Back to the Future
Jeffrey Williamson on globalisation in history
An interview with introduction by Brian Snowdon
“The globalisation experience of the Atlantic economy prior to the Great War
speaks directly and eloquently to globalisation debates today. Economists who
base their views of globalisation, convergence, inequality, and policy solely on
the years since 1970 are making a big mistake.”
(O’Rourke and Williamson, 1999)
“Only the oblivious can ignore history in modern economics, and only the
unenlightened would choose to do so.”
(Goldin, 1995)

Introduction
Jeffrey Williamson is one of the world’s leading authorities on the economic history of the international economy. Educated at Wesleyan and
Stanford Universities, he took up his first academic appointment as
Assistant Professor of Economics at Vanderbilt University in 1961–63
before moving on to the University of Wisconsin where he remained until
1983. Since then, Professor Williamson has been at the Department of
Economics, Harvard University, where he is the Laird Bell Professor of
Economics. Since 1991 he has been a Research Associate at the National
Bureau of Economic Research and in 1994–95 he was President of the
Economic History Association. Since 1976 Professor Williamson has also
been a consultant and visiting Research Fellow at the World Bank.1
Jeffrey Williamson is the Laird Bell Professor of Economics at Harvard University. Brian Snowdon
is Principal Lecturer in Economics at Northumbria University, Newcastle upon Tyne, UK.
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Full details of Professor Williamson’s Curriculum Vitae can be found on his web-page at
http://www.economics.harvard.edu/~jwilliam/.
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During a long and distinguished academic career Professor Williamson
has to date authored or co-authored 22 books and over 150 articles in leading academic journals. His interests cover a wide area within the field of
economic history and include research on international economic development, the industrial revolution, industrialisation and de-industrialisation, tariff policy, factor price convergence, demography and economic
development, international labour migration, and globalisation in history.

Cliometrics and the ‘new’ economic history
The traditional approach to the study of economic history was largely
descriptive. Even though large amounts of invaluable quantitative data
were produced by economic historians, much of their analysis tended to
be a-theoretical. This situation changed dramatically during the 1960s as
formalisation and analytical rigour spread from mainstream economics to
the field of economic history. From the early 1960s scholars such as Nobel
Laureates Robert Fogel and Douglass North pioneered the ‘new’ quantitative approach to economic history, or ‘cliometrics’, defined as “the application of economic theory and quantitative methods to the study of
history” (Goldin, 1995).2 Since the early 1960s Professor Williamson has
been a major contributor to the ‘cliometric’ approach to economic history.
During the last four decades the ‘cliometric revolution’ has demonstrated that economic historians have much to gain from a knowledge of
economic theory and methodology. The ‘new’ approach emphasised the
need for scholars to be precise and explicit about which hypotheses were
being tested in order to connect the historical investigation with quantitative analysis. However, I have also argued elsewhere that economists have
much to gain from a greater knowledge of history, in particular economic
history (Snowdon, 2002a, 2002b). Not only does the past provide a gigantic laboratory for testing various hypotheses in economics, history also contains many lessons that can provide useful information for contemporary
policymakers, not least those in the developing countries and transition
economies. Because the past shapes the present, it must also influence the
future. As Goldin argues, the “remnants of the past, which shape the realm
of the possible today, are always with us, norms, structures, institutions,
2

The webpage for the Cliometric Society is www.eh.net/Clio/

96

WORLD ECONOMICS • Vol. 4 • No. 4 • October–December 2003

To read the remaining 42 pages of this article,
please Log In or Subscribe to World Economics.
Log in at: https://www.worldeconomics.com/Pages/SubscriberLogIn.aspx

New to World Economics?
Register online here:
https://www.worldeconomics.com/Information/Subscriptions.aspx

