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Heterogeneity, Systems, Connections :
Debating Conceptions of the Global Past

Jerry H. Bentley
University of Hawaii

Heterogeneity . distinctive communities and their
claims for historians = attention

Problems of historical representation come in several forms. One has to do with
representation proper the depiction, description, and characterization of individuals and
groups. The publication of Edward W. Said’s Orientalism prompted a round of scholarly
self-reflection that has led gradually to the elimination of the most egregious characteriza-
tions of foreign peoples. © Contests over these kinds of representation are not by any
means completely over. Debates about so-called political correctness in the 1990s repre-
sented, in part, a rear-guard response to scholarly efforts in search of more appropriate
and precise representations. And it is still possible to encounter remarkably crude orien-
talist formulations, such as the recent assertion of a prominent historian that the Chinese
lacked range, focus, and above all, curiosity. @ For the most part, however, overtly
stereotypical, essentialist, and otherwise offensive characterizations are already making
their exit from historical scholarship, and it seems safe to predict that this pattern will

@ Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York, 1978) .
® David S. Landes, The Wealth and Poverty of Nations: Why Some Are So Rich and Some So Poor (New York,
1998), p. 9%
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continue for the foreseeable future, even if the process takes a generation or more to
work itself out.

Yet there remain more subtle dimensions of the larger representation issue , much
trickier to deal with. The main question here is: whose realities does historical schol-
arship normalize? If American history were to focus principally on the experiences of
the male Euro-American population, or if world history were to treat the world primari-
ly as a stage for the dramas of European expansion, penetration, and domination, then
they would efface the historical realities of many populations, rendering them peoples
without history, while also verging back toward the discredited Eurocentric metanarra-
tives discussed earlier. While affronting the ignored groups, these approaches would
also lead to distorted and grossly oversimplified understandings of historical develop-
ment. Thus, calls for historians to pay serious attention to distinctive communities are
more than responses to the needs of identity politics. @ If one of the purposes of histori-
cal analysis is to understand as best as we can how the world has developed through
time, it is imperative to consider the dynamics of all peoples, not just a privileged
few, engaged in negotiation and interaction with one another.

This does not mean that all world historians must discuss the experiences of all i-
dentifiable peoples and communities. Even if it was possible to do so, this approach
would turn world history into ethnic-historical entitlements programs that would sacri-
fice coherent meaning on the altar of uncritical inclusion, But in any case, it would be
impossible to devote equal attention to the experiences of all peoples, even on a per
capita basis. In most cases, subalterns of individual societies and the global order as
well have not left extensive records of their experiences and perspectives that lend
themselves to historical analysis. Scholars have managed to bring oral and written
sources into productive dialogue in a few historical contexts, but in most cases, histor-

ical accounts based on oral sources reflect interests and deal with issues quite different

@ Some commentators have recognized this point even as they have criticized approaches that make history
the handmaiden of identity politics. See for example Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr. , The Disuniting of America: Re-
Slections on @ Multicultural Society, vev. ed. (New York, 1998); and David A. Hollinger, Postethnic America:
Beyond Multiculturalism (New York, 1995) .
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Heterogeneity, Systems, Connections: Debating Conceptions of the Global Past

from those treated in contemporary historical writing. ® Nor is it entirely clear which
parties, if any, possess the moral right to speak for subalterns.

So in the interests of recognizing the roles of various historical actors and seeking
deeper understanding of historical development, how might it be possible for world his-
torians to move beyond the norms of dominant or hegemonic groups? How might it be
possible to organize historical knowledge that integrates the experiences of women,
workers, minorities, migrants, subalterns, and other previously ignored peoples as
well as the men, the elites, the majorities, the powerful , or otherwise dominant groups
whose experiences have mostly served as proxies for their whole societies? How might
it be possible to reach an enriched understanding of the world and its historical devel-
opment through a broadening of the historical franchise that recognizes history as a
property pertaining to all peoples and groups? Postmodemn and postcolonial scholarship
offers limited positive guidance on these questions except insofar as it makes persua-
sive cases for the significance of individual distinctive communities. Although they
have made little effort to place local experiences in larger contexts, postmodern and
postcolonial treatments nevertheless suggest fresh ways of thinking about individual
communities that have strong potential to enrich world history.

The critiques of Eurocentric metanarrative and historical representation come
together powerfully in a book by Dipesh Chakrabarty, whose work illustrates both
the value and the limitations of postmodern and postcolonial scholarship. Chakrab-
arty argues that the problems of historical scholarship go deeper than many critics
have assumed , that they arise from power relations that sustain academic historical
scholarship and inevitably distort its products. In Provincializing Europe: Postcolo-
nial Thought and Historical Difference, Chakrabarty offers a distinctly pessimistic
view of academic history and its potential to deal responsibility with the larger
world. He holds that professional historians cannot avoid dealing with Europe,

which in his view has become the reference point of professional historical scholar-

@ For a sophisticated analysis drawing on written and oral sources, see Karen Ordahl Kupperman, Indians
and English; Facing Off in Early America (Tthaca, 2000) . For the case of some histories based on indigenous
Australian oral sources, see Mudrooroo, Us Mob: History, Culture, Struggle (Sydney, 1995) , pp. 175—92, espe-
cially pp. 188—92, where Mudrooroo cites the work of the indigenous historian Tom Bennell.
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ship. There is a peculiar way, Chakrabarty says, in which all ... other histories
tend to become variations on a master narrative that could be called the history of
Europe. Further, As long as one operates within the discourse of history produced at
the institutional site of the university, it is not possible simply to walk out of the
deep collusion between history and the modernizing narrative (s) of citizenship,
bourgeois public and private, and the nation state. So history as an intellectual pro-

ject falls inevitably and completely within the orbit of European modernity.

Systems . bringing the larger world into focus

As I can see, there are at the moment two principal alternatives to these varie-
ties of European exceptionalism. One springs from a sophisticated effort to reconsid-
er modern economic development and industrialization in comparative and global
context. As represented in the works of R. Bin Wong, Andre Gunder Frank, and
Kenneth Pomeranz, this body of scholarship holds that European peoples enjoyed
little if any significant political, military, economic, social, technological, or cul-
tural advantage over, Indian, Ottoman, or many other societies until the nineteenth
century, when industrialization vastly increased European power. So how is it pos-
sible to account for industrialization itself? R. Bin Wong considers it the outcome of
an unpredictable burst of technological innovation, while Andre Gunder Frank ex-
plains it as a result of efforts to supplement scarce labor with mechanical devices,
and Kenneth Pomeranz emphasizes windfall gains from overseas colonies and the
fortuitous presence of coal resources at sites that could readily develop into manu-
facturing centers. On all these analyses industrialization and European world domi-
nance were not natural or inevitable outgrowths of long-term conditions so much as

unpredictable and perhaps even accidental results of chance circumstances. ®Some

@ R. Bin Wong, China Transformed : Reprint Historical Change and the Limits of European Experience
(Tthaca, 1997) ; Andre Gunder Frank, ReORIENT: Global Economy in the Asian Age ( Berkeley, 1998);
Kenneth Pomeranz, The Great Divergence: China, Europe, and the Making of the Modern World Economy
( Princeton, 2000) . See also Jack Goldstone, The Problem of the Early Modern World, Journal of the Eco-
nomic and Social History of the Orient 41 (1998) : 249—84; and The Rise of the West Or Not? A Revision to
Secio-economic History, Sociological Theory, forthcoming.
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of these explanations may well be more persuasive than others, but they all have
some value for suggesting alternatives to the inherited, teleological, basically Euro-
centric understandings of modern economic development and industrialization.

The second alternative to European exceptionalism draws inspiration from geo-
graphical, ecological, and environmental analysis rather than political economy in
seeking to account for the larger course of world history. Alfred W. Crosby argues
that European plants, animals, diseases, and human populations mutually rein-
forced one another as they ventured into the larger world and created A neo-Europes
in several of the world’s temperate zones. Jared Diamond looks to the deep past in
explaining the development of powerful, complex societies in Eurasia as the result
of global biological endowments as of 10, 000 years ago. Most of the world’s do-
mesticable plant and animal species were natives to southwest Asia, and they
traveled readily across much of the Eurasian landmass. By contrast, sub-Saharan
Africa, the Americas, and Oceania harbored many fewer species susceptible to do-
mestication. Thus Eurasian lands were unusually hospitable environments for the e-
mergence of agriculture, densely populated societies, writing, technology, and
powerful social organization. © While they do not necessarily contradict the other
schools of thought, and indeed complement them in some ways, these geographical-
ly, ecologically, and environmentally grounded theories make different assumptions
about the dynamics driving historical development. They insist particularly on the
need to take the natural world seriously and understand historical development in
light of human relationships with the natural world.

Modern history will inevitably loom large in any conspectus of world history, as
it does in the various theoretical approaches mentioned above, but world history
must also deal with the global past from ancient to contemporary times. What about
premodern times? Even if a tidy, coherent narrative is out of the question, is it pos-

sible to conceive at least a sensible framework for all of world history? This chal-

@ Alfred W. Crosby, Ecological imperialism: The Biological Expansion of Europe, 900—1900 ( Cam-
bridge, 1986) ; Jared Diamond, Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Human Societies ( New York, 1997).
For a sketch of an even larger project that places human history in the context of universal history since the big
bang, see David Christian, “The Case for Big History” , Journal of World History 2 (1991) . 223—38.
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lenge has emboldened macrotheorists from Marx and Weber, to Spengler and Toyn-
bee, to Michael Mann and Jared Diamond to seek the key to world history. While
conceding that the theorists have articulated some useful insights, historians and
other scholars alike have mostly judged their efforts unsuccessful, at least insofar as
they claim to explain all of world history. All of the macrotheories collapse on em-
pirical grounds: in oversimplifying the world’s diversity, they grotesquely distort the
experiences of many peoples. Moreover, most of them also depend heavily on some
strain of exceptionalist thought or discredited metanarrative.

Is it possible to articulate credible alternatives to the rejected metanarratives
and macrotheories that do not founder on the diversity of the world’s peoples and
their historical experiences? It is clear that no single narrative or metanarrative or
macrotheory will accommodate all the multiplicity and variety of world history,
which calls with particular insistence for a vision of the past that recognizes both
heterogeneity and systems, a vision that can account for both integration and frag-
mentation on several different levelsocial, regional, national, continental, hemi-
spheric, oceanic, global, and perhaps others as well. Responding to this need,
world historians like William H. McNeill, Philip D. Curtin, and Alfred W. Crosby
have focused their analyses on interactions and exchanges between peoples and so-
cieties in premodern as well as modern times. At the same time, however, they
have portrayed messy worlds and resisted temptations to reduce the diversity of his-
torical experience to overly simple principles. ©

My own view is that there are some larger human stories or at least contexts
that can serve as useful frameworks for analysis of the global past. More specifical-
ly, the global stories of rising human population, expanding technological capacity,
and increasing interaction between peoples of different societies have profoundly
shaped the experiences of almost all human societies, and further more have worked

collectively like a triple helix to reinforce one another with powerful effects through-

@ See for example William H. McNeill, The Rise of the West: A History of the Human Community ( Chi-
cago, 1963) ; Philip D. Curtin, Cross-Cultural Trade in World History (Cambridge, 1984) ; and Crosby, Eco-
logical Imperialism.
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out history. © This approach, which I call a Historical Globalization, does not au-
thorize rigid theoretical positions or teleological narratives, but rather emphasizes
shifting patterns of cross-cultural connections, relationships, networks, interac-
tions, and exchanges. Perhaps the principal question here is whether it will be pos-
sible to pull coherent large-scale and global stories from the many, various, compli-
cated local histories of rising population, expanding technological capacity, and in-
creasing cross-cultural interaction?

Like the scholarship of heterogeneity that calls for attention to distinctive com-
munities, works making the case for historical study of large-scale systems, struc-
tures, and processes generate problems of analysis and interpretation. It is tempt-
ing, as some critics have noted, for historians contemplating large-scale issues to o-
verlook or ignore significant differences both within and between societies, to flatten
and homogenize peoples, societies, and historical experiences. While this problem
could lead to un-nuanced results, it also is readily fixable through historicization.
Instead of regarding imperialism and colonialism as a monolithic project, for exam-
ple, it would be possible to follow Nicholas Thomas and recognize various cultures
of colonialism that help to explain the different experiences of colonizers and colo-
nized in different lands. Similarly, instead of assuming a permanent, static, essen-
tialized African diaspora, it would be possible to follow Paul Gilroy and consider the
diaspora community a changing same Bone that like all human communities is sub-
ject to development under fluctuating historical circumstances, but that is neverthe-
less a distinctive group that maintains some greater or lesser degree of coherence
through traditions, rituals, and communications. @

A related problem has to do with historical agency. As they have posited large-
scale structures like climate regimes, biological zones, sea and ocean basins, world

systems, and the like, world historians, global macrotheorists, and other analysts

@ Bentley, A World History and Grand Narrative. See also Andrew Sherratt, “ A Reviving the Grand
Narrative: Archaeology and Long-Term Change” , Journal of European Archaeology 3 (1995): 1-—32; and
Johan Goudsblom, E. L. Jones, and Stephen Mennell, Human History and Social Process ( Exeter, 1989) .

® Nicholas Thomas, Colonialism’s Culture; Anthropology, Travel, and Government ( Princeton, 1994 ) ;
Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic; Modernity and Double Consciousness ( Cambridge, Mass. , 1993) .



