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dhis Fcow proposes to mark En end of >Bntn§ history as we have
known it “End” can mean both “purpose” and “termivation,” and
n; both of those meanings are necessary to introduce my themes,
Pirst I mean vo draw attention to the end ve which national histories, in-
cluding American history, have been put. Histories ate taught in schools
mm&...vﬁsmrn into public discourse to forge and sustain national identities,
and they present the self-contained nation as the natusal cacrier of history.
I'believe this way of writing and teaching history has exbausted itself,
We need a history that understands national history as itself being made

in and by histories chat ate both lacger and smallet than the nation'’s. The

fiation is not freestanding and self-contained; like other forms of human
solidiricy, i¢ is connected with and partially shaped by what is beyond it.
It'is time to stop ignoting this obvious dimension of & national history.
Nincteenth-century nationalist ideology became embedded in the devel-
opruent of history as a discipline, but it obscutes the actual experience of
fational societies and produces a narrow parochialism at a time when we
ficed &' wider cosmopolitanism,

'+ National histories, like nation-states, are modern developments, The
first national history of the United States, David Rawmsay's History of the
Amsevican Revolntion, was published in 1789, In fuct, Ramsay held off pub-
lishing it until the Constitution was tatified.! History—and especially
history in the schools—contribured mighcily to the acceptance of. the
nation as the dominant form of human solidarity during the next two
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centuries. It became the core of civic education in schools and other
institutions devoted to making peasants, iramigrants, and provincial peo-
ples into national citizens. A common history, which involved both com-
" mon memories and a tacit agreement to forget certain differences, was
intended to provide a basis for a shared pational identity.

This conception of the citizen was absolute; it was supposed to trump
all other sources of identity. Regional, linguistic, ethnic, class, religious,
and other forms of solidarity or connection that were eicher smoaller or
larget than the nation were to be tadically subordinated to national iden-
tity. Moreover, national territory was to be firmly bounded. To sustain the
idea of a national citizen or subject, the national space and population
were presumed to be homogeneous. In return, the modern nacion-state
promised to protect its citizens at home and abroad. One artifact that
marks both the importance of borders and the promise of protection is
the passport-—a nineteenth-century innovation.

The leaders of the new nation-states naturalized the nation as the
most basic, obvious form of human solidarity, and they wete helped by
historians. Although this elevation of the nation is still quite new, every-
one has become so comfortable with the notion as to refer routinely to
events that occurred a thousand years ago within the present borders of
France as “medieval French history.” In this age of talk about globaliza-
tion, multiculturalism, and diasporas, cleatly our experience dogs not
match up to such nationalist assumptions. Life is simply more complex.
Historians know this as well as everyone else.

It is often said cthat the persistence of the demonstrably false
nineteenth-century ideological framing of history can be explained by the
absence of an alternative. My alm in this book is to offer another way of
understanding the central events and themes of American history in a
context larger than the nation. Unlike notions of American “exceptional-
ism,” this framing insists that the nation cannot be its own historical
context. In fact, it presses context to its ultimate terrestrial limit: the
globe itself. Here the major themes and events of American history, in-
cluding such distinctively American events as the Revolution and the
Civil War, are examined in a global context. To go beyond the nation is
not necessatily to abandon it but to historicize and clatify its meaning.
“To stand outside of the filiation of history and the nation-state,” the his-
torian Joyce Appleby has written, “is not to disparage it but, rathert, to
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get some purchase on the powerful presuppositions that have shaped our
a:EﬂPm "

In the past few years some of the most innovative and exciting schol-
arship in American histoty has been framed in ways that do not necessar-
ily tie it to the nation-state—work on gender, migrations, diagporas,
class, race, ethnicity, and other areas of social history. If this scholarship
has not succumbed to the nationalist framing, neither has it altered ot
displaced it. It has grown up beside the older defanlt narrative that we all
carty around in our heads. It has brought forth new knowledge about pre-
viously unstudied or insufficiently recognized groups and themes in
American history, but it has not changed the dominant narrative struc-
ture. The unitary logic of national history seems to have kept at bay new
scholatship thae could be transformative, Too often this new scholarship
is bracketed (literally so in textbooks) rather than integrated. Much is
added, but che basic narrative stays the same. That is why textbooks get
longer and longer, mote and more ungainly, and less and less readable,
with the old nineteenthi-century narrative buried under the mass. This
narrative must be challenged more directly.

About a decade ago I began to think more seriously and nES differ-
ently about the way American history has been written, to say nothing
about the way I was teaching it. Whar concerned me wes not the then-
much-contested question of the politics of history, at least not in the nar-
row sense of supporting or opposing this or that side in the so-called
culture wars.? Nor was it about favoring liberal or conservative interpre-
tations, for on the issue that concerned me there was no difference. T he
ptoblem for me was mote fundamental and methodological: it seemed to
me that the default narrative I carried around in my head limited my ca~
pacity to undestand the central themes of American history. What were
the true boundaries of America's national experience? What history did
the United States share with other nations? How would the nse of a wider
context change the core American natrative? 1 began to rethink two as-
pects of that cote narrative: its nnexamined assumption that the pation
was the natural container and carrier of: history; and its neglect of the
truth that space, no less than time, is fundamental to historical explana-
tion, that history plays out over space as well as over time.

«. American history was taught to me and to you as if it were self-
contained. Recent changes in the school history cuericulum highlight the
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problem rather than solve it. In the intetest of better preparing our youth
for citizenship in a multicultural nation in a globalized world, most
states now require schools to offer world history cousses. That appears to
be an effective curricular change, but in practice the new cutriculum sub-
verts the good intentions that prompted it. Most world history courses de
not include American history. Somchow the world is everything but us.
America’s interconnections and interdependencies beyond its borders are
rarely captured in these courses, and the revised cutriculum reinforces the
very split between America and the world that contemporary citizenship
[OUsTOVELCOMmE,

If Americans tend to think of something “international” as being "out
there,” somehow not connected with them, we historians of the United
States bear some responsibilicy for this misperception, The way we teach
history, with our disciplinary commitment to the nation as the self-
contained carrier of history, reinforces this patochialism. We assume this
nationalism, but we do not azgue it, If historians want to educate stu-
dents and the public as true citizens, they must think more profoundly
about the way they frame national histories, which we must keep, but in
ways that reveal commonalities and interconnections,

Strangely enough, many scholars who study foteign nations and re-
gions—aten studies specialists-—have shared and reinforced the hinary
approach that puts the United States and the rest of the world in two dif-
ferent boxes. American studies and area studies progrems developed ac
the same time in American universities, but until very recently they did
not acknowledge that each was an interacting part of the same global his-
tory. Thus we have limited our undesstanding of other parts of the worid,
and missed the ways other histories have been pact of our own. Ameticans
need to be more conscious of being a “patt of abroad,” a5 the New York
Journal of Commisrce observed in the auspicious year of 1898.

This book elaborates two nested arguments. The first is that global
history commenced when American history began, in the decades before
and after 1500. The second follows directly from the first: American his-
toty cannot be adequately understood unless it is incorporated into that
global context, It then becomes a different kind of history with more ex-
planatory power. It reconnects history with geography. It incorporates
causal influences that work across space as well as those that unfold over
vime. It enriches our understanding of the historical making and remak-
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ing of the United States. It is, moreover, the only way to map and ap-
praise the changing position and interdependencies that connect the

United States today to the other provinces of the planet.

Ar the end of the nineteenth centuty Max Weber famously defined the
nation-state as the possessor of a Jegitimate monopoly of violence, Evi-
dence sutely supports this definition, which is necessary but not sufficient.
The nation also depends on the population’s embrace of a national identity.
Natiopalism and national identity are founded largely on a sense of shared
memories, Making and teaching such shared memories and identities were
the work of histotians and of pational history curricula, generously sup-
ported to promote the formation of nacional identities and national citi-~
zens. But we need to recover the historicity of the prior and coexistent
forms and scales of human solidarity that compete with, interact with, and
even constitute the nation. A national history is a contingent outcome, the
work of histatical actors, not an ideal form or a fact of pature. It is the out-
come of intetplay and interrelations among historical social formations,
ptocesses, and strucures both latger and smaller than the nation. Recently
social histotians have greacly iliuminated those “smaller” histories within
the nation; now the larger ones are emetging, oo.

Thinking of the glabal dimensions of a national history, historians
rmust step outside che natiopal box——and recurn with new and richer ex-
planations for national development, They can better recognize the pef-
meability of the pation at boundaties, the zones of contact and exchange
among people, money, knowledges, and things—the raw materials of his-
tory that rarely stop at bordets. The nation cannot be its own context. No
less than the neutton of the cell, it must be studied in a framework latger
than ieself.

This book examines the United States as one of the many provinces
that collectively constitute humanity. The story I tell begins around
1500, when oceanic seafaring for the first time connected all the conti=
nents and created a common history of all peoples. The beginning of
American history was part of the event that made global history. I end
with the twentieth century, when the United States loomed larger in
mHoU& events than could ever have been imagined at the beginning of the

§LOLY,
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The American nation-building project has been unusnally successful.
Buc the history of that success cannot and ought not be used to sustain a
claim of historical uniqueness or of categorical difference. Whatever the
distinctive position of the United States today, it remains nonetheless
only one global province interconnected with and interdependent with
every other one, The history of the United States is but one history
among hiscories.

The clamor of debate about multiculturalism and globalization bas
encouraged talk of the decline of the nation-state and the possibility of a
post-national history. But I do not believe the nation is likely to soon dis-
appear. True, nacion-states have dooe terrible damage to the human com-
munity, but they are also the only enforcer available to protect human
and citizen rights. The nation must remain a central object of historical
inquiry so long as we understand history to include both the analysis of
power in society and the clarification of ethical responsibility within the
human community. My purpose here is not to dismiss national history
but to propose a different mode for it, one that better respects the empir-
ical record and better serves us as citizens of the nation and the world.

A considerable scholacly literature has recently been produced that in
vatious ways challenges the old way of teaching national histories. There
have even been manifestos that call for altetnative approaches, including
two for which I am responsible. They were both directed exclusively to
my disciplinary peers, academic readers and professional historians, and
they both called for something different without actually doing ir. This
book is addressed to a wider andience, and it actually does what the man-
ifestos propose.

Rather than nibble at the edges of the default narrative, this book ex-
amines five major themes in American history and reinterprets them as
parts of global history. To do this significancly changes—and in my view
enriches—our understanding of those themes. | might have addressed
other themes, but the ones [ selected are central, and no general hiscory of
the Unired Seates can omit any of them.

The first chapter explotes and redefines the meaning of the “age of dis-
covery.” What precisely is new about the New World? That chapter,
which establishes the beginning of global history, sets the stage. The next
chapter, taking its cue from a comment made by James Madison at the
Constitutional Convention, extends the chronology and geography of the
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. American Revolution, placing it in the context of the competition among

the great cighteenth-century empires and especially the "Great War,” the
global couilict between England and France that lasted from 1689 to
1815. Developments outside the territorial United States were decisive in
the American victory against Great Britain and in the development of the
new nation., Equally important, the revolutionary crisis of British North
America was but one of many around the globe, all deriving from the
competition among empires and the consequent reform of them.

Next I place the Civil War in the context of the European revolutions
of 1848. Lincoln watched and admired the European liberals who were
forging e link between nation and freedom and who redefined the mean-
ing of national rerritory, and they watched him, understanding that the
cause of the Union, especially after the Emancipation Proclamation, was
central to their larger ambitions for liberal nationalism. ‘These new un-
derstandings of nation, freedom, and national territory were played out
on every continent, and often violently.

Most Americans hesitate to acknowledge the centrality of empire in
their history, let alone to see that the American empire was one among
many. But the imperial adventure of 1898 was not, as is often argued, an
accidental and unthinking act, and in my fourth chapter I explore the

- ways in which empire had been on the national agenda for decades. There

is a striking continuity in pucpose and style from America's westward ex-
pansion to its overseas colonization in 1898. Equally continnous was a
policy of extending foreign trade in agricultural and industrial goods and,
in the twentieth century, access to raw matetials and securing American
investments abroad.

My fifth chapter concerns American progressive reform, social liberal-
ism, and the claims of social citizenship in che decades following 1890.
With a wide-angle lens, one cannot but recognize that American progres-
sive reform was part of a global response to the extraordinary expansion of
industrial capitalism and of large cities at that time. A global menu of re-
form ideas was available to all. That they were selectively and differently
adopted and adapted, nation by nation, shows the importance of national
political cultures within the larger, shared global history.

This last point is crucially important. I am not saying there is only
one history, of thar the American Revolution is like other revolutions of
its time, Nor do I say that the Civil War was no different from the eman-
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cipation of serfs in the Russian and Habsburg empires ot the unification
of Germany and Argentina, Nor do I argue that the American empire was
indistinguishable from those of England, France, or Germany; or that
progressivism in the United States was lilke progressivism in Japan of
Chile. Yet there are family resemblances we have missed, and we have
also missed the self-aware communication about common challenges that
historical actors on every continent had with one anothet.

It is not just that all pational histories are not the same, More impor-
tant, the extension of context enables us to see more clearly and deeply
exactly what is unique about the national history of the United States. Its
major events and themes look different; their causes and consequences get
redefined, And then we can better understand the legacy of the past for
out present. .

The United Statés has always shared a history with others, To ac-
knowledge that literally makes us more worldly, and it makes our history
more accessible to foreign scholars and publics. It makes us more open to
interpretations of our history coming from historians and others beyond
our borders. Te will, I hope, better educate us and our children to the kind
of cosmopolitanism that will make us better citizens of both the nation
and the world, Surely it will move us closer to the cosmopolitan moral in~
tegrity thar the anthropologist Clifford Geertz has well expressed for us:

T4 see ourselves as others see us can be eye-opening. To see others
as sharing a nature with ourselves is the merest decency. But it is
from the far more difficult achievement of seeing vurselves -
‘amongst others, as a local example of the forms of human life lo-
cally taken, a case among cases, a wotld among worlds, that the
Jargeness of mind, without which objectivity is self-congratulation
and tolerance a sham, comes.’

This kind of history is not eatitely novel. It is a recovery of history ss it
was envisioned by some of my predecessors a centuty ago. They wete
smong the many intellectuals and men and women of goodwill who sus-
tained 2 hopeful internationalism and cosmopolitan values, which re-
sulted in the foundation of various international organizations devoted to
peace and uplift. There was a great awareness of global connections, and
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global thinking was quite pervasive. The 1890s were a decade when
transnationsal developments were as striking as they were to us in the
1990s,-and the percentage of foreign investment even greater.

1., Historians of that era also shated in the E%Edm&ou that national
._E\wnoamm were part of a larger aniversal history, The intellectual founda-
tjons for this anderstanding of history had been laid by the Gertan
philosopher G.W.E Hegel in the eatly nineteenth century, but American
historians mostly absorbed it in diluted form through their emulation of
German historical scholarship, most notably that of Leopold von Ranke,
w,?,o clearly undetstood that his particular histories were part of an im-
plicic universal history. The frst generation of professional historians
‘tratned in the United States was more worldly than the post—World
War II group who emphasized American “exceptionalism,” and this eat-
lier generation was typically trained in European as well as Ametican his-
story. With their passing, American history became mote self-enclosed, 2
ﬂ%oHowEmE acceleraced by the Cold War? .

. Whet, in the 1890s, hiscotians mnmmﬁamm that the Atlantic world
_mrmhnm a history, their unifying theme was, unfortunately, racist. They in-
,.h.E%m in the domain of history only those parts of the world that were
organized into nation-states, thus leaving out Africa, most of Asia, and

' what we now: call the Middle Fast. And the transnational history studied

and written by Americans then traced the special Anglo-Saxon gife for
political life. Herbert Baxtet Adams and his students in the famous Liis-
torical serninar at The Johns Hoplins University studied the develop-
saent of Ametican democratic instirutions from the medijeval forests of
"Germany, through England and English legal institutions, to the rocky

[y

* bt evidently. nourishing soil of New Bogland, It was 2 kind of genetic

history, with history rracking the "germ” of democracy.

i)

v FBrederick Jackson Turnes rejected this metatheory of Adams, his men-

‘tot. Insteacl, he famously proposed his still influentia} frontier hypothesis
gt.the World’s Columbian xposition in Chicago in 1893, In powerful
and almost poetic language he rejected the Atlantic transit of democracy.
Rather, he claimed, American democracy was the product of the frontier
experience. “The true point of view in the history of this nation,” he de-
clared, “is not the Atlantic coast, it is the Great West."® While he broke
whe Turocentric genetic chain, he did not, as many of his followers did,
endorse the idea that nationdl histories, American or otherwise, were self-
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concained. A point of view is nat the same as a method. Two years earliet,
in “The Significance of History,” which was based on a talk he had given
to teachers, Turner elaborated on the importance of historical and geo-
graphical contexs larger than the national one. “In history,” he observed,
“there are only artificial divisions” of time and space. One must take care
not to cut off the fullness of either the axis of time or the axis of space.
“No country can be understood without taking account of all the pase; it
is also true that we cannort select a stretch of land and say we will limit
our study to this land; for local history can only be understood in the
light of the history of the world.” “Each [narion} acts on each . . . Ideas,
commodities even, refuse the bounds of a nation.” He added, “This is true
especially in the modern world with its complex commerce and means of
intellectual connection.™ A

Turner was not alone in the 1890s. Henry Adams's greac History of the
United States During the Administrations of Jefferson and Madison (1889-91)
is a powerful example of a history that moves between local, national, and
larger transnational contexts. Adams begins the first volume with re-
gional poreraits of the social and intellectual condition of the new nativn
in 1800, and he concludes the final volume with a similar account of the
nation In 1815, But in between, he reveals a nation embedded in a larger
Atlantic world, and as a historian he shifts his position from place to
place to best reveal and explain actors and acts beyond the borders of the
United States that are part of its history. The cosmopolitanism that en-
abled Adams to write such & history was part of his family history and bi-
ography. He was, after all, the great-grandson of John Adams, who with
Benjamin Franklin negotiated the Treaty of Paris chat ended the war of
American independence; the grandson of John Quincy Adams, who nego-
tiated the Treaty of Ghent, which ended the War of 1812; and the son
and private secretaty of Chatles Francis Adams, Lincoln's ambassador to
the Court of St. James's, Moreover, he was a distinguished historian of
Buropean history. His exquisitely crafted Mons-Saint-Michel and Charires
(1904) remains a classic for its celebration of the architecture, social or-
gunization, and spititual devotion of medieval European culture, and he
would later publish three memoirs of his travels in the South Pacific.

In 1895, W.E.B. DuBois completed his Hacvard dissertarion, pub-
lished a year later as The Suppression of the African Slave-Trade to the United
States of America, 1638-1870. This work was a forerunner of Atlantic his-
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tory and the concept of the “Black Atlantic.” All che continents with Ar-
lancic shores were pact of DuBois's history of this fundamental, even
«cenitral aspect of U.8. history, since they were all connected by the slave
trade and the institution of slavery. DuBois's recognition of the global de-
velopments of the 1890s, like Turner’s, no doubt encouraged the global
petspective that marked his scholarship and political activities through-
out his long careet. In an address to the graduating class of Fisk Univer-
sity in 1898, he sketched out the broad connections that were malking
human history singular:

.. On our breakfast table lies each morning the toil of Burope, Asia,
and Africa, and the isles of the sea; we sow and spin for unseen
millions, and countless myriads weave and plant for us; we have
made the earth smaller and life broader by annihilating distance,
magoifying the human voice and the stars, binding nation to na-
tion, until to-day, for the first time in history thete is one scandard
of human culture as well in New York as in London, in Cape Town
as in Paris, in Bombay as in Berlin."

 After World War I, this worldly impulse among historians went into
.decline, though the aspiration was not entirely lost. In fact, in 1933,
-when most nations, including che United States, were turning more na-
tionalist in the midst of the crisis of the Great Depression, Herbert E.
-Bolton, a Betkeley historian of Latin America, titled his presidential ad-
. dress to the American Historical Association “The Epic of Greater Amer-
ica” (later published in The American Historical Review). He took his
colleagues in .S, history to task for their tendency to study the “thirteen
‘English colonies and the United States in isolation,” an approach that, he
pointed out, “has obscured many of the lacger factors in their develop-
_ment, and helped to raise up a nation of chauvinises.” He proposed a
+ much Jarger framing of history not only to make better citizens, but also
“from the standpoint of correct historiography.” He insisted—in the
<spitit of Turnet, whose notion of the frontier Bolton had applied to the
+Spanish frontier in North America—that “each local story will have
clearer meaning when studied in the lighe of the others; and that much of
" what has been written of each national history is but a thread out of a
- larger strand.!




