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INTRODUCTION

Over the past 20 years, the idea of the global has become

widely and even feverishly acceptable in the humanities and

social sciences. As a result of the many different angles and

approaches, the concept may have produced more

confusion than light. Among our most important tasks in this

introduction is to outline how thinking on a global scale

might be significant for our understanding of history, and to

clarify how the concept of the global is used in relation to

historical thought.

The global is a concept that brings together space and

time, such that global spatiality implies global history and

vice versa. We might first conclude that global is a spatial

concept. From a simplistic historical perspective, the world

was made up of different areas, which gradually became

interconnected to produce the globe as we know it.

However, much of the Eurasian world has been

interconnected since the emergence of agriculture and

cities, with no transition from areas being distinct to areas

becoming connected. We are dealing with space as it is

already mediated by wider historical processes. Different

spaces, of course, continued to produce distinctive historical

processes and traditions; indeed, it would not be possible to

identify different spaces independently of these processes.

The importance of the spatial perspective lies in grasping

the changing nature of connections and distinctive

processes – including assertions of distinctiveness by

representatives of the traditions – over time. This kind of

global–spatial–temporal perspective poses challenges and

opportunities for our understanding of history.

Specifically, we should also note that the global can

change what we mean by history, because it constantly



forces us to rethink the scope of history beyond traditional

boundaries such as the nation-state. To grasp this

problematic, we need to distinguish between two

interrelated meanings of history. R.G. Collingwood told us a

long time ago that the notion of history embodies two

senses of the term. On the one hand, it refers to change in

the world through events and processes – or what we might

call the “eventing of the world.” On the other, history refers

to the recording of, or historical inscriptions of, those events

and processes. The content and structure of this volume

express both of these ideas of history. As we have seen

above, to the extent that space is temporal, it already

implies a notion of change and process.

The second type of history is, of course, essential because

it is our primary means of access to process and time. Much

of the content of this volume deals with the second aspect

of history, namely how people gave shape to time through

narrative around the world. Different parts of the globe at

various times possessed different conceptions of the past

and of the goals and course of worldly life. Indeed, outside

the history profession today, many groups also view the

purpose and goals of history quite differently from the

profession. But the globe is more than the sum of its parts.

The structure of this volume, with its distinctions between

premodern and modern, suggests that large historical

processes, including the global expansion of capitalism and

the establishment of nation-states, change the way in which

history was and is narrated. Some of the chapters deal with

this theme explicitly. The chapters on world-systems theory,

Hegel and Marx, critics of modernity, and empire, for

example, look at ways to understand this processual

dimension of global history and outline, as it were, the

conditions for various specific historical narratives based on

historical inscriptions. Part III perhaps deals most reflectively

with this dialectic between historical processes and



historical narrative, but the same dialectic is at work in Part

II on modern historiography and in Part I, where we discuss

how the contributors to this volume view premodern

historical thought and representations of the past.



Discussion of Part I: Past

Histories
We begin the volume with a discussion of premodern

historical thought written by one of the most distinguished

historians of the ancient world, Romila Thapar, whose

specialty is the ancient history of India or the Indic world.

Thapar’s essay confronts many of the problems highlighted

in the modern expectation of history as a kind of evidentiary

database for secular, empirical, evidential, and human-

centered histories. It is becoming increasingly accepted that

few historical sources, primary or secondary, in the

premodern period were written with such objectivism in

mind.

Even though there are those who would consider great

figures such as Thucydides in ancient Greece or Sima Qian

of the Chinese Han dynasty as fundamentally evidential

historians, others are persuaded that they understood the

past in profoundly different ways than modern historians.

According to Zachary Schiffman (2011), the very idea of the

past as something different, indeed “dead,” and subject, as

it were (according to Michel de Certeau 1988), to laboratory

analysis does not really appear until the late eighteenth

century in Europe. In premodern histories, the past is

episodic, and even when causal relationships are seen, they

are often deemed to be illustrative of a universal principle

that is eternally present. It is the reason why the past can

be seen to serve as the moral guide to the present and

future. Modern historians, in contrast, evaluate past events

in their contemporary spatial and relational context and

regard their archival remains in another time as

“anachronisms” or sources to interpret the past.



In this context, ancient India has typically been thought of

as having been among the most notoriously ahistorical or

anti-historical, along with Jewish thought, discussed in this

volume by Amnon Raz-Krakotzkin. Thapar seeks to re-

evaluate this condition by delving into both general and

contextually specific ways in which the past was

represented. These ways were obviously not tailor-made to

match modern historians’ need for objective knowledge. Nor

were there professional historians in the modern sense.

Rather, the need to record the past was concerned with

such varied goals as the practical problems of recording

property claims, genealogical claims to legitimate power by

kings and lords, and cosmological goals, often dealing with

astronomical events and movements, as well as the need

for scribal professions and religious elites to affirm or deny

the role of mundane events according to their own self-

interests.

Thapar explains that people could believe that India did

not possess historical consciousness, despite having a vast

textual and inscriptional base, for two reasons. First, it was

in the interests of the modern British colonizers to show that

India was a stagnant Oriental society which remained frozen

in time. Second, those in quest of Indian history looked for it

in the dominant classical texts, which were concerned with

cosmological issues, and not in the places where they might

have found it: in the lesser Puranic traditions, temple

endowments, guild agreements, land grants and other royal

inscriptions, and, most of all, in the writings of Buddhist and

Jain communities whose representatives had either

disappeared or become localized by the eighteenth century.

Rosalind O’Hanlon’s essay in this volume, about a later

period in South Asian history, points to ways in which

contemporary historians have learned how to sift out

historical details embedded in, or intertwined with, other

genres of writing.


