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I Abstract I 

New Global History and the Challenge of Subaltem Studies 
- Plea for a Global History from Below 

Angelika Epple 

1l1is article links together two conflicting approaches within the European and 

US-American academic discipline of history: New Global History and Subaltern 

Studies. New Global History aims to overcome Eurocentrism by focusing on the 

history of ''Spaceship Earth'' (Bruce Mazlish) instead of national histories. By 

confronting this suggestion with the criticism of the Subaltern Studies Group

mainly from Dipesh Chakrabarty and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak -the article 

shows the profound but hidden influence of Western historical thinking on New 

Global History. It becomes obvious that New Global History has not succeeded in 

overcoming Eurocentrisrn due to its concentration on anonymous global structures 

and its failure to include individual experiences. 1l1e Subaltern Studies' approach to 

history, on the other hand, fails to grasp global structures. ll1e article concludes with 

a plea for a ''global histol}' Ji·om below". This global history from below ties in with 

the challenge of Subaltern Studies and applies their criticism to global history. What 

historians have to do is show how the local is formed globally and, at the same time, 

how the global is put together locally. 1l1e article assumes that this is only possible 

when the historian discloses the ··centrism·· of his or her narration by making it 

explicit -be it a ··centrism .. focusing on Europe, Asia, or whatever region in the 

world. 

Key Words: New Global History, Subaltern Studies, Eurocentrisrn, Provincializing 

Europe, Global History from Below 



New Global Histo1y and the Challenge of 

Subaltern Studies 
- Plea for a Global History from Below 

Angelika Epple* 

The most pressing problems we are facing today are those caused by 

the effects of globalisation. This is not just true for environmental 

developments like global wanning or pandemics. As Atjun Appadurai 

has recently argued in his book "Fear of Small Numbers", it is also true 

for large-scale violence, ethnic cleansings and terror in different 

countries throughout the world.!) Even though these battles quite often 

appear as local conflicts, they are also a kind of response to the process 

of globalisation. Globalisation combines global developments witl1 local 

effects as well as local developments with global effects. 

In the US and Europe, globalisation has not always been perceived as 

a merging of the global and tl1e local. Only some thirty years ago, it 

appeared to be the good side of (Western) modernisation. Globalisation 

was part of a successful "export" story. It seemed to be paving the way 

for global democracy, prosperity and for an extension of economic 

growth to the so-called developing countries as well. When globalisation 

became a buzzword in the 1970s, there was also a growing demand for 

* Department of History University ofBielefeld(aepple@uni-bielefeld.de) 
1) Atjun Appadurai, Fear of Small Numbers: An Essay on the Geography of Anger, Duke 

University Press, 2006, p.2f. 
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experts who could explain how best to face this worldwide process. 

These experts were primarily economists, political scientists or sociologists, 

and- 1 don't have to add- they were all based in the US or in Europe. 

For them, globalisation seemed to be a mostly economically determined 

process that fostered interactions, communication, transfer, mobility and 

so on. When the Iron Curtain fell and after the end of the Cold War, the 

negative sides of globalisation came to the fore. The voices of its critics, 

who, of course, had accompanied the discussiou from its beginning, 

became louder. For them, globalisation was gradually revealing its dark 

side. They interpreted the new dimension of the exploitation of both the 

developing countries and the environment as the outcome of a new form 

of imperialism following the end of colonialism. In their eyes, globalisation 

not only provoked a commercial merging of the world, but also a 

hegemonic cultural homogenisation. "McDonaldization"2) became a synonym 

for this judgement. The epoch of"happy homogeneity"l) had come to an 

end. 

Despite all contradictions, both views and interpretations of globalisation 

had a lot in common. Firstly, globalisation appeared as an anonymous 

process. Secondly, both perceptions assumed that hidden factors were 

driving globalisation, and that these factors were based in the West; and 

thirdly, globalisation did not seem to have any predecessor. The process 

of globalisation attracted attention to only recent changes in the world. 

Consequently, history seemed to become dispensable. 

This is only one part of the story, however. Following the remarks of 

2) Gcorge Ritzer, The McDonaldization of Society: An lm'estigation into the Changing 

Character ofContempormy Social Life, Thousand Oaks/California, 1993. 
3) Anthony G. Hopkins, Global Histmy: Interactions between the Universal and the 

Local, New York: Palgmve Macmillan, p.6. 

Patrick Manning, it was not long before students in the US started to ask 

for courses in "world history".4) From the 1980s onward, this sub-field of 

history gained new terrain. Of course, "World History" was not a newly 

invented approach. But it suddenly satisfied a growing demand. It is 

interesting to see that, initially, the world history project was also based 

on the above-mentioned assumptions: globalisation appeared as a 

directed process of no return, a prolongation or even a radicalisation of 

Western modernisation. One important difference was, however, that 

history came back into the game. Only analysing present events turned 

out to be too limited for understanding globalisation. 

Unfortunately, the academic discipline of history was still subject to its 

old problems, even though most considered that they had been overcome 

by this tiroe. Priority was given once again to the histories of anonymous 

structures like the history of industrialisation, institutionalisation, 

infrastructures, of fmancial transfers and economic exchange. This priority 

led to the return of a grand narrative, which was, in a nutshell: '~he West 

and the Rest". 5) 

In my perception, this is the starting point or let us say the mutual 

enemy of two conflicting approaches within the European and US 

academic discipline of history: The New Global History and the 

Subaltern Studies Group. 6) 

In the following, I would like to characterize these two positions a 

little bit more profoundly. I shall start by listing the main arguments of 

4) Patrick Manning, "Nordamerikanische Ansfi.tze zur Globalgeschichte," in Birgitt 

Schii.bler ed., Area Studies und die Welt. Weltregionen und neue Globalgeschichre, 

Vienna, pp.59~89. 

5) Stuart Hall, "The West and the Rest: Discourse and Power," in Stuart Hall, Gieben 

Bram eds., Fomwtions of Medemity, Cambridge: Polity Press, pp.275-320. 

6) The Subaltern Studies journal first appeared in 1982. 
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Bruce Mazlish, one of the most prominent protagonists of New Global 

History. Then I shall contrast his criticism with arguments by Dipesh 

Chakrabarty and Gayatry Chakravorty Spivak, two prominent protagonists 

of the Asian Subaltern Studies Group. Subsequently, I shall elaborate the 

similarities and differences. In conclusion, I shall argue how some of the 

subaltern's arguments can be applied to global history. Put briefly, I shall 

make a plea for a "global history from below''. 

1. Global Hist01y 

Following Bruce Mazlish, World History gained momentum after 

World War 11. As he writes in his programmatic essay on "Global Histmy 

and World Histmy ", World History was an outcome of the recognition 

that the European perspective was no longer viable. 71 A closer look at his 

argument questions, however, whether Mazlish really rejects the deeply 

Eurocentric perspective of the World History approach. 

This is how his argument goes: The concept of "World" goes back to 

Middle English. At that time, it designated "human existence". From 

there, concludes Mazlish: "its central reference is to the earth including 

everything and everyone in it[ ... ]. For many, the discovery of the New 

World marked the advent of world history. More recently, a ftrst, a 

second, and a third world have been discerned, demarcating different 

levels of development". 8) Such usages, indeed, could not be replaced by 

7) Bruce Mazlish, "Global history and World History," in Bruce Mazlish and Akirn Iriyc 
eds., 17~e Global Hist01y Reader, New York, London: Routledge, 2005, pp.l6-21. A 
longer version of the article under the title "New Global History" is available online: 
http://web.mit.edu/newglobalhistory/articles.html 

the term "global". Neither would it make sense to speak of a "New 

Global" instead of "New World" after 1492 nor of a "third global" 

instead of"third world". 

What Mazlish does not clarify is that his definition of "World History" 

simultaneously shows its inherent Eurocentric perspective. If we speak of 

the '"first", the "'second" and the "'third world" as different levels of 

development, we talce the result of a specific historical development in 

Europe and the US as an ideal type in the Max Weberian sense. European 

and US history become a normative guideline for the evaluation of 

social, economic and cultural development. This view always includes a 

judgmental statement in so far as some world regions have not yet caught 

up with the West and others never will. If we were to take a more neutral 

stance, we would have to acknowledge that the so-called "New World" 

already existed before 1492; there was nothing "new" for its residents. 

The Americas are no younger than Asia, Africa or Europe. The world 

might be divided into different worlds, and there are, indeed, different 

levels of development, but it seems improbable that all parts of the world 

will follow the development that one part has already gone through. 

If we wanted to recover Max Weber's understanding of history at all, 

we would have to use Shmuel Eisenstadt's concept of "multiple 

modernities". This concept sticks to the concept of modernity derived 

from readings of Max Weber while simultaneously trying to liberate it 

from its Eurocentric implications.9J Eisenstadt's study on "Multiple 

modernities" raises other problems, however. He holds, for instance, to 

the idea of homogeneous, clearly definable world regions. This is a 

stance the subaltern studies group would seriously question, as I shall 

8) Mazlish, "Global History," p.18. 
9) Shmuel Eisentstadt, "Multiple Modernities," in Deadalus, vol.l29/l, 2000, pp.l-29. 

New Global History and the Challenge of Subaltern Studies 167 



discuss later. For them, there is no such a thing as homogeneous entity, 

or, as Chakrabarty puts it, the concept of modernity is always an outcome 

of Eurocentric historical thinking. 

Even though Mazlish fails to point out clearly the implicit 

Eurocentrism of the World History terminology, he feels uncomfortable 

with the concept. This is what underlies his wish to replace the term 

"world" by the term "global". What does, according to Mazlish, "global" 

mean in contrast? In his words, global "points in the direction of space; 

its sense permits the notion of standing outside our planet and seeing 

'Spaceship Earth'.[ ... ] This new perspective is one of the keys to new 

global history, where, indeed, a new space/time orientation is observable." ID) 

New Global History does not deal with everything that has happened in 

the past. New Global History is only the history of the globalisation 

process. In another article, he defines New Global History as follows: 

"New Global History becomes the study of a wide range of dynamic 

factors or processes that are encompassed by the word 'globalization', 

and must be understood in terms of a new and evolving analytic method 

and a particular body of data. "11) According to Mazlish, the main 

subjects of New Global History are processes that are "best studied on 

the global, rather than a local, national, or regionalleve!."12) 

Let me briefly summarize so far. Mazlish expresses convincingly that 

Global History in contrast to World History is not concerned with just 

10) Mazlish, "Global History." p.S. 
It) Mazlish, Bruce, As yet, this article has appeared only in Spanish, us ''La historia se 

haec Historia: la Historia Mundial y la Nucva Historia Global," the Annual, Memoria y 
Civilizacion, 4, 2001, pp.S-17. For an authorized trnnslation into English, see website 
of the NGH (New Global History Wcbsite) http:/lweb.mit.edu/newglobalhistory/ 

articles.html 
12) Mazlish, "Gobal History," p.9. 

anything in the past, it focuses on the process of globalisation. Mazlish's 

notion of "Spaceship Earth" expresses the growing awareness that we 

are all living on the same planet and that the most urgent problems can 

only be solved on a global level. 

Mazlish 's notion that we have to overcome Eurocentrism is also 

absolutely appropriate - even though it is not cutting-edge. Talk about 

how to avoid Eurocentrism has accompanied the discussion since history 

became an academic discipline in I 9th century Europe and tl1e US. What 

Mazlish's argument unwillingly reveals, however, is how deeply Western 

thinking about history is already Eurocentric. If we take his metaphor 

"Spaceship Earth" seriously, we have to ask who would be standing 

outside our planet? Who would be seeing and describing global history? 

Where would he (or she?) come from? If we try to answer these 

questions, we quickly realise that the problem of Eurocentrism cannot be 

solved by introducing a somehow superordinate position of a (global) 

historian. Writing history is never a selfless enterprise. There is no 

theoretical position from which a global historian could speak for all 

people and individuals on earth. We can even push this argument a bit 

further. Mazlish's call for a global historian outside our planet relies on a 

concept of scientific objectivity that can be traced back to historiographical 

discussions in I91
h Century Europe. This concept later was exported 

throughout the colonized world. Since then, it has dominated academic 

history writing worldwide. Let me put off until later the discussion of 

Chakrabarty's criticism of Western historical thinking, however. I 3) At 

this point, I would like to summarize that in this perspective, New Global 

History also failed to solve the problem of dealing convincingly with 

13) See for example, Dipesh Chakrnbarty, "A Global and Multicultuml "Discipline" of 
History," inHistmy and 111emy, Vol. 46,2006. 
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Eurocentrism. 

In a book and several articles on "Provincializing Europe", Dipesh 

Chakrabarty made this poiot very clear. This already brings me to my 

next point, the Subaltern Studies Group. 

2. The Subaltern Studies Group 

The Subaltern Studies Group has been dealing with the problem of 

overcoming Eurocentrism since its book series appeared for the first time 

in 1982. However, it is interesting to see that overcoming Eurocentrism 

was never their objective, but an effect that accompanied tl1eir maio 

issues. According to Partha Chatterjee, one of the series' editors, they 

initially had two main concerns: "One was the difference between the 

political objectives and methods of colonial and nationalist elites on the 

one hand and those of the subaltern classes on the other. The second was 

the autonomy of subaltern consciousness."l41 These two main issues 

have been transformed during the last 30 years, and the concern with an 

anonymous subaltern consciousness or with the subaltern as an active 

historical agent was abandoned.! 51 Even though the understanding of the 

subaltern has broadened, Antonio Gramci's concept of the "subaltern", 

with his understanding of "hegemony" and the role of intellectuals in 

creating this very hegemony remained an important point of reference. 

14) For a concise overview of the development of the Asian Subaltern Studies Group, see 
Partha Chatterjee, "A Brief History of Subaltern Studies," International Encyclopedia 
of the Social and Behm,ioral Sciences, Vol. 22, London, 2001, pp.l537-I541; Gunilla 
Budde, Sebastian Conrad, Oliver Janz eds., Transnationa/e Geshichte, 17temen, 
Tendenzenund Theorien, GOttingen, 2006, pp.94-I05. here, p.95. 

15) Ibid. p.99. 

Up until today, eleven more volumes have appeared trying "to highlight 

subaltern themes in South-Asian history.''i6) It would go far beyond the 

scope of this article to go into more details on Gramsci's concept and its 

increasing adaptation by the Subaltern Studies Group. Due to the fact that 

the Subaltern Studies Group is more of a project than a school of 

thinking, I shall examine only some positions and assumptions tl1at I 

have found helpful and semioal for my own work as a German historian. 

I would also like to admit that I am no expert on Indian history. 

Notwithstanding, I am deeply convinced that global history, be it of 

German, European, US-American or whatsoever origin, has to undergo a 

profound change. 

To start with, shall discuss Chakrabarty's criticism of Western 

historical thinking. Then, I shall move on to Gayatri Chakravorty 

Spivak's radical challenge of the subaltern's voice. 

"Europe", says Chakrabarty, "remains the sovereign, theoretical 

subject of all histories, including the ones we call 'Indian"'.l7) The first 

everyday symptom that Europe is a "silent referent" is what he calls the 

"asymmetric ignorance". While a European historian might ignore 

non-European history, a historian of another world region cannot return 

this gesture. 

In a review essay on an anthology of Western historical thinking, 

Chakrabarty illustrates tl1e paradox situation of "asymmetric ignorance" 

with a historical example: The European academic discipline of history 

gained a hegemonic position in 19th century India and presumably also 

16} "preface," Subaltern studies journal, Vol. 10, 1999. 
17) Dipesh Chakrabarty, "Provincializing Europe: Postcoloniality and the Critique of 

History," Cultural Studies, vol. 6 no.3, 1992, p.337. 
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• 

in other non-European societies. Before the encounter with the Western 

version of history writing, Chakrabarty explains, all societies had of 

course their own traditions of thinking and of narrating past events. The 

real puzzle is, however, "why did we end up with broadly the same 

global culture of professional historians all over the world?" IS) 

The answer to this tricky question lies in the history of the discipline 

itself. Western historiography modelled after the German 19th century 

historian Leopold von Ranke, introduced a scholarly methodology that 

placed the historian in the position of a judge. The historian became the 

only person who could ascertain professionally whether a past event 

really had taken place. How is that? Due to his scholarly methodology, 

the historian now gave evidence through his documentary studies, 

through his critique of the sources, and- derived from my own studies I 

would like to add- the historian had to prove the truth of his narration by 

referring exclusively to written sources and by degrading contemporary 

oral traditions.l9) This shift in giving evidence had far-reaching 

consequences. The way historians proved the truth became the most 

18) Dipcsh Chakrnbarty, "A Goibal and Multicultuml "Discipline" of History," History 

and 11Jemy, vol. 46, 2006, p.l 04. 
19) In quoting the historian Masayuki Sato, an expert in Chinese historiogmphy, 

Chakrabarty also added to the list of elements of Runke's program the request for 
causal explanation. I believe this is misleading. Ranke, in fact, was engaged with 
liberating the writing of history from the logic of causality. This opens another 
discussion, however, and I would prefer to leave it out here. Recently, 1 have dealt 
with this question more profoundly in, Angelika Epple, Questioning the Canon: 

Popular Historiography by Women in Britain and Germany(/750-1850); Sylvia 
Paletschek ed., Popular Historiographies in the 19th and 20th Centwy (German 
Historical Perspectives Series, Bcrghahn Books, forthcoming 2009.) A monograph 
focusing on Gennan Historiography between the epoch of Enlightenment and 19th 
century historicism has as yet only appeared in German: Angclika Epple, 
Empfindsame Geschichtsschreibzmg, Eine Gesclzlechtergeschichte der historiographie 

zwisclten Aujkliinmg zmd Historismus, KOln, Weimar, Wien, 2003. 

important marker for highlighting the difference between popular and 

professional historians. Popular historical narrations were degraded and 

excluded from national canons of historiography. 

These exclusionary and degrading factors of Western historiography 

were exported to India and other societies in the 19th century when 

colonial governments introduced their models ofuniversities.20) 

This new kind of history was only possible due to a "crucial shift in 

the institutional site for the production of history".21) The university 

became the only place for doing valid and genuine history. Masayuki 

Sato, a contributor to the aforementioned volume on Western historical 

thinking, points out this development for China, and Chakrabarty backs 

up his findings for India. I am convinced that the so-called 

professionalization of history led to a narrowing of the field worldwide. 

Popular authors and subjects beyond political or economic history as well 

as women historians in general have been excluded from academic 

history writing for many years. This is not only true for China and India, 

but also for Europe. It is only recently that historians have started to go 

back to these excluded traditions, that they are beginning to analyse how 

this exclusion worked and also show its deeply gendered bases.22) 

The introduction of the Western version of history writing to 

20) Edward Shils and Jolm Robert, in Waiter Rucgg ed., Geschichte der Universitiit in 

Europa, vol. III, Miinchen, 2004, p.l94. 
21) Dipesh Chakrabarty, "A Golbal and Multicultural "Discipline" of History," lfistmy 

and Themy, vol. 46,2006, p.l06. 
22) The exclusionary and deeply gendered effect of Ranke's methodology was firstly 

shown by Bonnie Smith. See Bonnie Smith, "Gender and the Practices of Scientific 
History: The Seminar and Archival Research in the Nineteenth Century," American 

Historical Rel•iew, vol. 100, 1995, pp.l150-1174. For European historiography see 
also, Mary O'Dowd, Ilaria Porciani eds., "History Wopmcn," Storia della Storiografia, 

vol. 46, 2004; Angelka Epple, Angelika Schaser, Gendering Historiography. Beyond 

National Canons, Frankfrut a. M., New York, 2009. 
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non-Western societies such as India generated the aforementioned 

asymmetry paradox. Chakrabarty hopes that traces of an Indian tradition 

before the introduction of the "scientifique style" might be found in 

marginalized popular narratives. He concludes by referring to the 

volume's editor JOm Rlisen: '''Historical matters"', says Rlisen, '"'come 

back with a vengeance' through mass media."23) 

It is definitely true that in Western societies, the global mass media are 

currently challenging the dominance gained by academic history two 

hundred years ago. It is no coincidence, indeed, that the question of 

historical truth has been put back on the agenda of heated controversies 

within the academic discipline.24) The growing influence of mass media 

might lead to an accommodation between academic history and popular 

culture in different social and national contexts, as Chakrabarty suggests. 

In this essay, Chakrabarty leaves the door open for a possible emergence 

of a "global culture of professional history that will not be identical all 

over the world."25) The early Subaltern Studies Group seems to have 

been less confident about this. 

In her well-known essay "Can the subaltern speak", which first 

appeared in 1988,26) Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak deals mainly with the 

question of how the subject of the third world is represented within the 

23) Dipesh Chakrobarty, "A Golbal and Multicultural "Discipline" of History," Hist01y 

and The01y, vol. 46,2006, p.I09. 
24) Dipcsh Chakrnbarty, "History and the Politics of Recognition," in Keith Jenkins, Sue 

Morgan, Alun Munslow eds., Manifestos for Hist01y, Abigndon, New York: 

Routledge, 2007, pp.77-87. 
25) Dipesh Chakrnbarty, "A global and multiculturnl "discipline" of history", Hist01y and 

11w01y, Vo146, 2006, p. 109. 
26) The 1988 version was already a revised version of a lecture given and printed in 1985. 

It was then reprinted in 1993 in Colonial Discourse and Post Colonial Theory, and 
an as yet final version in 1999, which appeared in her book A Critique ofPostcolonial 
Reason. There she mentions the emergence of a new kind of subaltern (p.274) 

Western discourse. She is hard on the Western critical tradition and 

postcolonial theory. To put her main point simply, she harshly criticises 

the way that the French philosophers Michel Foucault and Gilles Deleuze 

fall back into an "essentialist, utopian politics."27) Her main argument is 

that "Two sense of representation are being run together: representation 

as 'speaking for', as in politics, and representation as 're-presentation', as 

in art or philosophy."28) This misconception of the term leads Foucault 

and Deleuze to assume that '1he oppressed can know and speak for 

themselves".29) In contrast, Spivak argues that the subaltern identity is 

not a somehow autonomous or essential entity, and does not even take 

the form of a subaltern consciousness. This makes it difficult to resist the 

imperialistic project. According to Spivak, it is not possible to get the 

"real" voice of the oppressed to talk. She also identifies some other 

problems that I find very interesting in the context of global history. An 

important objection, for instance, goes back to Edward Said's study on 

orientialism,30) Like him, she also rejects the "epistemic violence" that 

accompanies the constitution of the colonial subject as the Other. She 

goes one step further, however. It is not only the asymmetric obliteration 

of the traces of that Other in its precarious subjectivity that she 

denounces. It is also the homogenisation of this group. Of course, it is the 

Indian elites that make it possible for European intellectuals to hear the 

voice ofthe Other. "But one must nevertheless insist that the colonialized 

subaltern subject is irretrievably heterogeneous."31) 

27) Gayatri Chakrnvorty Spivak, "Can th!! Subaltern Speak?," Cary Nelson, Lawrence 
Grossberg eds., Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture, Urbana, IL: University of 
Illinois Press, 1988, pp.271-313. here, p.276, 

28) Ibid., p.275. 

29) Ibid., p.279. 

30) Edward Said, Orientalism, New York: Vintage, 1978. 
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According to my reading of her essay, another important objection 

deals with the limited results of both micro-studies and macro-studies. 

Spivak convincingly points out that subject formations and global 

structures are closely linked. The analyses of the relation between global 

capitalism and nation-state alliances cannot account for the microstructures 

of power. "To move towards such an accounting, one must move towards 

theories of ideology- of subject formation that micrologically and often 

erratically operate the interests that congeal macrologies. "32) With this 

appeal for an analysis that links global structures to subject formations 

and vice versa, I would like to come to my last point today. Please let me 

conclude with a very brief plea for a combination of the two contrasting 

approaches to history. 

3. Global Hist01y From Below 

The growing demand for global history is a result of globalisation. 

Today's problems can only be solved on a global level. This supposes a 

more profound understanding of tl1e historicity of the process of 

globalisation. Global history is an attempt to accommodate that demand 

by simultaneously broadening and narrowing the limits of the academic 

discipline. It is broadening the limits in so far as it deeply acknowledges 

that the overemphasis on Western history has been a dead end. It is 

narrowing the limits of the academic discipline in so far as it focuses on 

the history of globalisation. Bruce Mazlish's program does not dwell 

31) Spivak, "Can the Subaltern Speak?," p.284. 

32) Spivak, "Can the Subaltern Speak?," p.279. 

deeply enough on dealing with Eurocentrism, however. From Dispesh 

Chakrabarty we can learn that Provincializing Europe means more than 

extending the breadth of the subject. It is necessary for professional 

historians to start to tl1ink about the Eurocentrism of their own 

vocabulary as well as of their concepts of historical thinking. This 

requires us to go back to the times when different local traditions all over 

the world were being excluded from scholarly historiography. From 

Gayatry Chakravorty Spivak, we can learn that Othering not only leads to 

an obliteration of the subaltern but also to his homogenisation. This is 

even more tl1e case when global structures are not linked to individuals or 

local circumstances. Subaltern studies carry the problems of global 

history to extremes. On the one hand, the members of tl1e Subaltern 

Studies Group argue that global history fails to describe different local 

and individual experiences by focusing on anonymous global structures. 

On tl1e other hand, they do not offer a satisfYing solution: Even if 

historical research tries to make individuals visible, even if it shows that 

all subjects and objects of history are already always heterogeneous and 

diverse, historical research cannot reveal the lost voices of the subaltern. 

And, what's even worse, by approaching subaltern voices, intellectuals 

take part in tl1e making of subalterns. 

Nevertheless, I believe that using their claims helps to identifY 

weaknesses in the global history concept and goes straight to tl1e heart of 

the problem. This leads to a concept of global history that I would like to 

call "global history from below". It cannot offer a complete solution to 

the dilemma described above.33) But it ties in with Spivak's request for 

33) In his "brief history of subaltern studies", Chatterjee stresses not only the similarities 
of subaltern studies and the "history from below" approach but also the differences. 
He states that "history from below" never "persuasively challenged the existence, 
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an analysis of both global structures and the (local) subject formation. 

Global history from below is aware that the subaltern cannot speak in a 

certain sense. If, eventually, the voice of the subaltern cannot be heard, 

there only remains a meek request: "'What became far more productive", 

says Chatterjee, "were new strategies of reading the conventional 

documents [ ... ]."34) 

"Below"- if used in contrast to "global"- means starting the analyses 

with a subject-centred approach. Thus, global history from below is 

inspired by the subaltern studies group and also by the history from 

below discussions. It is important to underline, however, that it neither 

concentrates on the social history of the working class35) nor limits its 

fields of research to the investigation of the history of the subalterns, or 

of everyday life. "Below" should only designate the microlevel in 

contrast to global structures. If we investigate local elites and their 

entanglement with global processes, it still would be a history from 

below. In so far, global history from below borrows methodological tools 

from microhistory36) and combines it with global questions)?) What 

stability or indeed the historic<Jllegitimacy of capitalist modernity itself." Chatterjee, 
"Brife History,'' p.8. He was right to bring to mind the studies taking the history from 
below approach of that time. 

34) Chatterjee, "BriefHistory," p.96. 
35) The history from below approach was developed as a result of the French Annales 

School in the 1960s. It is closely connected to E.P Thompson's book on the Making 
of the English Working Class, which first appeared in 1963. 

36) Carlo Ginzburg, "Micro-History, Two or Three Things That I Know about it," Carlo 
Ginzburg, John Tedeschi, Anne C. Tedeschi eds., Critical fnqui1y, vol. 20 no. I, 

1993, pp.I0-35. 
3 7) Some results are already presented or are forthcoming, see for instance, Lam Putnam, 

"To Study the Framents/Whole: Microhistory and the Atlantic World," Joumal of 

Social Histoty, 39. 3, 2006, pp.615-630; Angelika Epple, Das Untemehmen 

Stollwerck. Ebre Mikrogesclriclrte der Globalisienmg, Frankfurt a. M., New York, 

2010. 

historians have to do is show how the local is formed globally and at the 

same time, how the global is made up locally. 

Notwithstanding, global history from below ties in with tl1e subaltern 

studies group's understanding of heterogeneity and applies it to the 

Western discourse as well. The so called Western discourse is no more 

unanimous than tl1e subalterns' discourse- or their silence. 

What historians should do is mark the narrow limits to the validity of 

their historical narrations. They should include popular subjects, resist 

homogenisation of whatever group, and, most of all, they should be 

aware of the deeply inscribed Eurocentrism of Western historical 

thinking. Overcoming Eurocentrism or Sinocentrism or whatever 

"centrism'\ seems to be a mission impossible. What we should do instead 

-and here I'd like to borrow the title of a book by the philosopher Robert 

Brandom and apply it to the dilemma discussed here - what historians 

need to be doing with Eurocentrism is: making it explicit)S) We then 

might be ready to read what is said in a new way and also to hear what is 

not said. This could then lead us to a better understanding of the process 

of globalisation. 

38) Robert Brnndom, Making it Erplicit: Reasoning, Representing, and Discursil'e 
Commitment, Havard University Press, 1998. 
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