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New Geographies of the History of North America

For the past few years, historians
in the United States and elsewhere
have vocally advocated a transnational
reorientation of their discipline.” In
an age of globalization, the excessive
disciplinary concentration on national
histories seemed limiting and
insufficient. History seemed in urgent
need of global, transnational and
international perspectives. Wherever
we look—historical journals, the
programs of the meetings of professional
associations, the titles of dissertations in
progress, the catalogues of publishers
—we find ample evidence for such
a reorientation. Let me just cite one
number. In 2008, the Harvard University
libraries contained about 755 books
that had the words “global history” in

Sven Beckert
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their title. In the following 24 months
alone, a staggering 398 further books
with “global history” in their titles have
been added to the libraries, which means
that nearly 35 percent of all works
published with the words global history
in their title since about 1750 have been
published in the past two years. In the
first three months of 2010 alone, twice
as many books on global history have
been published then during the entire
1980s, and of all books published on
global history, a whooping 81 percent
have been published since the year 2000.

So powerful has this movement
become that history beyond the nation-
state can now fall into a confusing
multitude of categories, including
world history, comparative history,

international history, efforts to
transnationalize particular national
history, transnational history, global
history and even the new global history.
Some if not all of these sub-disciplines
are creating their own journals, have
their own conferences, and sometimes
have delineated rather petty boundaries
between themselves and others. And
even though the United States is the
epicenter of that trend, similar currents
have emerged in Western Europe,
Japan, China, Australia, India, Senegal,
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Trinidad, and South Korea, among other
places, and among historians who study
virtually every part of the world. Global
labor is being studied in Amsterdam,
global economic inequality in London,
global industrialization in Osaka and
global prairie agriculture in Sydney. The
importance of the turn towards global
history is perhaps on par with the social
history revolution of the 1970s.

This interest in history beyond the
nation state is an important departure
because it breaks with what in retrospect
seems like an excessive self-narrowing
of the discipline of history: During the
past century, most historical research
has been conducted on a national level,
and has focused on uncovering and
explaining the past of distinct modern
nation states. We have trained and
turned ourselves into historians of the
United States, of China, of Canada,
and of France, to name only a few
examples, organized in professional
associations devoted to the study of a
particular nation, publishing “national”
histories, teaching courses on “national”
issues, submitting articles to journals
dedicated to the study of a particular
national history, and occupying chairs
dedicated to the study of particular
national histories. This narrowing of
our perspective as such was perhaps
not surprising, considering that history
as an academic discipline has emerged
hand in hand with the modern nation
state and indeed often played a key
role in its constitution. Yet, as we
increasingly learn, much of human
history, including that of North America,
is not best understood by containing our
investigations within such particular
national visions.

skksk

In recent years, this turn to the
transnational dimensions of history
has deeply influenced the writing of
the history of North America. Two

distinct ways to engage this widened
perspective have emerged. For one,
global historians integrate accounts of
the North American continent into their
story. The writings of Chris Bayly and
Jirgen Osterhammel are prominent
examples for this trend.™ They are not
so much interested in recasting the
history of North America as such, but
instead are investigating the shape of
global networks, and North America
appears in that story only as a node
within these global stories and as a field
for comparative observations. These
historians do effectively contribute to
writing the history of North American,
but they do not specifically set out to do
SO.

Second, and more significantly in
our context here, historians who are
first and foremost interested in the
history of North America have begun
to embed all or parts of their stories in
an account of transnational connections
and comparisons. Their efforts focus
decisively on telling a narrative about
North America itself, albeit one often
significantly different from the one
that has been embraced in the past.
Thomas Bender and Dan Rogers, two
important protagonists of this trend,
wrote books that fit that description
perfectly: Rogers penned a widely
praised volumes on a core theme in
US history—Progressivism—in global
perspective, arguing that Progressivism
can only be understood if placed in the
framework of trans-Atlantic discourses
on social welfare." Bender, in turn, has
written the brilliant 4 Nation among
Nations: America’s Place in World
History in which he places five core
themes in North American history in a
global perspective—among them the US
Civil War, imperialism and the rise of
the welfare state.” This approach takes
a modern nation-state—in this case the
United States—as the core unit of its

analysis, and broadens out from there.
And while its emerging prominence
is a recent development—perhaps of
the last five years or even less—it is
important to remind ourselves that such
a globalized view of the North American
past has a much longer history. Indeed,
no lesser figures than Frederick Jackson
Turner and James Harvey Robinson
shared some of Bender’s concerns,
the latter arguing as early as 1930 that
“without some vivid conception of the
whole sweep of civilization national
history is likely to be very badly
interpreted.”"!

In no field is that reorientation more
prominent than in colonial history,
indeed much of colonial history today is
transnational in orientation. Economic
links have been important in this story,
tracing the trade between various North
American colonies and Europe and the
Caribbean. Slavery also plays a key role,
which not only links North America to
Africa, but also to the Caribbean, Latin
America and Europe. Political ideas
are also subject of such investigations,
such as when David Armitage traced
the global history of the Declaration of
Independence."! In general, the history
of colonial America that is being written
today is a multifaceted history of
European expansion, and its interaction
with native peoples as well as deported
Africans. It is decisively not a proto
national story. "

The writing on the history of
the United States in the nineteenth
century is still much less characterized
by transnational approaches. This is
perhaps not surprising, as the core
narrative on the history of the United
States during those years focuses
on the consolidation of the nation
state—politically, ideologically,
culturally and economically. In that
story, which is really at the root of
exceptionalist interpretations, the
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rest of the world seems to play less
of a role; America’s distinctiveness
is often explained in reference to
its own unique natural endowment.
However, a small but growing number
of historians understands that such
a narrow perspective misinterprets
many of the core events of US history.
The US Civil War, for example, a
quintessential “domestic” event, had
clearly important transnational aspects
to it, from European diplomacy to
global cotton supply networks, from
new technologies of warfare to an
international discourse on nationalism
and state formation. Social movements
were rooted in a transatlantic networks:
Bonnie Anderson, for example, has
shown that the mobilization of women
in mid-century America was linked
to contemporaneous developments in
various European countries, abolitionists
operated on an international level, and
labor activists in the United States were
linked to such activists in other parts of
the world. Economically, global links
remained exceedingly important to the
United States, especially the export of
agricultural commodities. Rebecca Scott
and Eric Foner have written accounts of
Reconstruction that not only compare
post Emancipation societies throughout
the Americas but are also interested in
networks that connected the processes
of Reconstruction.™ Historians of the
West, such as Richard White and Patrick
Woolfe, are increasingly looking at
settler societies in other parts of the
world, and connect discourses and
policy between such diverse regions of
the world as the United States, Australia,
South Africa, Canada and Siberia.*
Donna Gabbacia and Adam McKeown
are writing newly transnational histories
of migration that are not so much
interested in older issues of acculturation
and push and pull factors, but instead in
reconstructing networks in which people

travelled from continent to continent,
embedded in accounts of the global flow
of people and things.X And the history of
westward expansion itself is increasingly
written in the context of an account of
colonial expansion elsewhere in the
world.

For the twentieth century, for
perhaps obvious reasons, the literature
on transnational America is again
much broader. This was, after all, the
“American century.” Social movements
again play an important role in the
literature: Labor, progressivism and the
student movement, for example. Civil
Rights are another important theme,
with books and articles investigating its
historical links to decolonialization, and
to nationalist activists in places such as
China, Algeria and Vietnam. The global
cultural history of the Cold War is a
booming field of study as well, most
prominently represented by the works
of Penny van Eschen. The impact of
developments in the United States on the
rest of the world are also an important
research theme, Erez Manela’s new
study on Wilsonianism, for example,
traces in brilliant ways how Wilson’s
ideas inspired anti-colonial activists
from Egypt to Korea.* Dozens of
other books could be cited, from global
histories of the economic crisis of the
1970s to books on the transnational
networks of market radicals to a global
history of human rights activism.*i

skeskesk

Why this sudden interest in
transnational perspectives in United
States and North American history?
Certainly, the world we live in today
greatly influences historians thinking—
especially the kinds of questions they
pose. The very first impetus for more
global approaches emerged during the
1990s, a decade that was characterized
by widespread discourses on
globalization. It seemed to contemporary

observers that the world had suddenly
become much more interconnected.
Unsurprisingly, historians were
influenced by that discourse, but
also tried to shape it by arguing that
globalization itself had a history that
went back much beyond the 1970s.

Second, and just as important,
the peculiar structure of the practice
of history in the United States is in
significant ways different from much
of the rest of the world.* US history
departments for many decades have
been characterized by a much broader
range of interests than is typical
elsewhere. Typically, only about a third
of the faculty in a US history department
teaches the history of the United
States and its colonial predecessors,
with another third teaching European
history and another third teaching Latin
American, Asian and African history.
Thus from the outset, Americanists
had broad and constant exposure to
non American history, and also access
to colleagues who could guide them
in coming to terms with the history of
places remote from North America.

Third, historians themselves, by the
1980s, began to live in a much more
international community. Certainly,
prior generations of historians also
read one another’s books even if
they themselves were separated by
oceans. But with the advent of cheap
air travel and the escalating wealth of
US universities, international contacts
became now much more regular. Living
in such an interconnected world suggests
to practitioners of North American
history in a very real and personal
way the connections and comparisons
that increasingly characterize their
scholarship as well.

Last, but not least, there is logic of
historical research itself. This is most
clearly the case in colonial history.
Once scholars began to treat the French,
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Spanish and English settlements
in North America as more than the
prehistory of the United States, it
became ever more obvious that every
aspect of its history needed to be linked
to developments in Europe, Africa, Latin
America and even Asia, and its major
institutions compared to those of other
colonial societies. Colonial America, in
these accounts, became part and parcel
of larger global shifts that contained
within them many different paths and
possibilities.

Such transnational approaches
were furthered also by the decline of
exceptionalists thinking that came
about thanks to the social history
revolution of the 1970s. The history of
the United States, seen increasingly as
one case among many, could now be
integrated into accounts much greater
than itself, such as the rise of settler
societies, the rise of the West, or the
history of slave economies. And while
the social history revolution had made
an anti-exceptionalist perspective
on American history possible, it had
also led to increasingly fragmented
research landscape. This development,
in turn, concerned a growing number
of historians even before the advent of
transnational perspectives on American
history and global history’s attractiveness
partly derived from this critique, as it
allowed, in effect, historians to write
synthetic accounts of US history. The
global, in fact, allowed for synthesis.

skksk

Despite my great enthusiasm for
such geographically expansive versions
of North American history, I still want
to end on a note of caution. There are
some very real problems: It has been
argued, rightly so, for example, that
the categories, methods, concepts,
questions and problems that originate
from debates on European and North

American history have come to

dominate most if not all discussions
on history, either of the national or
global variety, impoverishing in fact our
histories. Moreover, there is a danger
that a global history approach told
from Europe or the United States could
subsume all of the world’s history as
subordinate stories of European or North
American history. Global history, in
fact, would then constitute a new kind
of imperialism, an overcoming of the
history of the world by its incorporation
into a European or North American
story. To truly globalize American
history we need to become much more
cognizant of historiographical traditions
in other parts of the world, noting, for
example, that traditions of global history
are deeply rooted in the global south—
from dependency theory, to subaltern
studies, from studies on slavery to
studies on empire. And in taking account
of these different traditions we need
to be aware that our debates on global
history are very much conditioned by
global relations of power and global
inequality, that the distribution of the
power to interpret the world is radically
unequal. Japanese historians, for
example, published studies on “world
capitalism” some years before Imannuel
Wallerstein ever did, but the fact that
they were published in Japanese made
them barely visible on the global stage,
while, in contrast, no Japanese scholar of
world capitalism would get away with
not quoting Wallerstein.

Still, it is difficult to deny that
there is a huge potential in writing a
geographicially more expansive history
of North America---not least because
there is a potentially emancipatory
message, a message that finally
emphasizes the importance of our
common humanity. Of course, within
that history are stories of communities
that were small and stretched the globe,

and communities that were large but

had few links to places elsewhere. We
need to continue writing about such
people and places. But there is something
liberating in emphasizing that there is just
one history, that the subject of what we
do is human history as a whole. North
America, like other places and other
peoples, is deeply embedded within
that history, and can only be understood
within that global context.
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