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A Very Brief Reader’s Guide 

Roughly 250 years ago, a startling thing happened: material output, 
income and wealth began to take off in Europe, first leaving the rest 
of the world and, then, historical precedent, behind. As the twentieth 
century progressed, Europe and its white settler “offshoots” attained 
unprecedented levels of opulence, while the non-European world increas-
ingly adopted “capitalist” methods to achieve its own parallel growth 
acceleration. 

Economists have defined this transformation in a narrow economic 
frame, generally focusing on individual economic agents moving within 
and constrained by competitive markets, their institutional arrangements, 
and the behavioural incentives the overall system provides to economic 
actors. This book uses that model but goes beyond it to look at economic 
change as a constant interplay of individual and social evolution, a process 
here presented in one cross-cutting interdisciplinary narrative. Sociology, 
political science, economics, anthropology, biology, geography, organ-
isational theory and environmental science, amongst others, all have 
legitimate claims to being part of a true interdisciplinary economic 
history. Immodestly, and certainly incompletely, I have attempted to tell 
the story of the world economy since 1800 using a set of multiple lenses. 

The book approaches this task across 32 chapters. Chapter 1 discusses 
some general issues arising in the writing and practice of interdisciplinary 
history, while Chapter 32 presents overall conclusions. The remaining 30
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x A VERY BRIEF READER’S GUIDE

chapters are organized in 10 subsets of 3 that take the following sequence, 
repeated ten times: 

• One chapter presents a relevant core idea for a phase of economic 
history (e.g. Chapter 2 on “Understanding the Anthropocene”). 

• The next chapter presents a broad historical narrative pivoting 
around a critical or illustrative year (e.g. Chapter 3 on “1800”). 

• A final chapter then pulls out a relevant associated cross-cutting 
theme considered in the prior two chapters (e.g. Chapter 4 on 
“Political Economy”: the making of a North/South planet). 

This is not a tight structure, and there is much overlapping and cross-
cutting. The intent is to break a long and varied history into relatively 
digestible chunks that highlight key motive forces and impacts. The book 
is meant to be read sequentially, of course. But one may focus on one of 
the 10 “sets” of 3. Individual chapters can also be read in isolation, but 
some cross-referencing may be required in some cases. To that end, there 
are relatively frequent parenthetical pointers to other relevant chapters. 

Most chapters contain at least one text-box, of lengths ranging from 
a paragraph up to a page and half. These have varying aims. Technical 
models and diagrams are used very sparingly in this book. But in a few 
cases, boxes are used to present such material for those interested, to 
be safely skipped by those otherwise inclined. Much more often the box 
material expands on or illustrates something presented in the main narra-
tive, such as how a particular country experienced a particular epoch 
under discussion, or going more deeply into a single topic referenced 
broadly in the text. In quite a few instances, the boxes focus on what is 
deemed to be an interesting sideline or story. In general, these boxes can 
be read or not read as preferred. 

A final noted on the illustrations used here: they are an integral part 
of the narrative. Sometimes, they play the conventional role of providing 
a visual to supplement the historical description provided in words. But 
they are also meant to serve as visual narratives in their own right, a bit like 
poetry, provoking nonlinear thought and bringing in the right hemisphere 
of the brain to augment what the left hemisphere is reading. A concerted 
effort has been undertaken to use only images that have been determined 
to be free to use by being in the public domain or under licences that 
allow unlimited use. Whether the underlying licence requires it or not,
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full attribution of sources have been given, as well as the nature of the 
licence itself. If any errors have been made, please notify the publisher 
and these will be corrected in subsequent editions.
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