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Abstract: 

The following essay will discuss the question of global historiography. It will outline the assertion 

that national historiographies are antiquated relicts in a modern world where almost every 

historical account has to take global interconnections into consideration. It is therefore obvious 

that a global world needs historians who are willing as well as able to deal with the transnational 

phenomena of global history.  
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Introduction 

 

The term "global history" definitely is en vogue today.1 Many people are going to define history 

from a global perspective and try to determine the transnational parameters. These parameters 

are considered to be responsible for the global developments and international relations.2 But for 

many decades this was not the case. Historiography originally started as a national project. 

When scholars such as Leopold von Ranke (1795-1886)3 and Heinrich von Treitschke (1834-

1896)4 did their research and wrote on Prussian history, they performed it in national sense.5 

Even if the former one especially underlined the need for critical source studies, the way of 

conducting researched mainly remained within the respective national borders and obviously the 

historiography in the 19th century served nationalistic purposes.  

 

                                         
1 Many modern accounts are dealing with historical problems from a global perspective. 

2 Frank Jacob, Comparative Studies from a Global Perspective (Würzburg: Königshausen&Neumann, 2013), 

forthcoming serial.  

3 Günter Johannes Henz, Leopold Ranke. Leben, Denken, Wort, 1795-1814. Darstellende Untersuchungen und 
Edition. Mit allgemeinen archivalischen und bibliographischen Beiträgen (Köln: Philosophische Fakultät der 

Universität Köln, 1968). 

4 Walter Bußmann, Treitschke. Sein Welt- und Geschichtsbild (Göttingen: Muster-Schmidt Verlag, 1981) 

5 Frederick C. Beiser, The German Historicist Tradition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011) and Felix 

Gilbert, “Historiography: What Ranke Meant“, The American Scholar 56 (1987), 393-397. 
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Since many historians in Europe, as well as in the United States, Japan, China and many other 

countries wrote their histories as national accounts, this kind of historical teleology was not a 

German phenomenon alone. Even if aspects of an international factors had been considered, like 

the French Revolution of 1789 or the Congress of Vienna (1814-1815), they were not 

researched as transnational events in determining the historical developments in Europe as a 

whole. Just the national consequences – e.g. the post-defeat reforms of Karl Freiherr vom Stein 

(1757-1831) and Karl August Fürst von Hardenberg (1750-1822) in Prussia during the 

Napoleonic era – shifted into the focus of the Prusso-German historians.  

 But in the 19th century a developing world history became more common. Still, global 

historiography did not develop widely. Only something like historical calendars were present 

which built the weak foundation for a detailed research of world events, but still missing was a 

broader focus on the international interconnection of individual historic events. This style of 

historiography would not change for decades, as historians continued to focus on their own 

national history at the expense of a broader global perspective. The process of globalization was 

what changed this national historiographical fixation and prepared the ground for the global 

historiography. More and more European historians were interested in conducting research on 

areas around the world as their own nations expanded and explored the planet. This was followed 

by a process of recognition. As a consequence of the growing number of non-European historical 

studies as well as studies about foreign countries – e.g. other European countries – which were 

made accessible through translation and a more globalized book market, historians were able to 

trace transnational events or phenomena. They soon recognized historical events beyond their 

own national borders.  

 One example of such an interconnection was the global consequences of the French 

Revolution on the history of the Caribbean.6 The French events led to another rebellion in St 

Domingue (Haiti) and a declaration of Haitian independence in 1804. As a result, France lost its 

most valuable colony in the Caribbean. But the transnational repercussions did not end in 1804. 

The long term consequences of the revolution in 1789 went further. Due to the decline of the 

French sugar trade caused by the Haitian rebellion and the abolition of slavery in the British 

                                         
6 B. W. Higman, A Concise History of the Caribbean (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011). 
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colonies, Cuba became the new successful supplier of sugar to the world.7 Following this chain of 

global developments, the French Revolution of 1789 had an indirect impact on Cuban history as 

well. From the beginning of the 19th century onwards more and more slaves were exported to 

Cuba because Spain remained the last imperial power which refused to abolish slavery. 

Furthermore Spain had lost the most of its colonies to the British, French and Dutch ambitions 

within the Caribbean. This fact made Cuba valuable for Spanish interests and it came to play an 

important role in what remains of the Spanish colonial empire. Finally, Spain was forced to hold 

Cuba tight under control to show its colonial power and ambitions. The Spanish-Cuban War 

1868-1878 broke out because the Cubans wanted to abolish the Spanish oppression, which had 

been based on strict reign, massive exports and cheap slave workers. This example shows the 

global influence of one single event. The French Revolution of 1789 caused a transnational 

phenomenon, which even affected the broader history of the Caribbean region, and beyond. As a 

consequence, it has to be seen as a part of the global history in an already globalized world, 

where the developing mass media as well as the interconnected economic interests all around the 

globe had become a mutual sphere of cognition. This shows clearly that the interdependence of 

single historical events may be influenced by a transnational factor. 

 

 

                                         
7 On the importance of the Caribbean sugar trade in the 18th century see John Campbell, Candid and impartial 

considerations on the nature of the sugar trade (London: R. Baldwin, 1763). 
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Global researchers are writing global history 

 

Nowadays, contrary to their predecessors in the 19th century, historians have better 

opportunities to pursue historical research with a global outlook. The world has become more 

and more interconnected. New media like the internet, online archives and academic networks 

are widely used to exchange research work as well as scholarly experiences across national 

boundaries.8 As a consequence the researcher of today has a broader source of relevant global 

data, which may be used for analytical, detective and comparative methods. These data have 

their origin in different countries worldwide, which determines today's research as a global one 

from the beginning. Next to this, borders and distances became less debilitating and historians 

are allowed and are able to use primary source material from different archives to outline a more 

global history.  

 During the last decades it has become obvious, that a globalized world needs a global 

historiography and right now many specialists are conducting research on topics of a global 

                                         
8 Kenneth Neil Cukier and Victor Mayer-Schoenberger, “The Rise of Big Data. How It's Changing the Way We 

Think About the World“, Foreign Affairs (2013), May/June. Online archives or social networks like 

www.archive.org or www.academia.edu can help to broaden the pespectives of young historians. 

http://www.archive.org/
http://www.academia.edu/
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range. This trend does not mean that national or regional historiography will be devaluated or 

will disappear entirely. The writing of local history is as important as the research in global 

history, but if the reasons and causes are going to be defined the global aspects must be taken 

into consideration, even if a historian wants to describe the agrarian history of a local town in 

early modern Germany or about the influence of the sugar industry in some special Cuban 

village. History is not only a series of events, but the integration of different transnational 

catalyzers. Sometimes these catalyzers from the first stance are not visible. That is why the 

method of the historical comparison is especially suitable to gain a better understanding of the 

determining phenomena. Additionally a comparative point of view is able to provide a better 

understanding of the global effects of an event or a special development.  

 For historians the comparative method is not the easiest way of research but for global 

approaches one of the most suitable. On the one hand it is very labor intensive. A comparative 

analysis needs a broad knowledge of two or more special topics. If one compares the effect of the 

French Revolution on the Caribbean, for instance a detailed research of two or more countries in 

this area will be needed which causes a doubled amount of work during one research project. 

Next to this, historians who are doing research in the form of comparisons must be able to read, 

translate, and evaluate sources in different languages (in the mentioned case English, French, 

and/or Spanish). On the other hand it is clear that such a method will need more work than a 

single sided evaluation but the possible results might be of a higher value and will definitely 

determine the role of the original transnational reason. Particularly for an objective evaluation a 

comparison of different societies or countries and their single reactions in the aftermath of the 

reason will show how far an influence is visible or traceable at all.  

 Another positive effect of global historiography is the fact that by participating in bigger 

research projects scholars from different disciplines and researchers are brought together. 

During the last years different research groups in various countries have been analyzing topics of 

global relevance. The historians became more and more situated in a global context due to the 

exchange of knowledge, ideas, and separate visions of a special topic.  

 

Modern times require a modern historiography 
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Our history definitely is a global history. The 'New Media' bring the world together and many 

people are able to get informed about globally significant events like the Arab spring, the 

democratization of Myanmar, or the operations of the United States military in Afghanistan. 

There's an immediate exchange of knowledge and we can access a tremendous amount of 

information within a very short time. This makes it evident, that the time of a traditional nation-

based historiography has gone. In an internationalized world, national historiography is 

antiquated. It is no longer sufficient to study national events bound by national views. While 

researching national history we have to trace the global reasons and interconnections.  

 

This means we need modern historians who are able to teach national topics from a global 

perspective. There are some who just use the term 'global perspective' as a kind of label which 

would increase book sales but the most historians who are aiming to participate in a global 

historiography are doing much international research to achieve this ambitious goal. It is the 

quest of modern historians to teach the succeeding generations in regard to the task, to become 

global historians in a global world. But how can ambitious historians reach such an ambitious 

goal? 

The answer seems easy: they just have to teach global perspectives.9 The 

accomplishment of this task is not that simple. Many students are trained in a more national way 

by following a curriculum which has its focus on national history. US students are taught in 

American history, German students are mainly taught in European, in particular German history. 

Many historical aspects which are most important for a global perspective – e.g. the history of 

Asia, Africa and South America or the Caribbean – are rarely taught across national boundaries. 

It is obvious that a university is not able to have skilled researchers for every possible 

specialization, but the curriculum needs to be balanced and all courses should be able to build a 

global coverage. By using this broad background knowledge students will recognize the global 

interconnection of historical events and will definitely be able to continue the work of writing 

global history. They will form the next generation of modern historians that are needed in  

                                         
9 Especially US universities took the lead in establishing research centers on global history and one has to hope, 

that more European universities will follow this lead.  
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modern times.  

International exchange programs will support this. Due to their studies in foreign 

countries their historical perspective will be broadened, their power of comprehension will be 

sharpened and they will be able to understand foreign historical developments as well. Those 

early career contacts will provide the possibilities for a globally interconnected scientific 

community. This definitely will help to enable a broadening of historical research in the future 

again.  

 

Conclusion 

 

I think it is obvious that the time of an individual national historiography is over. Teachers and 

instructors have to explain our newly interconnected globe to their students. We should teach 

from a more global perspective to spark their interest in transnational topics. One way is to 

teach comparative courses where different national histories are compared. This will show which 

transnational parameters have influenced different national histories in a same way. Furthermore 

we have the possibility to teach courses, which are dealing with a special transnational 

phenomenon – communism, capitalism, some social or cultural aspects – to show that they 

produced the same effects in different countries.10 When teachers stop focusing on national 

problems and national perspectives too, their students will be encouraged to do research on 

different histories as well. They will compare, broaden their own scientific horizon, and will finally 

become the next generation of global historians.  

To focus on global aspects is not a personal decision, it is a response to a global need. This 

course of events will be helpful, but not for historiography itself solely. It will help to dismantle 

nationalistic prejudices and chauvinisms. In contrast to these problems it will provide a clearer 

view on humanity and its entire global history. 

                                         
10 Margit Pernau, Transnationale Geschichte (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck&Ruprecht, 2012). 


