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The title of the paper poses two interconnected, but yet analytically distinct questions. Let 
us dwell on each of them. 

How Old is the Global World? 
The ‘age’ of global world does not equal to the ‘age’ of human history. From the perspec-
tive of Big History (Universal History, Megahistory), which is one of the most ground-
breaking fields in historical research viewing the integrated history of Space, Earth, life 
and humanity on large-scale time spans using the multidisciplinary approach, as well as 
the co-evolution of inanimate and animate nature, and social systems, the global world 
emerged with the Big Bang (see Christian 2004). Focusing specifically on the ‘human’ 
global world, its age again is not equal to the age of humankind as a species. Indeed, 
throughout the early history humans dwelled in a number of separate societies, the vast 
majority of which hardly interacted with each other. In other words: there is a clear and 
long period between the global world and the ‘human’ global world. 

In our opinion, the ‘human’ global world emerged with the establishment of stable re-
lationships and systematic interaction between societies (territories) which comprised the 
vast majority of the world population. 

From this perspective, the definition of the global world is close to that of the World-
System, the largest ‘suprasocietal system’, which originated in the Middle East as a result of 
the Agrarian revolution and came to comprise the entire world through numerous cycles of 
expansion and consolidation. In the course of these cycles, the center of the World-System 
has repeatedly moved; for many centuries China played this role, then it shifted to Europe, 
and later, in the nineteenth century, to North America (see Grinin and Korotayev 2009: 131–
133). Respectively, in order to determine the age of the global world, we can well rely on the 
following criteria developed in the framework of the world-system approach: 

• Generation and diffusion of innovations (Korotayev 2005, 2007); 
• Information networks (Chase-Dunn and Hall 1997); 
• Trade networks of luxury goods (Frank 1990; Frank and Gills 1993; Chase-Dunn 

and Hall 1997); 
• Military-Political Networks (Frank 1990; Frank and Gills 1993; Chase-Dunn and 

Hall 1997); 
• Trade networks of mass consumption goods (Wallerstein 1974, 1980, 1988, 2004). 
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Depending on the chosen criterion, the age of the World System can differ significant-
ly. However, these criteria can also be represented as successive stages of the World Sys-
tem development, reflecting its increasing connectivity, which, after many cycles of ex-
pansion and consolidation, allowed the emergence and consolidation of a truly global 
World-System. If we compare these criteria to the Agricultural (Neolithic), Industrial, and 
Informational revolutions, and the major economic and technological novelties they 
brought, it is possible to suggest the following periodization of the global world: 

1. The formation of the ‘primary’ world system in the Middle East approximately be-
tween the ninth and seventh centuries BCE is directly connected with the Agrarian revolu-
tion. One can hardly call this primary world system ‘global’ as it covered only the territory 
of the Fertile Crescent (Palestine, Syria, Northern Iraq and Western Iran). But there were 
also real (albeit very slow) informational connections, through which the North African and 
Eurasian region systematically obtained the most important agricultural and craftsmanship 
innovations from the Middle East, such as domesticated grains, large and small domesticated 
cattle, horses, ploughs, wheels, copper, bronze and iron products, etc. (Grinin and Korota-
yev 2009: 131–133; 2013; 2014). 

2. Considerable consolidation of the world-system and its internal connectivity occurs 
in the era of agrarian empires. From 1200 BCE to 200 CE, numerous agrarian empires 
gained power and achieved prosperity, such as the Hellenistic world, the Roman Empire 
(covering the entire Mediterranean), the Persian Empire, the Achaemenid Empire, the Par-
thian Empire, the Kushan Empire, the Maurya Empire and the Gupta state in Northern 
India, the Qin Empire and later the Han Empire in China. The ‘circulatory system’ of this 
larger World System was based not only on the network of information exchanges, but 
also on the network of long-distance trade in luxury goods. The Great Silk Road became 
the central ‘artery’ of this system, linking the Roman Empire with the Han Empire since 
approximately second century BCE, passing through all regions of the Afro-Eurasian 
World System. Chase-Dunn and Hall even believe that it is the establishment of trade ties 
between China and Rome through the Silk Road about 2200 thousand years ago that gave 
birth to the Afro-Eurasian World System (Chase-Dunn and Hall 1997: 149; see also Ben-
jamin in this volume). 

3. The emergence of the genuinely global World System dates back to the ‘long six-
teenth century’.1 It was born as a result of a series of expansion cycles of the initial World-
System, which grew to encompass more and more new societies. The era of Great geo-
graphical discoveries played a central role in establishing stable and intense connections 
between regions hosting the absolute majority of the world's population. In our opinion, 
this period can be considered as time of the birth of the global world. At the same time, the 
discovery of new rich resources of the New world – first of all, silver – and their transpor-
tation around the world (through the system of historical and newly laid land and sea trade 
routes) enhanced the world trade and the connectedness of the global networks in general 
(Flynn and Giradez 1995, 2012; Maddison 2001, 2010). 

4. Further development and growth of the World System's global connectivity is di-
rectly related to the ‘modernization transition’, that is to the transition from traditional to 
modern societies. Often the beginning of modernization and the birth of modern societies 
in this period is associated with the British industrial revolution and its subsequent spread 
first to Europe and the USA, and then worldwide. However, with all the significance of the 

                                                 
1 The term introduced by Fernand Braudel (1973) to denote the period from 1453 to about 1640, later caught up and 
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industrial revolution, such an interpretation would unacceptably narrow the scope and 
downplay the significance of many other aspects of modernization transition, affecting all 
spheres of human life. Among its main components (in different countries they emerged 
and gained peaks at different times, with different speed and intensity, proceeding uneven-
ly among the population) include the following: 

• Energy revolution – an explosive increase in human energy consumption; the transi-
tion from muscular energy of humans and animals and natural-organic (water, wind, 
wood) energy sources to fossil fuels (coal, and later oil and natural gas); 

• Scientific revolution – the radical changes in the knowledge about the world, society, 
and human beings as a result of fundamental discoveries in mathematics, physics, astron-
omy, biology, anatomy and chemistry; the emergence of modern science, its principles, 
methods and institutions; 

• Industrial revolution – the transition from an agrarian to an industrial mode of pro-
duction, from manual labor to machines, from manufactory to factory, accompanied by a 
rapid growth of productivity and specialization;  

• Agricultural revolution – the growth of labor productivity in agriculture, thanks to 
which, on the one hand, there arose the ability to feed a large population that is not em-
ployed in the agricultural sector, and, on the other hand – to free many workers from agri-
cultural labor for industrial production; 

• Educational revolution – the spread of mass public education and compulsory prima-
ry education;  

• Global demographic transition – transition from traditional type of reproduction, 
characterized by high mortality and fertility rates, to its modern type, characterized by low 
mortality and low fertility; medical revolution (as well as new norms of hygiene in urban 
infrastructure) should be particularly highlighted as they made enormous contribution to 
reducing mortality and changing its structure by establishing efficient control over com-
municable diseases;  

• Political modernization – this comprehensive notion implies the emergence of cen-
tralized nation-states; the emergence of bureaucracy (hierarchy of professional state man-
agers); formalization of decision-making procedures; the spread of representative forms of 
government; the emergence of modern legal traditions, etc.;  

• Urbanization – significant increase in the proportion of urban residents among the 
population (compared to traditional societies, where the majority of the population lives in 
rural areas); urbanization is dynamically linked with the concentration of population in 
certain places necessary for the modern industrialized production of goods and services, to 
changes in the employment structure (the rapid growth in the share of urban residents has 
been accompanied by rapid employment growth in the modern sectors) and dramatic 
changes in the lifestyle of the majority of population; 

• Revolutionary development in transportation (steamboats, railroads, automobiles) 
and communications (the telegraph) which increased the World System connectedness and 
its informational penetrability.  

• Financial modernization – the emergence of international credit and foreign direct 
investments on a truly global scale (formerly limited by the European region); the classic 
Gold standard; dematerialization of money. 

• Cultural modernization – general modernization of lifestyle, the unification of time 
and space measurement, the emergence of mass culture, the transition from folk culture to 
professional one. 
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As a famous Russian historian, Nikolay Kradin stated, there are several waves of mod-
ernization:  

The primary modernization affected mainly the societies of Western Europe between 
the sixteenth and the nineteenth centuries. The second stage of modernization encom-
passed the states in Eastern and Southern Europe, as well as Russia, Japan and Turkey. 
Modern Asia, Africa and Latin America constitute the third echelon of modernization. 
Most of them are still in the periphery of the modern World System. Some of them 
managed to make success in the course of modernization (e.g., India, the majority of 
Latin American states). Finally, some countries (‘Asian tigers’) have made considerable 
achievements (Kradin 2008: 172). 

In our view, the varying pace and scope of modernization transition, the uneven 
spread of its effects and technologies in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries laid 
foundations for the nineteenth-century phenomenon called ‘the Great Divergence’ – the 
rapidly widening gap in per capita income and living standards between the developed 
countries and the rest of the world throughout the nineteenth century. It began as a widen-
ing gap between the affluent countries of the North and the increasingly backward South; 
then the gap became evident among the countries of the global North, as the fast-paced 
West overtook the East. 

5. New stage in the history of the global World System – and also of globalization, ac-
cording to many researchers, – the world's transition to a new level of connectivity and 
‘globality’, comes after the Second World War. This stage can be divided into two peri-
ods, corresponding to the fourth and fifth technological modes (‘Kondratieff waves’). 
Moreover, the turning point between the two occurs to be a bifurcation point for a range of 
important global demographic and economic trends as well. 

The first sub-period, from the late 1940s to the early 1970s, sees the mode of analog 
electronics, the revolution in air transport, household appliances, etc. The 1960s and 1970s 
are marked by the peak of the Great Divergence (the maximum gap in per capita income 
and living standards between the developed countries and the rest of the world), the peak 
of pollution in the first world, as well as the peak rate of global population growth due to 
the explosive population growth in the Third World countries. 

However, after two critical decades (the 1970s and 80s) many secular trends changed to 
the opposite. Since the late 1980s, the world population growth rate has been declining, and 
the gap in per capita income between the countries of first and third world begins to narrow. 
At the same time we can observe in the developed world a growing implementation of ener-
gy-saving technologies, environmentally friendly production facilities, which reduced dam-
age to environment but also made a significant contribution to the economic slowdown.  

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, there is also a great ‘leap’ in the degree of openness 
in the global world due to the fall of the Berlin wall and the collapse of the Second World 
(the USSR and the Soviet bloc). The most important ‘engines’ of the new wave of integra-
tion are the innovations associated with digital electronics, information and communica-
tion technologies, primarily the proliferation of computers and the Internet. Google, ac-
cording to the words of his ‘father’ Sergey Brin, is ‘the great equalizer’. Amid growing 
openness the rise of China and other developing countries occurs, which narrows the gap 
between the developed and the developing countries. This phenomenon is called the 
‘Great Convergence’. 
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How Old is Globalization? 
Let us now switch to the question of the ‘age’ of globalization. Obviously, the answer to 
this question will largely depend on our basic definition of globalization. If we take a very 
particular definition, selecting only certain traits of the phenomenon – such as, for exam-
ple, the emergence and spread of the Internet – globalization will turn only a few decades 
old, dating its existence back to the 1970s (when ARPAnet was created) or even the 1990s 
(when the Internet truly started its global march).  

If we look at more general definitions, the age of globalization will increase. Let us 
take, for example, the definition of Nayef R. F. al-Rodhan and Gérard Stoudmann: ‘global-
ization is a process that encompasses the causes, course, and consequences of transnational 
and transcultural integration of human and non-human activities’ (al-Rodhan and Stoudmann 
2006: 36). In this case we can speak of about ten thousand years of history of globalization 
because, as shown above, transnational and transcultural integration occurred within the 
primary World-System from nine to eleven thousand years ago. Some researchers assume 
that globalization is even much older than that. For example, Nayan Chanda believes that 
globalization began with the exodus of the first humans from Africa, and its most important 
agents were at a later stage traders, preachers, adventurers, and warriors (Chanda 2007). 

In general, there are three to four basic approaches to determine the age of globaliza-
tion (see, e.g., Bayly 2004: 41–48; Hopkins 2002; Robinson 2007: 125–127; Hopper 2007: 
14–25; Holton 2011: 37–39; see also the special issue of the Journal of Globalization 
Studies. Volume 5, number 1: Globalization in Historical Retrospective and World-System 
Analysis, Guest Editor Thomas D. Hall). All researchers listed introduce somewhat differ-
ent chronological frameworks, but the common logic behind these frameworks allows us 
to identify the following four stages of the history of globalization, which are consistent 
with periodization of World-System's history and the ‘birth’ of the global world: 

1. ‘Archaic’ globalization started around 5–10 thousand years ago. According to Paul 
Hopper, it can be assumed that the history of globalization as circulation of ideas, people 
(media culture), goods and artifacts around the world is measured in thousands of years 
and has its roots in the emergence of first civilizations. Hopper sees as indication of ‘ar-
chaic’ globalization in the migration of people, emergence and spread of world religions, 
empires and transregional trade networks (Hopper 2007: 14).  

2. Pre-modern (proto-modern) globalization began with the integration of the global 
world in the ‘long sixteenth century’, that is about 500 years ago. This period is sometimes 
referred to as ‘protoglobalization’. Thanks to the Great geographical discoveries the most 
important regions of the world got linked into one global network, which transported flows 
of goods, capital, migration, cultural symbols and artifacts, ideas, knowledge and technol-
ogies, pathogens and epidemics, etc. 

3. Modern globalization covers the period from the seventeenth to early twentieth cen-
tury (up until the First World War) and is closely connected with the spread of all modern-
ization transition effects listed above. This period of globalization influences all spheres of 
social life – political (global diffusion of the modern state model, its management struc-
tures and institutions), economic (global diffusion of industrial production, fundamental 
industrial technologies and new technological modes, global movement of financial capi-
tal), social and cultural (intensified global migration, diffusion of ideas and standards, 
etc.). To the end of the stated period, it actively affects not only individual social groups, 
but populations as a whole (although, again, the effects of globalization are tangible for 
different societies and states at different speeds and with different intensity). 
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Globalization reached its culmination by the end of the nineteenth century (the period 
from 1870 to 1913 is sometimes even called the ‘“Golden Age” of globalization’), when 
international trade, international migration flows and international mobility of financial 
capital reached their historical peaks (for that time). Breakthrough technologies in trans-
portation (steamboats, railroads) and communication (telegraph) laid the basis for the 
‘Golden age’. The effectiveness of new transport technologies and their shrinking costs led 
to tremendous scope of international trade (not only in luxury goods but also in cheap and 
affordable mass consumption goods, including food products) and international migration. 
Unprecedented speed of communication through the telegraph rapidly accelerated the de-
velopment of global financial markets and global capital flows. 

4. The age of ‘newest’ globalization equals to several decades; its origin is closely 
connected with technological revolution and new opportunities for global integration cre-
ated by information technologies. 

The Age of Globalization and its Influence on the Research  
Discourse  
There are diametrically different opinions about the stance of the ‘newest’ period of glob-
alization among researchers. ‘Skeptics’ believe that the ‘newest’ globalization is only a 
logical resumption and continuation of the processes of global integration which intensive-
ly manifested themselves in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (but were 
interrupted by two world wars), so there is not too much novelty to the phenomenon (see, 
e.g., Hirst and Thompson 1996, 1999; Hirst, Thompson and Bromley 2009; Wade 1996; 
Held et al. 1999). On the contrary, ‘hyperglobalists’ consider the ‘newest’ globalization as 
the transition of humanity to a fundamentally different stage of development (Gates 1995; 
Cairncross 2001; Ohmae 1999, 2005; Friedman 2007). It seems to us that like in most dis-
cussions, the truth is in the middle and both sides are right to some extent. 

A number of aspects of the ‘newest’ globalization, especially economic ones, such as 
increase in international (cross-border) economic activity, economic growth of the interre-
latedness and interdependence of national economies, growth of global markets, growing 
international mobility of goods can be regarded as a continuation of the ‘Golden Age’ of 
globalization, although each of these areas experienced tremendous changes under the in-
fluence of the new technologies.  

Moreover, some other aspects of globalization, which were only emerging during the 
‘Golden Age’, reached unprecedented magnitude in the second half of twentieth and early 
twenty-first centuries, and their role in the global world has changed essentially. For exam-
ple, we can mention the rapid expansion and growing influence of transnational corpora-
tions, the emergence of the international division of labour and global production chains, etc. 

However, along with this, the ‘newest’ globalization includes a set of fundamentally 
new phenomena, which are not connected with previous waves of integration in the global 
world. This is especially evident in the political and socio-cultural spheres – expansion of 
global governance institutions, voluntary limitation of national sovereignty in a range of is-
sues; global market of short-term investments and currency speculation; radical change of 
the mass culture because of increasing access of the majority of population to information; 
formation of a single global information space, etc. 

Another point is that both the ‘hyperglobalist’ and the ‘skeptic’ views of globalization 
see it as a sort of end-state of the World System (with the ideally globalized world being 
somewhat analogous to the ‘ideal markets’ from the textbooks on Economics), towards 
which it is either moving swiftly (‘hyperglobalists’), or moving extremely unevenly, slow-
ly, or hardly at all (‘skeptics’). However, this leads to mixing the notions of ‘ideal’ and 
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‘global’. Moreover, such a multi-faceted and multidimensional process, encompassing all 
spheres of human life, can hardly be expected to have a single end-point. As Perraton 
points out, single equilibrium models are inapplicable to studying globalization (Perraton 
2011: 62–63). 

However, if we stop viewing globalization as a path to one single result (a ‘fully 
globalized’ world, whatever this notion could imply, from the fall of all national borders to 
full unification and homogenization of global culture – very frequently implying its 
hegemonisation as well, that is a cultural unification according to values, meanings, ideas 
etc. of one particular hegemonic culture), then we can assess it not only quanitatively, but 
also qualitatively – as a macrotransformation of the organization of the ways of life of the 
humanity, where global processes and institutions can cause local repercussions, and 
growing interconnectedness leads the specifics of development of one locality to influence 
ways of life and development trajectories in other, even remote localities. 

References 
Al-Rodhan, N. R. F., and Stoudmann, G. 2006. Definitions of Globalization: A Comprehen-

sive Overview and a Proposed Definition. Geneva: Centre for Security Policy.  

Bayly, C. A. 2004. The Birth of the Modern World, 1780–1914: Global Connections and 
Comparisons. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing. 

Braudel, F. 1973. Capitalism and Material Life, 1400–1800. New York: Harper and Row.  

Cairncross, F. 2001. The Death of Distance: How the Communications Revolution will 
Change Our Lives. Boston: Harvard Business School Press.  

Chanda, N. 2007. Bound Together How Traders, Preachers, Adventurers, and Warriors 
Shaped Globalization. New Haven: Yale University Press. 

Chase-Dunn, C., and Hall, T. D. 1997. Rise and Demise: Comparing World-Systems. Boulder, 
CO: Westview Press.  

Christian, D. 2004. Maps of Time: An Introduction to Big History. Berkeley, CA: University 
of California Press. 

Flynn, D.O., and Giraldez, A. 1995. Born with a ‘Silver Spoon’: The Origin of World Trade 
in 1571. Journal of World History 6(2): 201–221.  

Flynn, D.O., and Giraldez, A. 2012. Globalization Began in 1571. In Gills, B. K. and Thomp-
son, W. R. (eds.), Globalization and Global History (pp. 232–247). London, New York: 
Routledge. 

Frank, A. G. 1990. A Theoretical Introduction to 5,000 Years of World System History. Re-
view 13(2): 155–248. 

Frank, A. G., and Gills, B. K. (Eds). 1993. The World System: Five Hundred Years of Five 
Thousand? Routledge: London. 

Friedman, T. L. 2007. The World is Flat: A Brief History of the Twenty-First Century. New 
York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux. 

Gates, B., Myhrvold, N., and Rinearson, P. 1995. The Road Ahead. New York: Viking. 

Grinin, L. E., and Korotayev, A. V. 2009. Social Macroevolution. Genesis and Transfor-
mations of the World System. Moscow: KD «LIBROKOM». In Russian (Гринин Л. Е., 
Коротаев А. В. Социальная макроэволюция. Генезис и трансформации Мир-
Системы. М.: Книжный дом «Либроком»). 



Andreev, Ilyin, and Zinkina • How Old is the Global World? 257

Grinin, L. E., and Korotayev, A. V. 2013. Origins of Globalization. In Grinin, L. E., Ilyin, I. V., 
and Korotayev, A. V. (eds.), Globalistics and Globalization Studies: Theories, Research & 
Teaching (pp. 8–35). Volgograd: ‘Uchitel’ Publishing House. 

Grinin, L. E., and Korotayev, A. V. 2014. Origins of Globalization in the Framework of the 
Afroeurasian World-System History. Journal of Globalization Studies 5(1): 32–64. 

Held, D., McGrew, A., Goldblatt, D., and Perraton, J. 1999. Global Transformations. Cam-
bridge: Polity Press. 

Hirst, P., and Thompson, G. 1996. Globalization in Question: The International Economy 
and the Possibilities of Governance. Cambridge, UK: Polity Press; Cambridge, Mass.: 
Blackwell Pub. 

Hirst, P., and Thompson, G. 1999. Globalization in Question: The International Economy 
and the Possibilities of Governance. 2nd ed. Cambridge, UK; Malden, MA: Polity. 

Hirst, P. Q., Thompson, G., and Bromley, S. 2009. Globalization in Question. 3rd ed. Cam-
bridge; Malden, MA: Polity.  

Holton, R. J. 2011. Globalization and the Nation State. 2nd ed. Houndmills, Basingstoke, 
Hampshire; New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Hopkins, A. G. (ed.). 2002. Globalization in World History. London: Pimlico.  
Hopper, P. 2007. Understanding Cultural Globalization. Cambridge; Malden, MA: Polity.  
Korotayev, A. A 2005. Compact Macromodel of World System Evolution. Journal of World-

Systems Research 11(1): 79–93.  
Korotayev, A. 2007. Compact Mathematical Models of World System Development, and How 

They Can Help us to Clarify our Understanding of Globalization Processes. In Mod-
elski, G., Devezas, T., and Thompson, W. R. (eds.), Globalization as Evolutionary Process: 
Modeling Global Change (pp. 133–160). London: Routledge.  

Kradin, N. N. 2008. Problems of a Periodization of Historical Macroprocesses. Grinin, L. E., 
Korotayev, A. V., and Malkov, S. Yu. (eds.), History and Mathematics: Models and Theo-
ries (pp. 166–200). In Russian (Крадин Н. Н. Проблемы периодизации исторических 
макропроцессов. Гринин Л. Е., Коротаев А. В., Малков С. Ю. (ред.), История и ма-
тематика: Модели и теории (c. 166–200). М.: ЛКИ/URSS). 

Maddison, A. 2001. Monitoring the World Economy: A Millennial Perspective. Paris: OECD.  
Maddison, А. 2010. World Population, GDP and per capita GDP, A.D. 1–2008. Retrieved 

from http://www.ggdc.net/maddison. 
Ohmae, K. 1999. Borderless World. Power and Strategy in the Interlinked Economy. Rev. Ed. 

London: Harper Business. 
Ohmae, K. 2005. The Next Global Stage: Challenges and Opportunities in Our Borderless 

World. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Wharton School Publishing. 
Perraton, J. 2011. The Scope and Implications of Globalization. In Michie, J. (ed.), The Hand-

book of Globalization (pp. 60–86). 2nd ed. Cheltenham; Northampton, MA: Edward Elgar. 
Robinson, W. I. 2007. Theories of Globalization. In Ritzer, G. (ed.), The Blackwell Compan-

ion to Globalization (pp. 125–143). Oxford: Blackwell Publishing.  
Wade, R. 1996. Globalization and Its Limits: Reports of the Death of the National Economy 

are Greatly Exaggerated. In Berger, S., and Dore, R. (eds.), National Diversity and Global 
Capitalism, Ch. 2 (pp. 60–88). London: Cornell University Press.  

Wallerstein, I. 1974, 1980, 1988. The Modern World-System. 3 vols. New York: Academic 
Press.  

Wallerstein, I. 2004. World-Systems Analysis: An Introduction. Durham: Duke University 
Press. 


