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The Web and the Seams 
Historiography in an Age of Specialization 

and Globalization 

PETER BURKE 

This essay provides a brief overview of some recent tenden-
cies in historical writing. The aim is not only to compare and 
contrast Britain and Germany, but also to place British and 
German trends in a wider perspective, indeed, to raise the 
question of whether it is any longer useful to speak of 
national tendencies or schools at all in an age which might 
be described as one of transition from Nationalstaat to 
Weltbürgertum. The metaphor in the title of this essay comes, 
of course, from Frederic William Maitland and the book he 
wrote with Sir Frederick Pollock on the history of English 
law in which they described history as a 'seamless web'. The 
point which this essay makes is that while history may still be 
a seamless web, current historiography is certainly not. 

On the contrary, the most obvious characteristic of the 
historiography of our age, compared with earlier periods, is its 
specialization and fragmentation. There is obviously a danger 
of overestimating the homogeneity of nineteenth-century 
historical practice. In the German-speaking world, for 
instance, Jacob Burckhardt, Gustav Schmoller, and Leopold 
von Ranke all pursued very different historiographical models 
and aims. Even Ranke, as RudolfVierhaus, Felix Gilbert, and 
others have argued, was not as narrowly political in his 
approach as either his image or his disciples might suggest.1 

All the same, in Ranke's day, political history was central, and 
other kinds of history were more or less peripheral. Today by 
contrast we live in an age of historiographical polycentrism. 

' Rudolf Vierhaus, Ranke und die soziale Welt (Munster, 1957); Felix Gilbert, 
History: Politics or Culture? Reflections on Ranke and Burckhard/ (Princeton, 1990). 
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On the other hand, the present age is also one of global-
ization and standardization which must affect the produc-
tion of historical writing. Yet we cannot be suffering 
simultaneously from fragmentation and standardization. To 
replace Maitland's metaphor from weaving with a metaphor 
from physics, this essay addresses the problem of the balance 
of centrifugal and centripetal forces within contemporary 
historical writing. 

Some forms of fragmentation are traditional, but they 
persist. National styles of history are still perceptible, the 
British style and the German style among them. One way in 
which this may be perceived is to look at the time-lags in 
translation. It took over thirty years for Edward Thompson's 
The Making of the English Working Class, first published in 1963, 
to be translated into German. On the other side, it is doubt-
ful whether the late Thomas Nipperdey ever enjoyed in 
Britain the reputation he surely deserved. 

More generally, the contrast between the British cultural 
tradition of empiricism and methodological individualism, 
and the German tradition of holism and interest in theory, 
is still perceptible, even if it is less strong than it used to be. 
A generation ago, the late Arnaldo Momigliano used to 
complain that whenever he mentioned the word 'idea' in 
University College London, someone would give him the 
address of the Warburg Institute, brought to England from 
Hamburg in 1933. 

The experience Momigliano had ( or claimed to have 
had) would probably not be repeated today. All the same, 
the Beg;riffsgeschichte associated with Reinhart Koselleck and 
his school differs in important respects from the intellectual 
history practised in Britain, by John Burrow, for example, or 
Stefan Collini. The differences are associated with different 
attitudes to philosophy in our two countries, as well as with 
different philosophies. An example from the German side is 
Koselleck's interest (like that of Hans-Robert Jauss), in 
Gadamer, Husser!, and Heidegger, an interest particularly 
noticeable when he speaks of 'horizons of expectation' .2 

2 Reinhart Koselleck, Vergangene Zukunft ( 1979; English translation Futures Past, 
Cambridge, Mass., 1985), 46, 56, 64, 106, 186, 201, 267 ff. 
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Attitudes to historiography itself also differ in our two 
countries. For example, the resistance to theory remains 
strong in Britain, whereas in Germany the history of histori-
ography is an acknowledged subdiscipline of history. The 
well-known stereotype of the British as a nation of empiri-
cists contains as well as exaggerates an insight. To be a 
British historian is, of course, to have swallowed a double 
dose of empiricism. That some local as well as national tradi-
tions of historical writing have survived to the end of the 
twentieth century is suggested by the continuing use of 
expressions such as the 'Leicester school', 'Cambridge 
school', 'Bielefeld school', or 'Gottingen school' of histori-
cal writing. The milieu of universities with their masters and 
disciples, to say nothing of patrons and clients, encourages 
such persistence. W. G. Hoskins at Leicester makes an obvi-
ous example, a somewhat eccentric figure who transmitted 
his concern for local history, for communities, and for the 
history of the English landscape to disciples as diverse as 
Alan Everitt, Margaret Spufford, and Charles Phythian-
Adams. 

Traditional forms of fragmentation like these now coexist 
with newer ones. The explosion of historical writing, the 
multiplication of dissertations, books, articles, and journals 
has turned the historian's village, once a cosy if parochial 
community, into a constellation of suburbs. To the expan-
sion of the profession and the printed words it produces, the 
expansion of the territory of the historian must also be 
added, in other words the increasing acceptance of the idea 
that everyone and everything has a history: the working 
class, women, children, dreams, the climate, gestures, laugh-
ter, and even smells and noises. It is tempting to invert 
Maitland's metaphor and to think of history as something 
like a fat man in an old suit, in which expansion has led to 
splitting along the seams. 

These tendencies to fragment have been encouraged, 
ironically enough, by some of the very attempts to avoid frag-
mentation; in other words, by the practice of interdiscipli-
narity, especially when it is institutionalized. That is, in the 
pursuit of certain new topics or 'objects' some historians 
turned for assistance to economics, others to demography, 
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ecology, sociology, anthropology, philosophy, or literature. 
The price, and the unintended consequence of these inter-
disciplinary efforts, and the rise of centres and journals such 
as those for historical demography or historical sociology, 
has been that the more thoroughly one group of historians 
learns the language of ecologists or anthropologists, the 
more difficult that group finds it to communicate with the 
remainder of their colleagues. Even without attempts at 
empire-building, which occur from time to time, the rise of 
subdisciplines is almost inevitable. 

Such subdisciplines might have been arranged around a 
centre. Today, however, the decline of the hegemony of any 
single paradigm is becoming evident. A few years ago there 
were three major competitors for hegemony: the Rankean, 
the Marxian, and the Braudelian paradigms. The last of 
these three paradigms was less important in Britain and 
Germany, which resisted Annales for a long time, than for 
historians in many other parts of the world. Today, on the 
other hand, there is a superfluity of choices, a cornucopia of 
styles of history from which historians can select what 
appeals most-women's history, the old or the new cultural 
history, and many more. 

This fragmentation is both justified and encouraged by 
the current critique of Grand Narrative, which asserts or 
assumes that attempts to write universal or national history 
are as impossible as they are undesirable.3 British or German 
historians may not be very interested in this critique. All the 
same, the rise of interest in micro-history in both countries 
suggests that some do share certain of the attitudes Lyotard 
formulated so dramatically. After all, the challenge to Grand 
Narrative is not only a philosophical one, but social and 
political as well. It is linked to current debates about multi-
culturalism and to practical problems such as that of teach-
ing the history of Britain to classes of young Bangladeshis, or 
the history of Germany to classes of young Turks. 

All this fragmentation is taking place in what is supposed 
to be an age of globalization and cultural standardization. A 

3 Jean-Fran<:ois Lyotard, The Post-Modern Condition (Manchester, 1984; French 
original, 1979). 
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useful definition of globalization is given in a recent study by 
Malcolm Waters: 'a social process in which the constraints of 
geography on social and cultural arrangments are receding', 
together with a consciousness of this process.4 The recession 
is the result of what has been called 'time-space compres-
sion' and so, ultimately, of technology.5 The term 'globaliza-
tion' is a recent one, rarely used before the mid-198os. The 
idea of a shrinking world is of course much older. Some 
Enlightenment historians, French, British, and German, had 
a global vision of the past. More recently, when they 
relaunched their journal Annales after the Second World 
War, both Lucien Febvre and Fernand Braudel expressed 
the sense of living in a 'global village'-a phrase, inciden-
tally, which Febvre quoted from Gaston Roupnel at a time 
when Marshall McLuhan was still unknown outside Canada.6 

In the fifty years since Febvre and Braudel made this point, 
the impact of globalization on the everyday life of historians 
has become more and more palpable. The rise of English as a 
world language has come to affect historical practice. On the 
other side, English-speaking historians have become more 
conscious of non-English theories and disciplines. Within the 
relatively narrow field of the history of historiography, there is 
also increasing interest in a global vision of the past.7 But what 
are the consequences of these intensifying intercontinental 
contacts? In the first place, certain new historiographical 
trends, or perhaps fashions, spread rapidly. A well-known case 
is that of the international acclaim for a pair of books which 
appeared at almost the same time in Paris and Turin, were 
based on the same kind of source, and offered a similar vision 
of the past: Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie's MontaiUou (1975), 
and Carlo Ginzburg's Il formaggio e i vermi( 1976). 

In the second place, the internationalization of models and 
trends is associated with an international, interdisciplinary 
interest in a small group of theorists, German speakers such as 
Norbert Elias, Jurgen Habermas, and Hans-Robert Jauss, and 

4 Malcolm Waters, Globalization (London, 1995), 3. 
5 David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity ( Oxford, 1989), eh. 15. 
6 Pierre Daix, Fernand Braudel (Paris, 1995), 216. 
7 Jörn Rüsen (ed.), Westliches Geschichtsdenken: Eine interkulturelle Debatte 

(Gottingen, 1999). 
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English speakers such as Clifford Geertz and Hayden White ( to 
say nothing of the French). The discussion and, to a lesser 
extent, the practice of a self-consciously post-modern history 
(defined in terms, for example, of the 'linguistic turn', 
'constructivism', or the collapse of the wall between history and 
fiction) has become an intercontinental movement. This inter-
nationalization mitigates the fragmentation discussed earlier. 

Assessing the current importance and future significance 
of these trends is, of course, a more difficult task. How far 
have they gone, geographically speaking? Are they discussed 
in Sofia or Lima with the same interest as they are in 
Budapest or Sao Paulo? How deeply have the new trends 
affected professional practice? As reception theorists empha-
size, the problem is to discover how different ideas or 
authors have been interpreted by individuals and groups in 
different places. A well-known piece of sociological research 
on the reception of Dallas in different parts of the world 
suggests caution. For example, Russian Jews recently arrived 
in Israel perceived the serial as a critique of capitalism. 

A historiographical parallel to this example might be 
'history from below', a term notoriously difficult to translate 
into other languages. Its Indian equivalent, Subaltern 
Studies, centred in Delhi, both is and is not part of the same 
trend as History Workshop. When he founded his group, 
Ranajit Guha was certainly aware of the work of History 
Workshop, but he was also interested in French theory. In 
any case, writing the history of a colonial regime from below 
is necessarily different from writing the history of the work-
ing class. And the Latin American movement to write the 
history of the vanquished (La Vision de los vencidos, as the 
Mexican Miguel Leon-Portillo calls it) began in the 1950s, 
before the slogan 'history from below' was launched. The 
movement is as different from the Subaltern Studies move-
ment as the colonial situation in India differed from that in 
Latin America. It is only in the 1990s that contacts between 
the two movements have begun.8 

8 Florencia E. Mallon, 'The Promise and Dilemma of Subaltern Studies: 
Perspectives from Latin American History', American Historical Review, 99 (1994), 
1491-515. 
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This essay now returns to the comparison between Britain 
and Germany, focusing on four sectors of historical writing, 
two in which the parallels seem to be relatively close and two 
in which the differences are more obvious: history from 
below, micro-history, historical anthropology, and the 
history of the everyday. 

1. History from below. The British History Workshop, 
founded by Raphael Samuel and his friends in the 1960s, and 
the German Werkstätte inspired by it offer similar combina-
tions of socialism and feminism. Edward Thompson has 
been an inspiration to this German movement, despite the 
time-lags in translation already mentioned. The two groups 
of historians appear to have been marching in the same 
direction. 

2. Again, in the case of micro-history, the British and 
German trends seem to be roughly parallel. It would, of 
course, be possible to write a micro-history of micro-history, 
in other words, of each local movement for micro-history, in 
Bologna, Leicester, and elsewhere. In the case of Germany, 
it would be interesting to know whether micro-historians 
were aware of the essays of Aby Warburg, which in my view 
are micro-historical avant la lettre, and whether they saw him 
as a predecessor or not.9 Despite the different traditions, 
however, the differences between the village studies 
produced by Hans Medick or Wolfgang Behringer in one 
country and those by Margaret Spufford and Keith 
Wrightson in the other do not seem to be very great. 10 

3. In the case of historical anthropology the situation is a 
little different. What makes it different is above all the 
contrast between the tradition of social anthropology in 
Britain and that of Völkerkunde in Germany. Folklore has 

9 Peter Burke, 'Aby Warburg as Historical Anthropologist', in Horst 
Bredekamp, Michael Diers, and Charlottte Schoell-Glass (eds.), Aby Warburg 
(Hamburg, 1991), 3g-44-

I0 Hans Medick, Leben und Uberleben in Laichingen, 1650-1.900. Lokalgeschichte als 
allgemeine Geschichte (Gottingen, 1996); Wolfgang Behringer, Chronrad Stoechhlin und 
die Nachtschar (Munich, 1994); Margaret Spufford, Contrasting Communities 
(Cambridge, 1974); Keith Wrightson and R. Levine, Poverty and Piety in an Essex 
Village (New York, 1979); id., The Making of an Industrial Society Whickham 1560-1765 
(Oxford, 1991). 
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always had an academically marginal pos1t1on in Britain, 
especially in England, despite a long tradition of amateur 
interest in the subject. On the other hand, British anthro-
pology, although small in scale, was a respected and innova-
tive discipline. Although there was a time when the majority 
of British anthropologists virtually ignored history, one lead-
ing figure, Edward Evans-Pritchard, kept open the lines of 
communication, and at the end of the 1950s inspired a young 
historian in his college (his fellow-Welshman Keith Thomas) 
to take anthropology seriously. One result of this encounter 
was that British historians of British witchcraft approached it 
via Africa (that is, via British anthropologists working on 
Africa, notably Evans-Pritchard himself on the Azande). 

In Germany, the roles were reversed. In other words, it was 
Völkerkunde which was central while the anthropology of 'the 
other' was marginal, despite certain traditions of interest in 
the cultures of Africa, the Amerindians and so on. If the 
slogan in Germany today is historical 'anthropology', and 
not 'ethnology' (as it is in Scandinavia or Hungary), this 
looks very much like a deliberate break with tradition, a 
reaction against the associations which Volkskunde acquired 
during the Third Reich. 

4. Finally we come to Alltagsgeschichte (history of the every-
day), a term which should be left in German because it has 
not been as successful in Britain as in Germany, or indeed in 
other countries such as France and Brazil. In attempting to 
explain why not, it is not sufficient to say that we already 
have the phrase 'social history', because the history of the 
everyday is a particular kind of social history, one which is 
indeed practised in Britain but rather less self-consciously 
than elsewhere. As in the case of Begriffsgeschichte, the differ-
ence between British and German practice may be linked to 
contrasting attitudes to philosophy, and contrasting philoso-
phies. Alltagsgeschichte is associated with a philosophy and 
sociology of the everyday, linked to Husser!, Schutz, and Max 
Weber's idea of Veralltaglichung, or in the case of Jurgen 
Kuczynski, one of the pioneers in this field, to the ideas of 
the Marxist philosopher-sociologist Henri Lefebvre. 

In conclusion, it must be said that we are paying a high 
price for the variety of history as described in this essay. 
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Moreover, globalization has not led to histoire globale in the 
Braudelian sense of that term. A self-consciously post-
modern position would be to embrace fragmentation, but I 
regard this as defeatism. The problem for the future seems 
to be how to combine the interest in alternative histories, in 
pluralism, and in multiple viewpoints with a concern for 
histoire totale, the seamless web, Gesamtgeschichte. There is obvi-
ously no simple solution, but that does not mean that there 
is nothing that we can do. In teaching and writing history, we 
can all work for 'decompartmentalization', whether the 
compartments we are trying to demolish are disciplinary or 
national. 




