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Thinking history globally, by Diego Olstein. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015. Pp. xvi+223. 7
figures, 24 tables. Hardback £79.99, ISBN: 978-0-230-36102-7; paperback £20.00, ISBN: 978-1-137-
47338-7.

Diego Olstein’s task in Thinking history globally is to develop a framework and methodology for
understanding the logic of global history. It is an enormous undertaking. The passing of the
Islamic and European intercommunicating zones after the Second World War produced a rich
historiography about globalization and its origins. Olstein, an associate professor of history and
Associate Director of the World History Center at the University of Pittsburgh, reviews this
historiography, using four strategies – comparing, connecting, conceptualizing, and con-
textualizing. He applies these strategies to what he identifies as the twelve branches of global
history. The twelve branches are comparative history, relational history, new international his-
tory, transnational history, oceanic history, civilizational analysis, historical sociology, world
system approach, global history, the history of globalization, world history, and big history.

Olstein discusses the four strategies and twelve branches in nine chapters. In each chapter, he
clearly defines the strategies and branches, concisely introduces the reader to their literature, and
conscientiously provides tables and figures to support his discussion.

In Chapter 1, Olstein takes the reader to Argentina under Juan Perón (1946–55). This
foundational chapter shows how theory is turned into practice. Perón’s populism and author-
itarianism are compared, connected, conceptualized, and contextualized with similar phenomena
in other nation-states. In Chapter 2, Olstein elaborates on the intellectual origins of the twelve
branches. In the historical sociology branch, he includes Alexis de Tocqueville, the nineteenth-
century French observer of American democracy, among the original thinkers but fails to
mention W. E. B. DuBois, the African American scholar whose pioneering work identified ‘the
color line’ as an essential international problem in the twentieth century. Chapters 3 and 4 probe
the depths of the comparing and connecting strategies and how they differ in crossing borders.
He exemplifies these differences through three examples – ‘dawn of civilization’, ‘imperial his-
tory’, and ‘the American divergence’, which began after 1500 CE and not ‘from around 1500 BCE
onward’ (as given on p. 62). The comparative method is a scholarly mature one. It compares two
or more phenomena, pointing out similarities or differences. The connection method is an
intellectually emerging one. It connects two or more phenomena, relating them to one another.
Chapter 5 further explores the connection method. The new histories of international, trans-
national, and oceanic bring into focus the relationships between units of analysis that are geo-
graphical, nation-state, and thematic. Oceanic history is arguably the most informative branch as
reflected in the works of K. N. Chaudhuri, Steven R. Fischer, and John H. Elliott.1

For Chapter 6, Olstein surveys the conceptualization of global history through the lens of three
branches located in the social sciences. The first branch is historical sociology. It has roots and
application in the academic discipline of sociology. The second branch is civilizational analysis. It
takes an evolutionary and expansive view of human society such as Chinese civilization as opposed
to the Chinese empire. The third branch is the world-system approach. It brings into focus
scholarly concerns about the origins of inequality and causes of underdevelopment in the modern

© Cambridge University Press 2019.

1K. N. Chaudhuri, Trade and civilisation in the Indian Ocean: an economic history from the rise of Islam to 1750,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008; Steven R. Fischer, A history of the Pacific Islands, Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2013;
John H. Elliott, Empires of the Atlantic world: Britain and Spain in America 1492–1830, New Haven, CT: Yale University
Press.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1740022818000402 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1740022818000402


world economy. These branches lead into Olstein’s discussion about the difference, if not subtle
rivalry, between world history and global history in Chapter 7. At the centre of the debate between
the two histories is how to study, write, and teach the chronology and periodization of globali-
zation. The problem may very well be one of definition. But it is also one of context. Chapter 8
addresses the contextual problem. For example, the contrast between Jane Burbank and Frederick
Cooper’s Empires in world history: power and the politics of difference and John Darwin’s After
Tamerlane: the rise and fall of global empires, 1400–2000 illustrates how the chronological divide
between world history and global history is also a contextual divide.2 That divide can highlight
long-term patterns as in the Burbank and Cooper book or it can reveal modern processes as in the
Darwin book. One possible bridge over the divide is big history, which embraces all aspects of life.

In Chapter 9, Olstein concludes this extended historiographical review and engaged intel-
lectual history with a case study. He applies the four strategies and the twelve branches to the
First World War. While primarily a violent argument among European industrialized powers,
the conflict had a direct and indirect effect upon non-industrialized societies, communities, and
peoples on land and sea. It was a world war. It was a global affair. And it was big history. At the
end of the book, Olstein provides what he calls an ‘analytical bibliography’; it is a valuable and
informed bibliography, which organizes global historiography into teaching and research
categories.

Mature students, advanced researchers, and the intellectually curious will find Thinking his-
tory globally a welcomed addition to their libraries. After all, humanity now lives in the era of the
global intercommunicating zone which is the whole world.

Lester P. Lee, Jr
Suffolk University, USA
E-mail: llee@suffolk.edu

doi:10.1017/S1740022818000402

Colonial captivity during the First World War: internment and the fall of the German empire,
1914–1919, by Mahon Murphy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017. Pp. xiii + 245.
2 maps. Hardback £75.00, ISBN: 978-1-108-41807-2.

Musing on the nature of conflict, the pre-Socratic Greek philosopher Heraclitus alerted us to the
transformative power of war. ‘War’, he argued, ‘is the father of all, king of everything.’ The First
World War, as an example of this maxim, profoundly altered the political, social, and cultural
landscape of the early twentieth century. It represented both opportunity and loss: toppling the
political order, subverting convention, and challenging the practice of imperial rule. The First
World War, in short, was a catalyst for change. This interpretation, of course, is not new. However,
on occasion, refreshingly new perspectives bring attention to the way in which this change
occurred. Mahon Murphy’s Colonial captivity during the First World War is one such example.
Focusing on the German experience, Murphy offers a stimulating account of war’s effect on
empires and colonies and more particularly on how the experience of First World War internment
undermined imperial influence and colonial rule while transforming the future of both.

Britain, France, and other belligerents during the First World War, seeking to lay eventual
claim to seized territory in Africa, the Middle East, and Australasia, looked to remove enemy
colonialists from these lands by way of internment and repatriation. To this end, indigenous
troops were used, an action that would necessarily upend the prevailing racial hierarchy that

2Jane Burbank and Frederick Cooper, Empires in world history: power and the politics of difference, Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2010; John Darwin, After Tamerlane: the rise and fall of global empires, 1400–2000, London: Allen
Lane, 2007.
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