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PREFACE

A history of our world over the past century is
more fascinating than fiction, filled with drama,
the unexpected overtaking events. The lives of
millions on every continent have been shaped by
changes that occurred. Our world is one of
vibrant cultures and different paths of develop-
ment, a world of gross inequalities, greater than
ever. But how is a world history to be written,
from what perspective? Inevitably this world
history has a Western perspective, but avoids the
lofty generalisations of briefer accounts. Basic
facts — who has time for them? But without
sufficient detail interpretations are imposed and
readers are in no position to form judgements of
their own. A longer account need not be read all
at once, detail need not deaden but can provide
insights and bring history to life.

Our world is closely interrelated. Today, the
US exceeds in power and wealth all other coun-
tries, its outreach is global. Economies and trade
are interlinked. Visual and audio communication
can be sent from one part of the world to another
in an instant. The Internet is virtually universal.
Mass travel by air and sea is commonplace. The
environment is also of global concern. Migration
has created multinational cultures. Does this not
lead to the conclusion that a world history should
be written from a global perspective and that
the nation state should no longer dominate? Is
world history a distinctive discipline? Stimulating
accounts have been based on this premise, as if
viewing history from outer space.

Undeniably there are global issues, but claims
that the age of the nation state is past are
premature and to ignore its influence in the
twentieth and twenty-first centuries obscures an
understanding of the past and the present. The
US does have the ability to intervene all over the
globe but here too limits of power apply; US
policy is based on its national interests as are the
policies of other nations. There is global cooper-
ation where it suits national interests but nothing
like world government. National interests also
contribute to the gross inequalities of wealth
between different regions of the world, in the
twenty-first century greater than ever.

An end to history is not in sight either. It has
been argued that the conflict of ideology is past
and that ‘democracy’ and the ‘free enterprise
market economy’ have triumphed. But these are
labels capable of many interpretations. Further-
more, to base history on such a conclusion is
taking the Western perspective to extremes. Dif-
ferent paths of development have dominated the
past and will not disappear in the future. That is
why this book still emphasises the importance of
nations interacting, of national histories and of the
distinctive cultural development of regions. While
endeavouring not to ignore global issues, they are
therefore not seen as the primary cause of change,
of peace and war, wealth and poverty.

The book is based on my reading over the past
thirty years, more works of scholarship than I can
reasonably list and, for current affairs, on major
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periodicals such as The Economist, Time, News-
week, the daily press, broadcasts and a limited
amount of foreign news as well as the Internet.
But I have also derived immense benefit from dis-
cussions with colleagues and students in Britain
and abroad. I cannot mention them all individu-
ally and must make do here with a collective
thank you.

But some people have helped so much that I
would like to express my appreciation to them
individually — to my agent Bruce Hunter, of
David Highams, who oversees my relations with
publishers, to Victoria Peters of the Routledge
publishers Taylor & Francis, to Pauline Roberts,
my personal secretary, who now for many years
has encouraged me and turned with skill and
endless patience, hand-written pages into well-
presented discs. Above all, to Patricia my wife,
who has allowed me the space to write and
provided spiritual and physical sustenance.

Technical note: First, some basic statistics are
provided of population, trade and industry in vari-
ous countries for purposes of comparison. They
are often taken for granted. Authorities frequently
disagree on these in detail; they should, therefore,
be regarded as indicative rather than absolutely
precise. A comparison of standards of living
between countries is not an exact science. I have
given per-capita figures of the gross national

product (GNP) as a very rough guide; but these
represent only averages in societies where differen-
tials of income may be great; furthermore, they
are expressed in US dollars and so are dependent
on exchange rates; actual costs of living also vary
widely between countries; the per-capita GNP
cannot, therefore, be simply translated into com-
parative standards of living and provide but a
rough guide. The purchasing parity guide in US
dollars is an improvement but, again, can only be
viewed as indicative. Second, the transliteration
from Chinese to Roman lettering presents special
problems. The Pinyin system of romanisation was
officially adopted by China on 1 January 1979 for
international use, replacing the Wade-Giles sys-
tem. Thus, where Wade-Giles had Mao Tse-tung
and Teng Hsaio-ping, Pinyin gives Mao Zedong
and Deng Xiaoping. For clarity’s sake, the usage in
this book is not entirely consistent: the chosen
form is Pinyin, but Wade-Giles is kept for certain
older names where it is more easily recognisable,
for example Shanghai, Chiang Kaishek and the
Kuomintang. Peking changes to the Pinyin form
Beijing after the communist takeover.

The Institute for German Studies,
The University of Birmingham,
September 2004
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PROLOGUE

THE WORLD FROM THE 20th TO

THE 21st CENTURY

Historical epochs do not coincide strictly with
centuries. The French Revolution in 1789, not
the year 1800, marked the beginning of a new
historical era. The beginning of the twentieth
century, too, is better dated to 1871, when Ger-
many became unified, or the 1890s, when inter-
national instability became manifest in Europe
and Asia and a new era of imperial rivalry, which
the Germans called Weltpolitik, began. On the
European continent Germany had become by far
the most powerful military nation and was rapidly
advancing industrially. In eastern Asia during
the 1890s a modernised Japan waged its first
successful war of aggression against China. In the
Americas the foundations were laid for the emer-
gence of the US as a superpower later in the
century. The US no longer felt secure in isola-
tion. Africa was finally partitioned between
the European powers. These were some of the
portents indicating the great changes to come.
There were many more.

Modernisation was creating new industrial and
political conflict and dividing society. The state
was becoming more centralised, its bureaucracy
grew and achieved control to an increasing degree
over the lives of the individual. Social tensions
were weakening the tsarist Russian Empire and
during the first decade of the twentieth century
Russia was defeated by Japan. The British Empire
was at bay and Britain was seeking support, not
certain which way to turn. Fierce nationalism,
the build-up of vast armies and navies, and

unquestioned patriotism that regarded war as an
opportunity to prove manhood rather than as
a catastrophe, characterised the mood as the new
century began. Boys played with their tin soldiers
and adults dressed up in the finery of uniforms.
The rat-infested mud of the trenches and machine
guns mowing down tens of thousands of young
men as yet lay beyond the imagination. Soldiering
was still glorious, chivalrous and glamorous. But
the early twentieth century also held the promise
of a better and more civilised life in the future.

In the Western world civilisation was held to
consist not only of cultural achievements but also
of moral values. Despite all the rivalries of the
Western nations, wanton massacres of ethnic
minorities, such as that of the Armenians by the
Turks in the 1890s, aroused widespread revul-
sion and prompted great-power intervention.
The pogroms in Russia and Romania against
the Jews were condemned by civilised peoples,
including the Germans, who offered help and
refuge despite the growth of anti-Semitism at
home. The Dreyfus affair outraged Queen
Victoria and prompted Emile Zola to mobilise
a powerful protest movement in France; the
Captain’s accusers were regarded as representing
the corrupt elements of the Third Republic.
Civilisation to contemporary observers seemed
to be moving forward. Before 1914 there was no
good reason to doubt that history was the story
of mankind’s progress, especially that of the white
European branch.
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There was a sense of cultural affinity among
the aristocracy and bourgeoisie of Europe.
Governed by monarchs who were related to each
other and who tended to reign for long periods
or, in France, by presidents who changed too
frequently to be remembered for long, the well-
to-do felt at home anywhere in Europe. The
upper reaches of society were cosmopolitan, dis-
porting themselves on the Riviera, in Paris and in
Dresden; they felt that they had much in common
and that they belonged to a superior civilisation.
Some progress was real. Increasingly, provision
was made to help the majority of the people who
were poor, no doubt in part to cut the ground
from under socialist agitators and in part in
response to trade union and political pressures
brought about by the widening franchise in the
West. Pensions and insurance for workers were
first instituted in Germany under Bismarck and
spread to most of the rest of Western Europe.
Medical care, too, improved in the expanding
cities. Limits were set on the hours and kind of
work children were allowed to perform. Universal
education became the norm. The advances made
in the later nineteenth century were in many ways
extended after 1900.

Democracy was gaining ground in the new
century. The majority of men were enfranchised
in Western Europe and the US. The more
enlightened nations understood that good
government required a relationship of consent
between those who made the laws and the mass
of the people who had to obey them. The best
way to secure cooperation was through the
process of popularly elected parliamentary assem-
blies that allowed the people some influence —
government by the will of the majority, at least
in appearance. The Reichstag, the French Cham-
bers, the Palace of Westminster, the two Houses
of Congress, the Russian Duma, all met in
splendid edifices intended to reflect their import-
ance. In the West the trend was thus clearly estab-
lished early in the twentieth century against
arbitrary rule. However much national constitu-
tions differed, another accepted feature of the
civilised polity was the rule of law, the provision
of an independent judiciary meting out equal
justice to rich and poor, the powerful and the

weak. Practice might differ from theory, but
justice was presented as blindfolded: justice to all,
without favours to any.

Equal rights were not universal in the West.
Working people were struggling to form effective
unions so that, through concerted strike action,
they could overcome their individual weakness
when bargaining for decent wages and condi-
tions. Only a minority, though, were members of
a union. In the US in 1900, only about 1 million
out of more than 27 million workers belonged to
a labour union. Unions in America were male
dominated and, just as in Britain, women had to
form their own unions. American unions also
excluded most immigrants and black workers.

Ethnic minorities were discriminated against
even in a political system such as that of the US,
which prided itself as the most advanced democ-
racy in the world. Reconstruction after the Civil
War had bitterly disappointed the African Ameri-
cans in their hopes of gaining equal rights. Their
claims to justice remained a national issue for
much of the twentieth century.

All over the world there was discrimination
against a group that accounted for half the earth’s
population — women. It took the American suf-
fragette movement half a century to win, in 1920,
the right to vote. In Britain the agitation for
women’s rights took the drastic form of public
demonstrations after 1906, but not until 1918
did women over thirty years of age gain the vote,
and those aged between twenty-one and thirty
had to wait even longer. But the acceptance of
votes for women in the West had already been
signposted before the First World War. New
Zealand in 1893 was the first country to grant
women the right to vote in national elections;
Australia followed in 1908. But even as the
twenty-first century begins there are countries in
the Middle East where women are denied this
basic right. Moreover, this struggle represents
only the tip of the iceberg of discrimination
against women on issues such as education, entry
into the professions, property rights and equal
pay for equal work. Incomplete as emancipa-
tion remains in Western societies, there are many
countries in Asia, Latin America, Africa and the
Middle East where women are still treated as



inferior, the chattels of their fathers or husbands.
In India, for example, orthodox Hindu marriage
customs were not changed by law until 1955. As
for birth-control education, which began in the
West in the nineteenth century, freeing women
from the burden of repeated pregnancies, it did
not reach the women of the Third World until
late in the twentieth century — though it is there
that the need is greatest.

The limited progress towards equal rights
achieved in the West early in the twentieth
century was not mirrored in the rest of the world.
Imperialism in Africa and Asia saw its final flower-
ing as the nineteenth century drew to a close. The
benefits brought to the indigenous peoples of
Africa and Asia by the imposition of Western rule
and values was not doubted by the majority of
white people. ‘The imperialist feels a profound
pride in the magnificent heritage of empire won
by the courage and energy of his ancestry’, wrote
one observer in 1899; ‘the spread of British rule
extends to every race brought within its sphere
the incalculable benefits of just law, tolerant
trade, and considerate government’.

In 1900 Europeans and their descendants who
had settled in the Americas, Australasia and south-
ern Africa looked likely to dominate the globe.
They achieved this tremendous extension of
power in the world because of the great size of
their combined populations and because of the
technological changes which, collectively, are
known as the industrial revolution. One in every
four human beings lived in Europe, some 400 mil-
lion out of a total world population of 1,600
million in 1900. If we add the millions who had
left Europe and multiplied in the Americas and
elsewhere, more than one in every three human
beings was European or of European descent.
A century later, it was less than one in six; 61 per
cent of world’s population lives in Asia; there
are more Africans than Europeans. In 1900 the
Europeans ruled a great world empire with a
population in Africa, Asia, the Americas and the
Pacific of nearly 500 million by 1914. To put it
another way, before 1914 only about one in three
people had actually avoided being ruled by Euro-
peans and their descendants, most of whom were
unshaken in their conviction that their domination
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was natural and beneficial and that the only prob-
lem it raised was to arrange it peacefully between
them. By the end of the twentieth century direct
imperial rule had all but disappeared.

To the Asians and Africans, the European pre-
sented a common front with only local variations:
some spoke German, others French or English.
There are several features of this common out-
look. First, there was the Westerners’ feeling of
superiority, crudely proven by their capacity to
conquer other peoples more numerous than the
invading European armies. Vast tracts of land
were seized by the Europeans, at very small
human cost to themselves, from the ill-equipped
indigenous peoples of Asia and Africa. That was
one of the main reasons for the extension of
European power over other regions of the world.
Since the mid-nineteenth century the Europeans
had avoided fighting each other for empire, since
the cost of war between them would have been
of quite a different order.

Superiority, ultimately proven on the battle-
field, was, the Europeans in 1900 felt, but one
aspect of their civilisation. All other peoples they
thought of as uncivilised, though they recognised
that in past ages these peoples had enjoyed a kind
of civilisation of their own, and their artistic man-
ifestations were prized. China, India, Egypt and,
later, Africa were looted of great works of art.
Most remain to the present day in the museums
of the West.

A humanitarian European impulse sought to
impose on the conquered peoples the Christian
religion, including Judaeo-Christian ethics, and
Western concepts of family relationships and con-
duct. At their best the Western colonisers were
genuinely paternalistic. Happiness, they believed,
would follow on the adoption of Western ways,
and the advance of mankind materially and spiri-
tually would be accomplished only by overcoming
the prejudice against Western thought.

From its very beginning, profit and gain were
also powerful spurs to empire. In the twentieth
century industrialised Europe came to depend on
the import of raw materials for its factories;
Britain needed vast quantities of raw cotton to
turn into cloth, as well as nickel, rubber and
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copper. As its people turned it into the workshop
of the world in the nineteenth century, so it relied
on food from overseas, including grain, meat,
sugar and tea, to feed the growing population.
Some of these imports came from the continent
of Europe close by, the rest from far afield — the
Americas, Australasia and India. As the twentieth
century progressed, oil imports assumed an
increasing importance. The British mercantile
marine, the world’s largest, carried all these
goods across the oceans. Colonies were regarded
by Europeans as essential to provide secure
sources of raw materials; just as important, they
provided markets for industrialised Europe’s
output.

Outside Europe only the US matched and,
indeed, exceeded the growth of European indus-
try in the first two decades of the twentieth
century. Europe and the US accounted for virtu-
ally all the world trade in manufactured goods,
which doubled between 1900 and 1913. There
was a corresponding increase in demand for raw
materials and food supplied by the Americas,
Asia and the less industrialised countries of
Europe. Part of Europe’s wealth was used to
develop resources in other areas of the world: rail-
ways everywhere, manufacture and mining in
Asia, Africa and North and South America; but
Europe and the US continued to dominate in
actual production.

Global competition for trade increased colonial
rivalry for raw materials and markets, and the US
was not immune to the fever. The division of Asia
and Africa into outright European colonies
entailed also their subservience to the national
economic policies of the imperial power. Among
these were privileged access to colonial sources of
wealth, cheap labour and raw materials, domina-
tion of the colonial market and, where possible,
shutting out national rivals from these benefits.
Thus, the US was worried at the turn of the
twentieth century about exclusion from what was
believed to be the last great undeveloped market
in the world — China. In an imperialist movement
of great importance, Americans advanced across
the Pacific, annexing Hawaii and occupying the
Philippines in 1898. The US also served notice
of its opposition to the division of China into

exclusive economic regions. Over the century a
special relationship developed between America
and China that was to contribute to the outbreak
of war between the US and Japan in 1941, with
all its consequences for world history.

By 1900 most of Africa and Asia was already
partitioned between the European nations. With
the exception of China, what was left — the
Samoan islands, Morocco and the frontiers of
Togo — caused more diplomatic crises than was
warranted by the importance of such territories.

Pride in an expanding empire, however, was
not an attitude shared by everyone. There was also
an undercurrent of dissent. Britain’s Gladstonian
Liberals in the 1880s had not been carried away by
imperialist fever. An article in the Pall Mall
Gazette in 1884 took up the case for indigenous
peoples. ‘All coloured men’, it declared, ‘seem to
be regarded as fair game’, on the assumption that
‘no one has a right to any rule or sovereignty in
either hemisphere but men of European birth or
origin’. During the Boer War (1899-1902) a cour-
ageous group of Liberals challenged the prevailing
British jingoism. Lloyd George, a future prime
minister, had to escape the fury of a Birming-
ham crowd by leaving the town hall disguised as a
policeman. Birmingham was the political base of
Joseph Chamberlain, the colonial secretary who
did most to propagate the ‘new imperialism” and
to echo Cecil Rhodes’s call for the brotherhood of
the ‘Anglo-Saxon races’, supposedly the British,
the Germans and white Americans of British or
German descent. Americans, however, were not
keen to respond to the embrace.

After the Spanish-American War of 1898 the
colonisation of the Philippines by the US led
to a fierce national debate. One of the most
distinguished and eloquent leaders of the Anti-
Imperialist League formed after that war de-
nounced US policies in the Philippines and Cuba
in a stirring passage:

This nation cannot endure half republic and
half colony — half free and half vassal. Our form
of government, our traditions, our present
interests and our future welfare, all forbid our
entering upon a career of conquest.



Clearly, then, there was already opposition to
imperialism on moral grounds by the beginning
of the twentieth century. The opponents’ argu-
ments would come to carry more weight later in
the century. Morality has more appeal when it is
also believed to be of practical benefit. As the
nineteenth century came to an end competition
for empire drove each nation on, fearful that to
lose out would inevitably lead to national decline.
In mutual suspicion the Western countries were
determined to carve up into colonies and spheres
of influence any remaining weaker regions.

The expansion of Western power in the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries carried with
it the seeds of its own destruction. It was not any
‘racial superiority’ that had endowed Western
man with a unique gift for organising society,
for government or for increasing the productivity
of man in the factory and on the land. The West
took its knowledge to other parts of the world,
and European descendants had increased pro-
ductivity in manufacturing industries in the US
beyond that of their homelands. But high pro-
ductivity was not a Western monopoly: the
Japanese were the first to prove, later in the twen-
tieth century, that they could exceed Western
rates.

The Wars of American Independence demon-
strated that peoples in one region of the world
will not for ever consent to be ruled by peoples
far distant. By 1900 self-government and separ-
ate nationhood had been won, through war or
through consent, by other descendants of Euro-
peans who had become Australians, Brazilians,
Argentinians, Canadians and, soon, South Afri-
cans. These national rebellions were led by white
Europeans. It remained a widespread European
illusion that such a sense of independence and
nationhood could not develop among the black
peoples of Africa in the foreseeable future. A
people’s capacity for self-rule was crudely related
to ‘race’ and ‘colour’, with the white race on top
of the pyramid, followed by the ‘brown’ Indians,
who, it was conceded, would one distant day be
capable of self-government. At the bottom of the
pile was the ‘black’ race. The ‘yellow’ Chinese
and Japanese peoples did not fit easily into the
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colour scheme, not least because the Japanese had
already shown an amazing capacity to Westernise.
Fearful of the hundreds of millions of people
in China and Japan, the West thus conceived a
dread of the yellow race striking back — the
‘yellow peril’.

The spread of European knowledge under-
mined the basis of imperialist dominance. The
Chinese, the Japanese, the Koreans, the Indians
and the Africans would all apply this know-
ledge, and goods would be manufactured in
Tokyo and Hong Kong as sophisticated as those
produced anywhere else in the world. A new
sense of nationalism would be born, resistant to
Western dominance and fighting it with Western
scientific knowledge and weapons. When inde-
pendence came, older traditions would reassert
themselves and synthesise with the new know-
ledge to form a unique amalgam in each region.
The world remains divided and still too large and
diverse for any one group of nations, or for any
one people or culture, to dominate.

All this lay in the future, the near future.
Western control of most of the world appeared in
1900 to be unshakeable fact. Africa was parti-
tioned. All that was left to be shared out were two
nominally independent states, Morocco and
Egypt, but this involved little more than tidying
up European spheres of influence. Abyssinia,
alone, had survived the European attack.

The Ottoman Empire, stretching from Balkan
Europe through Asia Minor and the Middle East
to the Indian Ocean, was still an area of intense
rivalry among the European powers. The inde-
pendent states in this part of the world could not
resist European encroachment, both economic
and political, but the rulers did succeed in retain-
ing some independence by manoeuvring between
competing European powers. The partition of
the Middle East had been put off time and time
again because in so sensitive a strategic area, on
the route to India, Britain and Russia never
trusted each other sufficiently to strike any lasting
bargain, preferring to maintain the Ottoman
Empire and Persia as impotent buffer states
between their respective spheres of interest. Much
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farther to the east lay China, the largest nation in
the world, with a population in 1900 of about
420 million.

When Western influence in China was threat-
ened by the so-called Boxer rising in 1900, the
West acted with a show of solidarity. An inter-
national army was landed in China and ‘rescued’
the Europeans. Europeans were not to be forced
out by ‘native’ violence. The Western powers’
financial and territorial hold over China tight-
ened, though they shrank from the responsi-
bility of directly ruling the whole of China and
the hundreds of millions of Chinese living there.
Instead, European influence was exerted indi-
rectly through Chinese officials who were osten-
sibly responsible to a central Chinese government
in Peking. The Western Europeans detached a
number of trading posts from China proper,
or acquired strategic bases along the coast and
inland and forced the Chinese to permit the
establishment of semi-colonial international settle-
ments. The most important, in Shanghai, served
the Europeans as a commercial trading centre.
Britain enlarged its colony of Hong Kong by
forcing China to grant it a lease of the adjacent
New Territories in 1898. Russia sought to annex
extensive Chinese territory in the north.

With hindsight it can be seen that by the turn
of the century the European world empires had
reached their zenith. Just at this point, though, a
non-European Western power, the US, had
staked its first claim to power and influence in the
Pacific. But Europe could not yet, in 1900, call
in the US to redress the balance which Russia
threatened to upset in eastern Asia. That task was
undertaken by an eastern Asian nation — Japan.
Like China, Japan was never conquered by Euro-
peans. Forced to accept Western influence by the
Americans in the mid-nineteenth century, the
Japanese were too formidable to be thought of as
‘natives’ to be subdued. Instead, the largest
European empire, the British, sought and won
the alliance of Japan in 1902 on terms laid down
by the Japanese leaders.

Europe’s interests were global, and possible
future conflicts over respective imperial spheres
preoccupied its leaders and those sections of
society with a stake in empire. United, their

power in the world was overwhelming. But the
states of Europe were not united. Despite their
sense of common purpose in the world, European
leaders saw themselves simultaneously ensnared
in a struggle within their own continent, a strug-
gle which, each nation believed, would decide
whether it would continue as a world power.

The armaments race and competition for
empire, with vast standing armies facing each
other and the new battleship fleets of dread-
noughts, were symptoms of increasing tension
rather than the cause of the Great War to come.
Historians have debated why the West plunged
into such a cataclysmic conflict. Social tensions
within each country and the fears of the ruling
classes, especially in the kaiser’s Germany, indi-
rectly contributed to a political malaise during a
period of great change. But as an explanation why
war broke out in 1914 the theory that a patriotic
war was ‘an escape forward’ to evade conflict at
home fails to carry conviction, even in the case of
Germany. It seems almost a truism to assert that
wars have come about because nations simply
do not believe they can go on coexisting. It
is, nevertheless, a better explanation than the
simple one that the prime purpose of nations at
war is necessarily the conquest of more territory.
Of Russia and Japan that may have been true in
the period 1900-5. But another assumption, at
least as important, was responsible for the Great
War. Among the then ‘great powers’, as they
were called in the early twentieth century, there
existed a certain fatalism that the growth and
decline of nations must inevitably entail war
between them. The stronger would fall on the
weaker and divide the booty between them. To
quote the wise and experienced British prime
minister, the third marquess of Salisbury, at the
turn of the century:

You may roughly divide the nations of the
world as the living and the dying . . . the weak
states are becoming weaker and the strong
states are becoming stronger ... the living
nations will gradually encroach on the territory
of the dying and the seeds and causes of
conflict among civilised nations will speedily
appear. Of course, it is not to be supposed that



