousand tables. A history of food, New York 2002. 
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Modern History at Oxford University, held the Principe de Asturias Chair in 

Spanish Culture and Civilization at Tufts University Boston …. 

 
I AM NOW WILLIAM P. REYNOLDS PROFESSOR OF HISTORY AT THE UNIVERSITY OF 

NOTRE DAME, WITH A SPECIAL RESPONSIBILITY FOR TEACHING IN THE 

UNIVERSITY´S LONDON PROGRAM. I NEVER LIKE TO SAY THAT I TEACH, BECAUSE IT 

IS A TRANSITIVE VERB AND I LEAVE IT TO MY STUDENTS TO SAY WHETHER THEY 

LEARN ANYTHING. I AM EMPLOYED TO TEACH GLOBAL HISTORY, GLOBAL 

ENVIRONMENTAL HISTORY, HISTORIOGRAPHY, AND SOME SUBJECTS IN WHAT ONE 

MIGHT CALL EARLY MODERN COLONIAL HISTORY. I HAVE DONE A LOT OF OTHER 

STUFF, TOO, ESPECIALLY IN SPANISH AND LATIN AMERICAN SUBJECTS IN EVERY 

IMAGINABLE PERIOD. I HAVE A COURSE I TEACH AT INTERVALS NOWADAYS OF 

WHICH I AM INORDINATELY FOND, ON HOW PEOPLE OF INDIGENOUS PROVENANCE 

IN COLONIAL MESOAMERICA PERCEIVED SPANIARDS. I HAVE EVEN TAUGHT A 

COURSE IN GOLDEN-AGE SPANISH POETRY. I CAN NO LONGER COUNT UP THE 

NUMBER OF DIFFERENT COURSES AND TOPICS I HAVE TACKLED AS A TEACHER. I AM 

AFRAID I AM A MAITRE JACQUES. I SOMETIMES YEARN FOR THE SIMPLICITY OF MY 

EARLY DAYS AS A TEACHER OF LATIN AND SCRIPTURE. BUT THERE IS A LOT TO BE 

SAID FOR INTELLECTUAL INDISCIPLINE IN A TEACHER. EVERYTHING MY STUDENTS 

ARE INTERESTED IN AROUSES MY OWN CURIOSITY.   

 

In 2006 you wrote a textbook, The world, A history, that is regarded as very 

original and successful: what do you think a good textbook in global history 

would look like?  

 
THANKS FOR YOUR KIND WORDS. I AM PRETTY PLEASED WITH THE BOOK AS IT IS, 

NOW THAT I HAVE REVISED IT FOR A NEW EDITION, WHICH HAS JUST BEEN 

PUBLISHED. I WOULD STRESS THE FOLLOWING VIRTUES, WHICH DISTINGUISH MY 

BOOK FROM OTHERS: (1) IT IS GENUINELY GLOBAL, IDENTIFYING GLOBAL THEMES, 

COVERING THE WHOLE WORLD IN JUST ABOUT EVERY CHAPTER; (2)IT IS PROBLEM-

ORIENTED, CONFRONTING THE READER CANDIDLY WITH THE PROBLEMATIC AND 

USUALLY UNRESOLVED NATURE OF HISTORICAL ENQUIRY; (3) IT TAKES THE READER 

CONSTANTLY TO THE SOURCES, ALLUDING OR CITING THEM ON EVERY PAGE, 

ALMOST IN EVERY PARAGRAPH; (4) IT INTEGRATES MAPS AND ILLUSTRATIONS WITH 

THE TEXT, MAPPING THE PLACES NAMED, AMPLIFYING THE POINTS MADE. I WROTE 

ALL THE CAPTIONS; (5) IT IS WRITTEN TO MAKE READING IT A PLEASURE, WITHOUT 

CONSCIOUS DUMBING-DOWN, WITH PLENTY OF IMAGERY AND JOKES AND LOTS OF 

VIVID, DETAILED STORIES OF HUMAN (AND OCCASIONAL NON-HUMAN, ANIMAL) 

LIVES; (6) IT IS EXCEPTIONALLY STRONG ON ASPECTS TEXTBOOKS ROUTINELY 

UNDERPLAY: ENVIRONMENTAL HISTORY, HISTORY OF SCIENCE, HISTORY OF 

THOUGHT; (7) IT IS A BIT SHORTER THAN ITS COMPETITORS; (8) IT PRIVILEGES THE 

TWENTIETH CENTURY MUCH LESS THAN MOST BOOKS (GIVING IT A SEVENTH OF THE 

COVERAGE RATHER THAN A SIXTH, AT LEAST, IN OTHER BOOKS) (9) I HAVE NOT 

GONE FOR ARTIFICIALLY CONTRIVED BALANCE BETWEEN DIFFERENT PEOPLES OR 

SEXES OR WHATEVER, BUT HAVE TRIED TO COVER THE WORLD RATIONALLY, 

OMITTING NO PART OF IT AND UNASHAMEDLY CONCENTRATING ON THE PLACES 

AND PEOPLES THAT HAVE GENERATED THE MOST REPRESENTATIVE OR WORLD-

RANGING EFFECTS.  

 

There, of course, also have been critical comments e.g. on the H-World 

Discussion Network. What do you think about them?  
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I ALWAYS WELCOME ADVERSE CRITICISM BECAUSE IT IS A CHANCE TO KNOW WHAT 

READERS WANT. AND IT IS A GREAT HELP TO HAVE ONE´S MISTAKES POINTED OUT. 

IN THE SECOND EDITION I HAVE MADE LOTS OF CHANGES ON THE BASIS OF 

READERS´ SUGGESTIONS AND COMPLAINTS.  IN PARTICULAR, I HAVE ACCEPTED 

THAT I ASSUMED TOO MUCH PRIOR KNOWLEDGE OF OBVIOUS STUFF LIKE ANCIENT 

GREECE, THE RENAISSANCE, AND THE FRENCH REVOLUTION AND I HAVE BOOSTED 

THE COVERAGE OF THOSE – NOT, I HOPE, IN A BORINGLY PREDICTABLE WAY. OF 

COURSE, THERE ARE CRITICISMS THAT ARE WRONG. MY FRIEND THE LATE JACK 

BETTERLY, WHOM I GREATLY REVERED, CHALLENGED ME ON H-NET ON THE 

GROUNDS OF HIS CREDENTIALS AS A BUDDHIST, FOR MY CLAIM THAT EARLY 

BUDDHIST TEXTS EVINCE BELIEF IN WHAT CAN PROPOERLY BE CALLED A SOUL AND 

IN REINCARNATION. I WAS RIGHT. HE WAS WRONG. I HAVE SHOVED A BIT MORE OF 

THE EVIDENCE INTO THE SECOND EDITION. THERE ARE CRITICISMS THAT COME A 

PARTI PRIS FROM PEOPLE WHO HAVE NOT READ THE BOOK. ONE WOMAN ACCUSED 

ME OF LIMITING COVERAGE OF AFRICA TO ETHIOPIA – AN UTTERLY BIZARRE 

ACCUSATION. ONE MAN ACCUSED ME OF SUPPRESSING THE JESUIT CONTRIBUTION 

TO CHINESE CULTURE. I SAY FAR MORE ABOUT THIS THAN ANY OTHER TEXTBOOK 

WRITER. SOME CRITICS THOUGHT MY BOOK WAS LIGHT ON RELIGION OR ANTI-

RELIGIOUS, WHICH IS INEXPLICABLE ON ANY FAIR READING OF THE TEXT: I TREAT 

RELIGION MORE AS EXPERIENCE AND PRACTICE THAN DOGMA OR DOCTRINE, BUT I 

THINK THAT IS THE RIGHT BALANCE. I DO NOT THINK ANY OTHER TEXTBOOK HAS 

MORE ON RELIGION OR GIVES RELIGION ITS DUE PLACE IN THE HISTORY OF THE 

ENLIGHTENMENT, SAY, OR THE TWENTIETH-CENTURY WORLD.  ONE READER 

COMPLAINED THAT MY BOOK HAD LITTLE ABOUT IDEAS AND WAS, BY IMPLICATION, 

ENVIRONMENTALLY DETERMINIST. I DO NOT THINK ANYONE WHO READS MY WORK 

COULD BELIEVE ANY SUCH THING. I HAVE MORE ON INTELLECTUAL HISTORY THAN 

ANY OTHER GLOBAL HISTORY TEXTBOOK-WRITER – WHOLE CHAPTERS ON SCIENCE 

AND PHILOSOPHY, WHICH MOST TEXTBOOK-PUBLISHERS ESCHEW AS SUPPOSEDLY 

TOO DIFFICULT. AND I HAVE SAID REPEATEDLY IN VARIOUS WORKS THAT I THINK 

IDEAS MOTIVATE HISTORY, THAT MOST HISTORICAL CHANGES START IN PEOPLE´S 

MINDS, AND THAT CHANGE TYPICALLY HAPPENS NOT WHEN FORCED ON US BY 

ENVIRONMENTAL OR ECONOMIC STRESSES, BUT WHEN WE REIMAGINE THE WORLD 

AND LABOUR TO REALISE OUR IMAGININGS.   

 

 

You are more a writer than a scholar who revels in detailed research, and you 

seem to focus more on reaching a wide audience than on publishing in 

specialised journals: is this on purpose and a matter of character?  

 
I AM TYPECAST. I LONG TO GET BACK TO WRITING MONGRAPHS, BUT THE 

PUBLISHERS AND GRANT-MAKING INSTITUTIONS REJECT MY PROPOSALS AND URGE 

ME BACK TO MEGA-SUBJECTS. BUT AS SALVADOR DE MADARIAGA SAID, YOU NEED 

TO BE BOTH A BRICKLAYER AND AN ARCHITECT TO BUILD A HISTORICAL EDIFICE.
18

 I 

TRY OR ASPIRE TO BE BOTH.  

 

I guess anyone looking at your oeuvre can only be amazed by its volume. How 

do you actually write these enormous amounts of texts? How do you actually go 

about when dealing with such enormous topics? How to know all these things 

and how to know what one should know and does not know? 

 
                                                 
18

 Salvador de Madariaga y Rojo, 1886-1978, was a Spanish diplomat, writer and historian. 
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SOLVITUR AMBULANDO.  

 

But still, many people would like to know how you do your „ambulare‟!  

 
MAINLY BY WANDERING AROUND LIBRARY STACKS ENCOUNTERING BY 

SERENDIPITY SOURCES YOU WOULD HAVE NEVER FOUND IN ANY BIBLIOGRAPHY. I 

THINK THE KEY TO WRITING UP ANY SUBJECT IS ENVISAGING A PATHWAY THROUGH 

IT. THIS MAY BE A STORY, AN ARGUMENT, A VISION – A SORT OF PICTURE, AN 

ARRANGEMENT OF SHAPES – AN ANALYSIS OR SCHEME OF CLASSIFICATION, A 

COMPARISON OR JUXTAPOSITION, A SERIES OF REVELATORY DISCLOSURES, OR OF 

ASSOCIATIONS LIKE AN INTERVIEW ON FREUD´S COUCH OR A TRIP THROUGH 

CICERO´S HOUSE OF MNEMOTECHNICS. THE IMPORTANT THING FOR SUCCESS, AT 

LEAST IN AN ARTISTIC SENSE, IS TO CHOOSE YOUR PATH AND STICK TO IT. DIVERGE 

AND YOU AND THE READER WILL GET LOST. 

 

I can imagine this will not exactly reassure or convince many „professional‟ who 

claim that global history lacks its archives and the kind of primary sources and 

primary source critique that has always been regarded as the essence of 

professional historiography, thereby implying it would not be real history. 

 
THERE IS A GLOBAL INSTITUTION THAT HAS BEEN AROUND FOR CENTURIES AND 

HAS A GLOBAL ARCHIVE: THE SOCIETY OF JESUS. FOR A PhD STUDENT WHO WANTS 

TO DO A GLOBAL THESIS IN A PERIOD BEFORE OTHER SUCH INSTITUTIONS 

MULTIPLY, I WOULD RECOMMEND A JESUIT SUBJECT, OR SOME WIDE-RANGING 

COMPARISON.  BUT THAT IS NOT QUITE WHAT YOU MEAN. GLOBAL HISTORY DOES 

NOT HAVE A PECULIAR BODY OF DATA. IF YOU ARE ON THIS PLANET, YOU ARE PART 

OF THE STORY AND EVERY PIECE OF EVIDENCE ABOUT THE PAST IS EVIDENCE 

ABOUT THE WHOLE OF IT. IF ONE ADHERES TO MY DEFINITION OF GLOBAL HISTORY, 

ONE TRIES TO BE ALERT TO THE MOST BROADLY RESONANT EPISODES AND EVENTS 

AND THOUGHTS AND ARTEFACTS AND IMAGES. 

 

Your writing, at least as I see it, has a tendency toward pointillism, e.g. in a 

book like Millennium. Is that on purpose, an explicit choice?  

 
YES: THAT´S LIKE DOING THE BRICKLAYING. THE ARGUMENT OR OVERALL 

NARRATIVE IS THE ARCHITECTURE. YOU MUST HAVE BOTH. TO ME HISTORICAL 

WRITING IS GOOD IN AS MUCH AS IT CONVEYS A VIVID SENSE OF WHAT THE PAST 

FELT LIKE TO LIVE IN. ONLY TINY, ALMOST NIGGARDLY DETAILS FROM THE 

SOURCES CAN EXCITE THAT SENSATION OF SHARING THE PAST WITH ITS 

INHABITANTS.  

 

I sometimes - and I guess I will not be the only one - lose track. Is this because 

to a certain extent you have a post-modern view on the past not in the sense that 

we cannot know it: we have heard you are a firm believer in truth, but because it 

actually was very messy and the historian should be careful not to make it too 

well-ordered?  

 
YES. BUT I AM NOT TRYING TO REPRODUCE THE MESS, ONLY TO CONVEY A SENSE OF 

IT WHILE UNFOLDING MY ARGUMENT OR NARRATIVE. SO IF YOU GET LOST, I HAVE 

DONE A BAD JOB.  BUT I THINK IT IS BETTER TO LOSE YOU THAN OVERSIMPLIFY. IF I 

FAIL TO UNDERSTAND SOMETHING I READ, IT STIMULATES ME TO THINK HARDER. I 
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DELIBERATELY USE ALLUSION, ANALOGY, AND IRONY RATHER THAN EXPLICIT 

STATEMENT TO TEASE AND ENGAGE THE READER. SOMETIMES, THEREFORE, JUST AS 

WHEN ONE IS READING FICTION OR POETRY ONE IS LEFT WONDERING - WHICH IS A 

GOOD THING TO DO. EXCEPT IN THE TEXTBOOK, WHERE I TRY TO MAKE THE 

EXPERIENCE OF READING A LITTLE LESS MENTALLY TAXING, I RELY ON ALLUSIONS 

TO WORLD LITERATURES AND TO THE BIBLE AND TO THE COMMON HERITAGE OF 

HUMANKIND IN ART AND MUSIC TO EVOKE FEELINGS AND RESPONSES. READERS 

WHO DO NOT RECOGNISE THE ALLUSION WILL MISS SOMETHING. I BAN 

PROFESSIONAL JARGON, WHICH IS USUALLY THE ESOTERIC DEVICE THAT IMPEDES 

UNDERSTANDING AND TURNS DRIVEL INTO HIEROPHANCY. 

 

Is it because you think history is also and art and a form of literature? 

 
YES. IT´S AN ART LIKE ANY OTHER - AN ACT OF DISCIPLINED IMAGINATION, 

DISCIPLINED, IN THIS CASE, BY THE SOURCES. ALL WRITING SHOULD ASPIRE TO BE 

CLASSED AS LITERATURE, BY BEING AS BEAUTIFUL, CONCISE, EVOCATIVE, AND 

SUGGESTIVE AS ONE CAN MAKE IT. 

 

 

 


