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< \v‘j Dramatic events in the contemporary world—wars, revolutions, terrorist
attacks, catastrophic natural disasters, economic crises and the endless stream of daily
news— often obscure the long historical processes that have created the societies in which
we live and the problems with which we cope. The mass media pay little attention to the
broader historical patterns and contexts that give deeper meaning to the swiftly moving
events of our era. This new edition of A History of the Modern World may be seen as the
most recent version of a continuing search for historical perspectives on the complex,
often bewildering, events of our age. It thus carries a guiding assumption that the events,
cultures, and conflicts of the contemporary world are always evolving out of the long,
complex histories of diverse peoples, ideas, institutions, social mores, economic
exchanges, and struggles for political power.

These multiple levels of human history have created modern societies and exerted
wide influence on people and cultures around the world. This book therefore describes the
histories of specific nations and people and emphasizes landmark events such as wars and
revolutions, but it also stresses broad historical trends that have developed deep below the
most prominent historical events and created what we now call “the modern world.” Our
narrative explores the rise of nation-states and the conflicts that have shaped the world
over the last several centuries, yet it links such transitions and events to the wider histori-
cal influence of the evolving global economy, the development of science and technology,
the rise of industry, the significance of religious traditions, the origin and diffusion of new
ideas, the changing mores of family and social life, and the complex relations between
Western cultures and other cultures around the world.

The term modern, as we use it in this book, refers to the historical evolution of soci-
eties and cultures that may be said to have had the greatest influence in shaping the modern
world —a phase of human history that began to develop about five or six centuries ago and
is now evolving more rapidly in more places than ever before. This book makes no claim
to be a world history, valuable as such histories may be. By design it focuses primarily on
developments in the West until the spread of distinctively modern economic, social, and
political institutions in the recent past leads to an increasing global emphasis in the book’s
later chapters. Although the narrative stresses the influence of European societies (that is,
societies shaped by Europeans or the descendants of Europeans) in the emergence of
“modern” institutions and social practices, it also emphasizes the worldwide exchanges,
conflicts, and interactions that have contributed to the increasingly global culture of the
contemporary era.

v ORGANIZATION OF THE BOOK:
CHANGES AND CONTINUITIES

As in the past, the book is organized in chapters that carry the narrative across specific
chronological eras, moving steadily toward the present. Yet the clearly defined and num-
bered sections within each chapter often deal with themes, events, or issues that do not
develop in simple chronological order. Each chapter focuses on a specific time frame but
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