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It seems the tide that was going out is already coming back in. During my time in graduate 
school, historians were trading in truffles for parachutes, which is to say, trading an interest 
in the smallest scale for the largest.1 Microhistories were giving way to global histories 
that sought to make sense of a globalized world. Nevertheless, just as we have soured on 
globalism, so too global history. Global histories readily became, to borrow a line from David 
Damrosch, “culturally deracinated, philologically bankrupt, and ideologically complicit with 
the worst tendencies of global capitalism.”2 All the while, as the water went out and comes 
back in, I feel as though I have been standing still. I study a tideless sea, the sea in the 
middle. What can a Mediterraneanist learn from the ebbs and flows of Global History?

For my own part, I chose the Mediterranean because it satisfied a fledgling disposition 
toward research that crossed national and disciplinary boundaries. I wanted to study a 
world where Jews, Christians, and Muslims met to trade goods and ideas, a history that 
seemed redemptive. But I never saw myself as doing world or global history but rather 
something akin to connected history.3 With training in Latin and Arabic, my ambitions—I 
imagined—were less grand, grounded in the lived experience of the sea’s denizens. The 
Mediterranean—or the western Mediterranean, to be exact—was a world within a world, 
one with narrower horizons. Somewhere between the local and the global, the individual 
and the collective, I was content to navigate the middle.

The tides of global history have risen and fallen before. In the time of Goethe, Marx and 
Engels, or Rabindranath Tagore, world history meant something ambitious and optimistic. 
It signified the end of nationalism and imperialism, and the emergence of a new order, in 
which no language or nation dominated: “In place of the old local and national seclusion 
and self-sufficiency, we have commerce in every direction, universal interdependence of 
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nationals.”4 This new world order would enable the commerce of goods and ideas on a 
global scale and thus shed the national parochialism of the past. This confidence, however, 
in human progress did not survive the crises of the twentieth century. To its critics, the 
new world order seemed cold and partial. It lacked in drama and passion. Commenting 
on the first photographs of earth from space, Martin Heidegger complained, “This is no 
longer the earth on which man lives.”5 Against the abstract and universal pretention of 
the global, Heidegger was one among many who called for a return to the local and lived 
experiences of man.6 In other words, the tide that swept up my teachers’ generation reflected 
a renewed faith in cosmopolitanism, in a world of connection and interdependence, and as 
that tide ebbs once more, we complain again that the global order is anything but genuinely 
global.7

In fact, the Mediterranean shares the same historiographical tide. Drawing confidence 
from sociology and economics, Fernand Braudel’s foundational study of the sea, La 
Méditerranée, emphasized the collective over the individual, the structure over the event.8 
Braudel and the other members of the Annales school worked to synthesize historical 
patterns across regions. They aspired to histoire totale, a history of everything, of the 
rules that govern all mankind. Indeed, it was precisely against the totalizing ambitions of 
the Annales schools that microhistorians aimed to recover the particular and exceptional 
experiences of individuals.9 Since Braudel, few have attempted to write histories of the sea 
as opposed to simply in the sea.10 Instead, the Mediterranean has become a watchword for 
regional studies or microhistories of connectivity, including my own scholarship. The rare 
exception is Peregrine Horden and Nicholas Purcell’s The Corrupting Sea, which has sought 
to thread the needle.11 They define the Mediterranean not through its unity but rather 
through its fragmentation—its micro-ecologies—that have forced an interdependence upon 
all its shores.
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Rather than questions of scale or method, the tides of global and Mediterranean history 
reflect a strife between contingency and structure, between relativism and universalism. 
More fundamentally, they reflect competing philosophical and moral questions of the 
nature and possibilities of human community. Seen in this way, the ebbs and flows suggest 
that ongoing appeals to connectivity and interdependence will do little to alleviate the 
tension. After all, whether one calls it connected, Mediterranean, world, or global history, 
any study of interaction at any scale will confront the irresolvable knot of relativism 
and universalism. All studies of interaction risk simultaneously erasing and enshrining 
differences. For instance, when I first set out to study a world in which Jews, Christians, and 
Muslims met to trade goods and ideas, I had already run aground. After all, what is Judaism? 
What is Christianity? What is Islam? And why do they meet? Each of these terms already 
presumes too much. Each presumes an understanding of the relationship of individuals 
to community. Again, these are not problems of scale or method but, fundamentally, of 
philosophy, which we ignore at our own peril. Even scholars of the tideless sea are affected 
by the tides of global history.


