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(UN)IMAGINED SHORES

he theme of the IASA 6th World Congress, ‘Oceans Apart:  Cyraina Johnson-Roullier
In Search of New Wor(l)ds’ was a fitting context in which E/ASEd.fof’f”’Ch’Ef
) : . . niversity of Notre Dame
to ask the question how did the Americas become America? 154
And, inversely, how can America be turned inside out to reveal
the Americas to which it is ineradicably, albeit perhaps surrepti-
tiously—yet certainly historically—linked, and what might that mean
for our understanding of American Studies as a field? How does
the ocean itself, and its boundaryless significance, figure in whatever
understanding of America and/or the Americas comes to the fore.
The essays included in this issue of the Review of International
American Studies each consider this question in very different
ways, from the exploration of the role of the ocean in American
literature, to that of the power of the ocean’s imaginary reality
itself to shape our understanding of that literature. Ever present
within these questions is that of the long history of empire embed-
ded in the idea of America and all things American, what exactly
that history is to mean, and how it is to be understood, especially
when contextualized by the cultural significance of the ocean.
With the ocean in mind, in keeping with the Congress theme,
the meaning of America seems to radically shift, as the reality
of the Americas becormes more evident. As this stable meaning
is troubled, as traditional boundaries begin to reform in new con-
figurations, the possibility for new discoveries about the meaning
of America comes into greater prominence.
But this view from the ocean, with its new perspective on old
understandings, doesn't necessarily have to mean ‘out to sea.
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As Giorgio Mariani asserts, there is often a certain anxiety, even
among those, like the members of the International American
Studies Association, who adventurously leave their academic
and intellectual points of origin to carve out new epistemological
roadmaps, leading not infrequently beyond known disciplinary
parameters, as these have been structured within the university.
What is it about the unboundedness of uncontained knowledge,
for which the sea is a striking metaphor, that can hide a subtle
yet nonetheless yawning fear? There is the ever-present possibility
of drowning, reguiring the superhuman control necessary to calmly
tread water until a familiar shore appears, rather than using every
reserve of energy to flail uselessly about in panic, destroying
all possibility of potentially adaptive measures. There is the desire
toreturn to the power of what is known even in the midst of a will-
ful voyage to the unknown, a siren’s song of familiarity slamming
shut the door to the new visions that the amorphous reality
of limitlessness can invite.

But once the idea of treading water is accepted to the point
of dictating action, once calm acceptance is allowed to set in,
so too does the ocean begin to seem less of an enemy, the mind
clears, solutions appear, and direction based on sharpness of thought
and intrepid decision takes flight. Previously unthought avenues
to understanding open up, and then, new shores. This, then,
is the spirit in which the President’s Address and the three plenaries
to follow are offered, couple with Pawet Jedrzejko’s fitting exami-
nation of Palish literature filtered through an oceanic American
literary enounter. Taking America to sea, they are all a compass
leading not to what is already known, but to what can be, if we
but continue to calmly tread on.

Cyraina Johnson-Roullier
Editor-in-Chief, RIAS



PRESIDENTIAL ADDRESS

tis a great pleasure to open the 6th World Congress of the Inter-  Giorgio Mariani
national American Studies Association (IASA). After meeting fj\S,A President
. ) . - ) oo . niversity of Rorme
in Leiden, in Ottawa, in Lisbon, in Beijing, and theninRiodeJaneiro,  Sapienza’
we are for the first time convening in an Eastern European coun- /1
try. The places where we have met are themselves indicative
of the planetary vocation of our organization, as are the nationali-
ties of the many participants who have made it here today, or will
be arriving over the next couple of days. The number of countries
and institutions represented at this Congress is impressive—even
more sa in light of the enormous financial difficulties academics,
both young and old, are facing these days nearly everywhere.
This is of course especially the case with students and teachers
in the humanities, a class of people that has come to be regarded
in many corners of the globe as an endangered species. So | want
to begin with a heartfelt thank you not only to those who have
made this Congress possible—first and foremost the local organiz-
ing committee, chaired by the indefatigable Pawet Jedrzejko, IASA
Executive Director Manju Jaidka, our vice president and treasurer
Manuel Broncano, all the members of the Executive Council,
and the various members of our association who helped in manifold
ways—but all of you who traveled to Poland from afar—Japan, Korea,
China, Brasil—as well as those who have come from neighboring,
or nearly neighboring countries.
Befare | say something about the Congress that we are now
opening, however, please allow me to spend a few words on the two-
yearinterval in which we have not met as an association physically,
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but only through the world wide web. It has been a great honor
for me to serve as President of the IASA—an appointment | consider
one of the most important recognitions of my academic career.
| have strived to build on the excellent work done by my predeces-
sors—Djelal Kadir, Paul Giles, and Jane Desmond. My task has been
facilitated not only by theirexample and expert advice, with Djelal
and Jane in particular always ready to answer my queries and offer
counsel and comfort, but also by the kind words, the emotional
support, the intelligent and useful suggestions that have come
from so many of you. | am, however, also grateful to those of you
who have written to me to complain and express dissatisfaction
over this or that issue. Criticism, when it is constructive and deliv-
ered in a friendly spirit, is always welcome and as much needed
as gratitude. Your criticism is, | think, a sign that you care. | wish
| could have done more to meet your expectations and the needs
of the IASA, but the fact itself that we are here today to inaugu-
rate our 6th World Congress is an indication of our association’s
strength and vitality.

As | said a moment ago, these are difficult days even for aca-
demic institutions and associations whase financial resources are
infinitely greater than ours. Yet, even in such tempestuous times,
thanks to the dedicated work of so many of you, the IASA ship—
to switch to a nautical metaphor more appropriate to the context
and theme of our Congress—has been able to keep what Melville's
Ishmael famously described as ‘the open independence of [the] sea’
(Melville, 2001: 97). Let me stress, however, that the independence
| speak of is not only an intellectual quality—the bold, independent
spirit of inquiry animating all of us IASA members. When | speak
of independence, I refer, first and foremost, to what all of you can
read on our institutional website: ‘IASA is the only world-wide,
independent, non-governmental association for Americanists'.
This kind of independence comes at a high price. Lacking any sort
of institutional sponsor, and relying exclusively on our members’
annual fees—which, as you know, can be as low as five dollars
per year (and most of them are, alas, guite close to this figure)—
we can only count on our members’ willingness to devote part
of their precious time to do whatever work is necessary to maintain
our vessel in good order. So | hope you won't mind if, by breaching
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perhaps the etiquette of the presidential address with an invitation

better suited to the general assermbly of tomorrow evening—in which

| heartily recommend all of you to participate, resisting the many
temptations of this wonderful city, at this particularly exciting time

of the Tall Ships Race— literally beg you to seriously ask yourselves

whatyou can do forthe IASA. Though | draw here on Jack Kennedy's

words, | am not asking you not to ask yourself what the IASA can

do foryou—on the contrary, | am recommending that, not only over
the course of the next few days, but in the weeks and months after
our Congress, you do ask yourselves what the IASA can do foryou.
Please do that, keeping in mind, however, that your desires can be

realized only as far as your input as an IASA member is a tangible

one. It would be unfair to ask others to do things for you, whereas

it is not only legitimate but highly recommended, that you ask
others to do things with you. Within the IASA there aren't-to use

once again terms from Moby-Dick—"knights’ and ‘squires’. Or, better,
there are some of us who may look like ‘knights'—the IASA officers,
the members of the Executive Council, the editors of our journal—
but the ‘layers’ (remember? a ‘layer’ is the percentage of the profits

each member of a whaling ship was to receive, based on his role)

they are entitled to are not profits, but labor—a labor that | hope

is not too melodramatic to describe as, truly, a labor of love.

Let me put it this way, sticking to the maritime imagery
of our present Congress. The IASA ship sails on, weathering
the storms—the storms of an economic crisis that has caused
so many to cancel their participation once they found out their
universities had no money to support their travel; the hurricanes
of a neo-liberal economy that asks most of us to take on more
teaching, administrative, and organizational responsibilities with-
out any higher monetary returns; the many small or large gales
affecting our everyday lives, our families, our dear ones. But what
about our intellectual adventure, our goals, our efforts to discover
and explore new territories and boldly go where few, or no Ameri-
canists, have gone before? Whither the IASA? Does it make sense
to ask a question like that, or should we rather feel that, by its very
nature, the IASA is supposed to roam across the seven seas
with no precise direction? That, to quote again from Moby-Dick,
our ship is not so much ‘bound to any haven ahead as rushing from
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all havens astern’ (Melville, 2011: 327), consistently with the notion
of America ‘not as a terminus but rather as node through which
people are passing’, described by Brian Edwards and Dilip Gaonkar
in the introductory essay of their collection Globalizing American
Studies (Edwards and Gaonkar, 2010: 26)?

Whatever my obligations as President of the IASA might be, |am
certainly glad that providing institutional answers to such complex
guestions is not part of my duties. However, | encourage all of you
to keep these guestions in mind over the next few days, as you will
be delivering your papers, listening to the presentations of others,
chatting during the coffee breaks and other informal moments.
On my part, | would only like to offer a modest contribution
to this debate, by sketching in an extremely cursory fashion some
of the problems that arise when we bring together the ‘American
Studies’ that is literally at the ‘heart’ of our association's name,
with a disciplinary field that is central to the theme chosen for this
6th World Congress: oceanic studies. | must say at the outset that,
though a Melvillean of sorts, | am no practitioner of oceanic studies.
Vet, like all of us, | recognize the significance of what, in her splendid
opening essay of a 2010 special issue of PMLA, Patricia Yeager iden-
tifies as the oceanic turn in literary and cultural studies. ‘We have
grown myopic —Yeager writes—"about the role that seas and oceans
play in creating ordinary histories and culture. Although the sea had
been an exciting, deadly catalyst for trade and exploration for mil-
lennia, by the nineteenth century [...] oceanic travel and ideas had
become routine’ (Yeager, 2010: 524). There are manifold reasons
why we should not take the oceans for granted. Not only, as Yeager
and others have noted, ‘we are mostly made of water: not geo-
but aquacentric’, but we often forget that, ‘Earth’s commerce
still depends on oceans. Ninety percent of the world's goods (most
of what we eat or type on or wear) still travels in container ships’
(Yeager, 2010: 523). There are further reasons for being concerned
with the sea. For one, as Hester Blum notes in the same issue
of PMLA, we may be able to break new epistemological grounds
when we reconsider ‘the sea as a proprioceptive point of inquiry.
As oceanic studies reveal, freedom from national belonging can
make possible other ways of understanding affiliation, citizenship,
mobility, rights, and sovereignty, all of which have beenreadin recent
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critical history as overdetermined by nationalism’ (Blum, 2010: 677).
An excellent example of the advantages of an approach of this
kind is provided by Marcus Rediker’s recent book on the Amistad
rebellion. Treated by Steven Spielberg as a largely ‘American’ story,
the episode is re-situated by Rediker in a larger transoceanic con-
text, with the U.S. being only one of the several ‘nodes’ traversed
by the rebellious slaves, whose interests are shown to be similar
yet also different from those of the American abolitionists.
Given the importance of the sea in the literatures of almost
any country, and its virtual identification with the experience of travel,
displacement, and wonder, oceanic studies have also an intriguing
philosophical and theoretical appeal. Iain Chambers, for example,
believes that at sea, ‘Against the metaphysical desire for certitude
and control, rooted in terrestrial and territorial order, we find
ourselves confronting the Nietzschean provocation of the marine
horizon [...]. Not to cross but to inhabit this space is to abandon
the theoretical temptation to “strike through the mask™ (Chambers,
2010: 679, 680). An oceanic turn might allow us to further deter-
ritorialize the American imaginary by focusing more on what Cesare
Casarino has identified as the floating foundations of modernity.
The sea is the source of so many seductive metaphors, and is
soimportant to so many writers, of so many different ages that, rap-
tured by its seeming endlessness and inappropriability, we may forget
how our relationship with the oceans has always been mediated
by technology and that today, no sea, however remote, is immune
to the ravages brought about by global capitalism. In the essay
| already referred to, Yeager speaks in fact of a ‘techno-ocean’
crossed daily by industrialized fishing fleets and used as a place
‘for stealing resources, dumping trash, and making money through
shipping, ail drilling, and so on’ (Yeager, 2010: 533). Once we think
about the role that American institutions and corporations play
in the shaping of oceanic economic policies, for American Studies
to go transoceanic would seem not only advisable, but also necessary.
| am sure that considerations like the ones | have briefly sketched,
and several others concerning the possible connections between
American Studies and oceanic studies will occupy many of us over
the course of this Congress. In the hope of encouraging and making
even more significant the conversations we are going to engage
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in here in Szczecin, | would like to recount a bit of IASA history
only a few amongst you are likely to be familiar with. Two years

ago, on the margins of the Rio de Janeiro Congress, our colleague

Cyraina Johnson-Roullier, the editor-in-chief of Review of Interna-
tional American Studies (RIAS), our association's journal, presented

to the Executive Council and the officers an elaborate, engaging

assessment of the journal's past and present, suggesting, among

other things, that a way in which our journal could find a more dis-
tinctive voice amongst other publications devoted to international

American Studies, such as NeoAmericanist and the Journal of Trans-
national American Studies, was by changing its title. Two titles
were proposed, and in both the word ‘transoceanic’ featured

prominently. To quote directly from the document that Cyraina,
along with RIAS associate editor Pawet Jedrzejko, had drafted:

The rationale for the title change has to do with how we intend to dif-
ferentiate the journal from its competitors. In its critical, theoretical
and intellectual emphases, the journal brings something radically differ-
ent to emergent transnational and hemispheric discourses on America
and the Americas. With the title change, we will emphasize that, rather
than focusing on either the hemispheric or the transnational, the journal
places them in dialogue with one another, providing scholars seeking
to move beyond conventional limitations of nation, geography, culture,
race, ethnicity and/or history a forum in which to explore the trans-
disciplinary, transcultural and/or transhistorical reality of intercultural
connection and exchange in the cultures of America and the Americas,
Europe, Asia, Africa and Australia, Old World (Afro-Eurasia) and New
(Americas and Australasia).

| cannot dojustice here to the sophisticated arguments Cyraina
and Pawet mobilized in favor of a transoceanic turn, and since
no official document was ever produced of the more or less informal
discussion that followed the proposal for a title change, | cannot
likewise give a fair, balanced account as to why some members
of the Council objected to it. | guess, however, that it would be
fair to say that what some found problematic was not so much
the idea of giving the journal a more global, or perhaps should
| say, a more planetary scope. As the International Association
of American Studies, why should any of us have objected to embrac-
ing what the document identified as ‘a new paradigm’ meant

12



to provide a more comprehensive frame of inquiry than those
central to the hemispheric and the ‘transnational’ models? What
some of us were perplexed by, | suppose, was the idea of having
the words ‘American Studies’ take a backseat position. Were
those of us who resisted this change simply nostalgic and/or
fearful that we would have decentered ‘America/the Americas
to such an extent that our object of study would have well-nigh
disappeared? Were the anxieties that coagulated around this
issue of the title change yet another version of that anxiety | have
often detected in some of our debates—namely, that a virtually
boundless ‘American Studies’ might in the end turn into some
version of a nebulous ‘World Studies’ where, so to speak, any-
thing goes? Were some of us worried that by shifting ‘American
Studies' to a subtitle position we would have encouraged the melt-
ing down of ‘America’ or the Americas into an undifferentiated
oceanic liquid modernity, or that, by performing such operation
we would actually be claiming for America the high seas? Wasn't
this a confirmation of what, at some point or another, many of us
have feared—that the internationalizing or globalizing of American
Studies may be the lengthened shadow of America’s empire gone
global? After all, only a few months after some of us engaged
in this informal discussion over the merits of the transoceanic
paradigm, Barack Obama, in his speech at the Australian parlia-
ment of November 2071, proudly claimed:

The United States has been, and always will be, a Pacific nation. Asian
immigrants helped build America, and millions of American families,
including my own, cherish our ties to this region. From the bombing
of Darwin to the liberation of Pacific islands, from the rice paddies
of Southeast Asia to a cold Korean Peninsula, generations of Ameri-
cans have served here, and died here—so democracies could take root;
so economic miracles could lift hundreds of millions to prosperity.
Americans have bled with you for this progress, and we will not allow
it—we will never allow it to be reversed. (Obama, 2011)

This passage, like much else in his speech, is exemplary in the way
that Obama sees reflected in the waters of the Pacific the image
of America. Aligning together World War I, Korea and, without
explicitly mentioning it, Vietnam, Obama vindicates America’s
war-making in the region claiming it has all been for the better

13
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(‘so democracies could take root’), ignoring the over one million
Vietnamese killed during one of the United States’ most shameful
acts of aggression against a third-world country. Nor will you find
in his speech any mention of the CIA-sponsored coups in Indonesia
and East Timor, which cost the lives of hundreds of thousands
of Indonesians and of tens of thousands of Timorese. Meanwhile,
Hillary Clinton reinforced the presidential line, noting in an article
for Foreign Affairs that,

[bly virtue of our unigue geography, the United States is both an Atlan-
tic and a Pacific power. We are proud of our European partnerships
and all that they deliver. Our challenge now is to build a web of partnerships
and institutions across the Pacific thatis as durable and as consistent with
Americaninterests and values as the web we have built across the Atlantic.
That is the touchstone of our efforts in all these areas. (Nolan, 2013: 87)

A reading of Obama's and Hillary’s texts is perhaps the best
way to remind all of us why we need a vibrant, independent,
and critically minded international and transoceanic American
Studies, today as much as yesterday.

As you would have certainly noticed, my last remarks may
adhere too closely to the land-locked preoccupations central to U.S.
‘interests and values' in the region, thereby marginalizing once
again the actual seas. So, as | near my conclusion, let me focus,
however briefly, on an extremely important point Yeager raises
in her own concluding remarks. How can the boundless oceans
be protected from the greediness of blind capitalism? Should
the oceans have legal standing, Yeager asks, echaing the well-
known title of Christopher Stone's book, Should Trees Have Legal
Standing? The question is animportant one—one that | am sure will
be debated in at least some of our Congress's papers and panels.
Here | can only call your attention to some of the challenges posed
by any attempt to deal with this issue. While, as Grace Slick used
to sing decades ago, ‘human nature don't mean shit to a tree,
humans, at least in theory, can advocate the legal standing of trees,
mountains, lands, and seas (Kantner and Slick, 1969). This means
that our best hope for the preservation of ocean life would lie with
those transnational institutional bodies, like the UN, responsible
for the well-being of those areas and resources falling outside

14



the space of the nation. Unfortunately, the oceanic policies pursued
by the UN not only should make us skeptical concerning their ability
to protect what many of us would consider ‘common goods' to be
preserved for the sake of the whole of humankind. Such policies
are also an indication that some of our theorizing about the oceans
as a space beyond the nation may have been too hasty.

\What | am referring to specifically is UNCLOS, the UN Conven-
tion on the Law of the Sea, wonderfully dissected by Peter Nolan
in the March-April issue of this year's New Left Review. As Nolan
explains,

Prior to UNCLOS, maritime states had sovereign authority over their
territorial waters, which extended to a distance of 22 kilometres
(12 nautical miles) from the shore. UNCLOS effected a revolution-
ary change in the law of the sea by allowing countries to establish
a new resource zone called the ‘exclusive economic zone’ (EEZ) adja-
cent to their territorial sea, and which extends 200 nautical miles
from the baselines from which the territorial sea is measured. Within
the EEZ, coastal states have sovereign rights to explore and exploit
the natural resources of the waters immediately above the seabed,
as well as those of the seabed itself and its subsoil; they also have
rights to other forms of exploitation of the zone, such as producing
energy from the water, currents and winds. (Nolan, 2013: 77-8)

Keeping in mind that islands are entitled to the same maritime
zones as land territory, as well as the fact that, notwithstanding
the dismantling of the old colonial empires in the post-World War
Il period, the U.S., France, the UK., and other former masters
of the universe, have retained administrative control of remote
islands and atolls—often only a few square kilometers wide, and with
no population—UNCLOS must be understood as the latest act
of colonial appropriation. The UNCLOS pravisos are not only
the late 20th century maritime equivalent of the Acts of Enclo-
sures. As Nolan notes, ‘These far-distant territories are often
of immense strategic significance, with many of them containing
American naval and air-force bases, as well as reconnaissance facili-
ties’ (Nolan, 2013: 79). | have no time to quote all of the amazing,
shocking figures mentioned in the essay, which I would encourage
all of you to read. Let me only give you a few examples.
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The EEZ of Britain, thanks to its overseas territaries, is over
6 million square kilometers, eight times the total EEZ of the UK.
itself. France, however, manages to do much better, with an over-
seas EEZ thirty times that of metropolitan France. What about
the U.S.? The United States did not sign UNCLQS, though they
formally acknowledged its legality. As Nolan explains,

A year after UNCLOS was enacted, Reagan duly proclaimed the EEZ
of the United States. It is the largest of any state by a wide margin,
encompassing more than 12 million square kilometers, larger by a fifth
than the land area of the United States; according to one legal scholar,

‘Reagan’s proclamation can be characterized as the largest territorial

acquisition in the history of the United States’. (Nolan, 2013: 84)

Washington is still in possession of most of the Pacific islands
it acquired with the Guano Act in 1856. As a result, a land area
of largely uninhabited rocks totaling a mere 87 square kilometers,
due to their dispersion across the sea, is entitled to an EEZ of 1.55
million square kilometers.

In theary, the scope of UNCLOS is a noble one—to turnimperiled
oceanic regions ‘from open-access “global commons” into regions
of conservation’ (Nolan, 2013: 91). It can hardly escape anyone’s
attention, however, that the powers that have been placed in charge
of such high-minded ecological protectionism are the same ones
which, through outright conguest and violence, and especially
through what Alfred Crosby long ago dubbed as biological impe-
rialism, have devastated the peoples and pillaged the resources
of these lands and seas. To entrust the great colonial powers
of the West with the mission of protecting the oceans is in many
ways like asking the big bad wolf to escort little red riding hood
through the forest.

In sum, the notion of the inappropriability of the sea as a space-
beyond-the-nation is one in need of revision. This is not to say
that there is no watery expanse where ‘clear national boundar-
ies exist only in the dry, cartographic world’, as Kate Flint has
put it (Flint, 2009: 334). However, it would be unwise to think
that the appropriations sanctioned by international laws exist
only on maps. The critical imagination may well wish to replace
the old, nation-based idea of the frontier, of conquest and explo-
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ration, with the language of the oceanic, concerned ‘with fluidity,
transmission, and exchange’ (Flint, 2009: 325). Nations, and the old,
colonial Western nations in particular, however, are very unlikely
to let go of the oceans, and what in the past may have been
a watery commans is nowadays seriously threatened by a sys-
tem of late-capitalist enclosures. What | have in mind here is very
much analogous to what the winner of this year's Emory Elliot
Prize writes in her fascinating exploration of the ocean as ‘one
of the leading metaphors for the Internet’ (Schober, forthcoming).
Like the open sea, also the world wide web holds the promise
of being an open, deterritorialized space that allows for aninfinite
variety of points of views and ideas but, as the author of the win-
ning essay rightly notes, the internet

[..]is still largely controlled by Western particularly, by American business
organizations. As the ultimately ‘global’ technology, the Internet crosses
national, legal, and cultural boundaries, but its dynamics and the way
we navigate through it remain largely dominated by American corpora-
tions such as Google, Apple, or Facebook, thus granting the United States
a privileged position in the representation and dispersion of seemingly
global experience and information. (Schober, forthcoming)

There are therefore excellent reasons for American Studies to be
concerned with the material as well as the metaphoric oceans.
Like American Studies itself, the oceans have been traditionally
a storehouse of both Utopian and dystopian images and concepts.
One of my favorite examples comes, unsurprisingly, from Moby-
Dick. In the same chapter | quoted earlier apropos the need to keep
‘the open independence of the sea, Melville makes clear that the mari-
time sublime is at one with its apocalyptic reversal. In Ishmael's
words, ‘all deep, earnest thinking is but the intrepid effort of the soul
to keep the open independence of her sea; while the wildest winds
of heaven and earth conspire to cast her on the treacherous, slav-
ish shore’ (Melville, 2001: 97). Like ‘the storm-tossed ship’, ‘earnest
thinking” must fight against ‘the very winds that fain would blow
her homeward' thus ‘forlornly rushing into peril; her only friend her
bitterest foe' ‘Betterisit to perish in that howling infinite’, Ishmael
rapturously concludes, ‘than be ingloriously dashed upon the lee,
even if that were safety!” (Melville, 2001: 97) With less fanfare,
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but with a similarintellectual determination, our IASA ship has been
fighting against the notion that American Studies is a ‘home-
ward bound’ discipline, geographically and culturally confined
to the Americas, and to the U.S. especially. Our congresses have
been, literally and intellectually, efforts at crossing oceans so that,
as we sailed over them, we could afford unexpected vistas of our

‘ports'—the port from which each one of us has originally embarked

and the more distant ones we wish to reach through our studies.
Unlike Ishmael's at once utopian and dystopian ship, the IASA
vessel, | think, has not and should not ‘fly all hospitality’. We are
all thankful to the city of Szczecin and to our Polish colleagues
for having us here. Many of us are probably less romantically inclined
than Ishmael and actually appreciate those things that are ‘kind
to our mortalities’. And probably not all of us, no matter how fasci-
nated we may be with the notion of deterritorialization, would be
willing to accept the idea that ‘in landlessness resides the highest
truth’, the truth of American Studies included. All of us, however,
should be sympathetic at some level with Ishmael's oceanic feel-
ings. Having embarked on the IASA ship, we are all errant scholars
who have left our ports of origin behind. Whatever our differ-
ences in terms of research interests, methodologies, and human
aspirations, we all share that decision to become, to a greater
or lesser extent, strangers to ourselves. \What this means is that,
while geographically and sometimes intellectually we may indeed be

‘oceans apart’, we all welcome the challenge that the search for new

words poses to all of us. Without necessarily melting our identities
into a mystical liquidity, as Sigmund Freud feared was the case when
people were swept away by oceanic feelings, we can reach for that
experience of limitlessness that Freud's interlocutor, the Nobel
Laureate Romain Rolland, saw as one of the positive features
of the oceanic' So let's be open to the thoughts and intellectual
provocations of our fellow voyagers, and to the ebb-and-flow
of the currents this Congress, as was the case with all previous
ones, will undoubtedly generate. | wish all of you, all of us, three
days of exciting, adventurous intellectual exchanges, across con-
tinents, across oceans. Thank you.

1. Onthe exchange between Freud and Rolland, see Rooney (2007).
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* X X

This issue of RIAS brings together—for the first time in the history
of the|ASA-revised versions of the three plenary lectures delivered
at the Sixth World Congress in Szczecin. Other issues of our journal
will feature selections of what are not simply ‘the best of” the papers
read at the congress, but also those that most readily coalesce
around its overall theme, and its most significant subthemes.
Here we publish three longer, more ambitious pieces, which have
contributed considerably in setting the tone of the congress
as awhole, and were followed by lively debates that unfortunately
cannot be reproduced here, but which the authors have kept in mind
in revising their work for publication. The three plenary speakers—
John Matteson, Bruce Robbins, and Tadeusz Stawek—each approach
the ‘Oceans Apart’ theme from their own specific perspectives,
and their different scholarly backgrounds and research interests.
All three, however, propose ways of ‘defamiliarizing'—to use Paul
Giles' keyword in Virtual Americas—America, by asking us to re-
frame the object of our studies in novel ways.

John Matteson revisits the transatlantic conversation between
the New World and the Old, by drawing on the archive of nineteenth-
century US writers about Europe. He is not so much interested
in highlighting what these more or less celebrated figures had
to say about Europe, its history, and its people, as in reflecting
on how, through what he calls ‘the intercontinental looking glass),
Americans had to come to terms with the often unsettling stare
of the foreigner. Though he knows his use of Du Bois’ famous
concept of ‘double-consciousness’ might appear misconceived,
Matteson insists that ‘the doubly conscious state that Du Bois
ascribed to African Americans differed from other experiences
of dual awareness not chiefly in terms of quality, but mostly
of degree, though the degree is assuredly vast'. Matteson argues
passionately, eloguently and, in his references to his own personal
experience, quite amusingly, for the need to safeguard this tradi-
tion of cross-cultural comparison, though he ends by confessing
his fears that contemporary Americans might be tempted ‘to turn
away from the transatlantic looking-glass entirely’.
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The historical framewaork that Bruce Robbins draws up for rethink-
ing ‘the newness of the New World as opposed to the oldness
of the Old World" is a cosmopolitan rather than a transatlantic
one, though Robbins is concerned not only with cosmopalitanism
in space, but in time, too. Moving from a consideration of the politi-
cal work done by the notoriously bizarre ‘Blue Water Thesis/,
according to which only sea-based conquest would count as colo-
nialism, Robbins asks what happens if we do not limit our critical
waork to studying modern colonialism, but include non-European,
pre-modern colonialism into the picture. This is what he means
by cosmopolitanism in time—a ‘radical expansion in the time frame’
that inevitably ‘ends up undermining our moralized geographies’.
Such unsettling of time-honared historical and moral categories
is of course open to the charge of allowing America to forgive
itself for its empire building, which considered on a much larger
time scale, may appear just as bloody and immoral as older, non-
American and non-European imperialisms. On the other hand,
this might be a risk worth taking. Rethinking America in a much
longer unit of time is a way to escape from the grips of American
exceptionalism, and a way to remind ourselves that America may
not be ‘meant to be the glory and instructor of the world'.

‘Therisk of America', Tadeusz Stawek writes in the final plenary
lecture, ‘is [...] America itself-its endless, limitless ambitions [...]
to know absolutely everything’. These words resonate in impor-
tant ways with the diagnosis of the contemporary world offered
in The Transparency Society by Byung-Chul Han—a Gerrman-Korean
theorist whose work has only recently begun to appear in English
translation. Byung-Chul Han attacks transparency as a contempo-
rary false ideal. The illusion that we can obtain information about
everyone and everything—that thanks to technological innova-
tions like the Internet, the world has becorme transparent—runs
counter to the actual impoverishment of our ability to make sense
of this wealth of data. We accumulate information, but this does
not necessarily mean that our knowledge of the world increases.
Through a deft and illuminating reading of poetry by Robinson Jef-
fersand e. e. cummings, matched by astute references to Norman
0. Brown, Jean Luc Nancy, and George Bataille, and others, Stawek
traces the poets’ brave struggle against the culture and rhetoric
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of ‘excess’. Jeffers and cummings, but also D. H. Lawrence, were quick
to denounce that America was turning into a ‘world in which
everything is “fartoo”, i.e., a world subjected to human ambition
and desire, a world of hasty activism’ where only Theodore
Roosevelt's ‘'one hundred percent Americans’ would be welcome.
To the nightmarish dream of a panoptical, completely transpar-
ent America, Stawek opposes a poetic and cultural tradition that
stands firmly opposed to ‘the hubristic desires of the American
state to know absolutely everything regardless of civil rights
and political and economic costs’.

Taken together, the three essays offer plenty of provocative
perspectives on rethinking America. They are, in other words,
a fitting contribution to the unending international conversation
thatis the IASA's most important raison détre.
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INNOCENCE TO EXPERIENCE
(AND BACK AGAIN?):

Uncertain Passages
through the Intercontinental Looking-Glass

ur work begins with a kind of seeing. WWherever on the globe  John Matteson
we may call home, practitioners of American Studies seek ffhgr/%r%/ﬁgsgce
first and fundamentally to observe. As we bear witness to the life, ~ CUNY
history, and culture of the United States in all its complexities ﬁgVAV vork
and contradictions, we seek much more than a surface knowledge.
\We aspire to penetrate through aresistant surface to another side
of reality. Yet when we set forth in hopes of looking at and into
the world around us, we are also likely to find our own image
mirrored back toward us. Our best efforts at understanding do,
| think, tend to double back upon us. The knowledge we seek
regarding the Other comes back to us freighted with a new
and different understanding of ourselves. From this both pen-
etrating and reflected seeing—and also from the phantasmagoric
legacy of Lewis Carroll-comes the metaphor for this essay’s
title: the intercontinental looking-glass.
As even a skim of the contents of this volume will confirm,
however, one might as aptly choose another framing trope
of vision: not a mirror, but a kaleidoscope. The chapters herein
are transatlantic, transpacific, transnational, and transcenden-
tal. They simultaneously translate, transfix, and transform.
They represent the best work of a conference that summoned
the restless ghosts of Melville, Twain, Nella Larsen, Auden, Conrad
and Allende. Containing multitudes in Whitmanesque fashion,
the proceedings subsumed Rene Descartes, Arthur Miller, Eleanor
Roosevelt, and even Whitman himself. As those who were there
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canwell attest, the Sixth Congress of the International American
Studies Association offered up some rare seeing indeed.

Amid all this seeing, my own first glance was, and is, ret-
rospective. | think back to my first, somewhat inglorious visit
to the European continent, which took place in October 1970,
when I was all of nine-and-a-half years old. The trip was orches-
trated by my late father, a man blessed with a deep sense
of adventure—and cursed with a love of Peugeot automobiles
and extremely fragrant French cheese. | say that he was cursed,
not because of any deficiencies either in the cars orin his beloved
fromage, but rather because of the unforgettable woes that
the combination of the two inflicted upon his family during that
month. His plan was to fly, with my mother, my 16-year-old
sister and me, to Paris to purchase a spanking new Peugeot 504,
load it with as much cultured French dairy product as he could
get his hands on, and embark on an ambitious automaotive tour
of northwestern Europe, which included a tour of the Laire Valley,
a Hannibalesque charge through the Swiss Alps, a rendezvous
with family friends in Vienna, and, at last, a steak dinner at Port
Van Cleve in Amsterdam. Thereafter, the car would be shipped
stateside as the family Matteson flew triumphantly home. Sadly,
for reasons known but to God, whose sense of humor is indeed
peculiar, my father chose to load his prized comestibles into
the back seat, not into the trunk of the car. Perhaps he feared
that the cheese would be ruined in the trunk; he apparently had
no comparable qualms about what miseries he might be visiting
upon his next of kin. My sister, who was never anybody's fool,
found out about this arrangement before my mother and | got
wind of it, and prudently claimed the front seat for the dura-
tion of the trip. That left my mother and me directly in the line
of fire, which turned out to be withering.

The Peugeot was the first new car | remember riding in.
However, the delicious new-car smell that enraptures so many
was never to be ours. From the first hours, the dominant aroma
was of warm, steadily ripening Camembert and Brie. It occurs
to me that most of you have never had the experience of rid-
ing in the back seat of a Peugeot along winding roads toward
the summits of the Swiss Alps in the company of gargantuan
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bags of warm, soft French cheese. Permit me to assure you that
the experience is never to be forgotten and is zealously to be avoided.
Memoaries from childhood tend to be patchy. However, as the car
wound through the Alps, I vividly recall thinking of the scene from
The Sound of Music in which the Mother Superior counsels Julie
Andrews to ‘climb every mountain’. | understood why poor Julie
looked a trifle sick as she took in the advice. And she didn't have
any cheese to contend with.

By the time we arrived in Vienna, both my mother and | were
functionally disabled—hapless victims of a host of Gallic creameries.
My father and sister waltzed off to sample the radiant night-
life of the Austrian capital, while my mother and | attempted
to go through Camembert detox. We lay motionless in the dark,
praying guietly for death. Whether we thereafter built up an
immunity or whether my father finally relented and demoted
the cheese to the trunk, | do not recall. But | don't think the air
inside the car lost its dusky overtones for months afterwards,
and it was decades before | reconciled with soft cheese.

Such was one of the two dominant memories | have of that
journey. The other, | think, bears more directly on the subject
of American Studies. It has to do with the deep, abiding concern
of both my parents that, in the course of our travels, we might
ever be perceived by the local population as being typically Ameri-
can. It was evidently their ambition to come as close as possible
to being accepted as native-born citizens of whatever country
they were passing through—citizens who, evidently, had never
managed to absorb their country’s own language but who had
an extraordinary command of English. They wanted desperately
to pass, and | recall their omnipresent horror as they looked
at me, the boorish little stranger to culture who threatened
every moment to give the game away. They suffered agonies
as they realized that the beauties of the Louvre and Chenonceau
mattered less to me than how the Baltimore Orioles were doing
back home in the World Series. In Paris, my father patiently
coached me on how to ask the concierge for the key to our
room, as well as a few other phrases. | must have been doing
poorly at these impromptu lessons because, as we drew nearer
to the German-speaking world, Father became less ambitious.
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He taught me to say ‘| don't speak German’, and left it at that.
The funny thing is that he had me say ‘Ich spreche nicht Deutsch’
instead of ‘Ich spreche kein Deutsch'. So even what he taught
me was a dead giveaway.

| would point out that my parents’ anxiety was in no way
prompted by concerns about being identified with the politi-
cal positions of the United States. They were fiercely patriotic
people who subscribed with their whole hearts to the idea that
America had been given a divine mission on earth. Had you asked
them whether the USA was the greatest nation in the world,
they would have immediately said yes, and then looked puzzled
to think that you even had to ask. Like most nine-year-olds,
| hadn't started thinking very critically about my parents’ world-
view. And yet | dimly recall thinking that something didn't quite
add up. If we really did come from the greatest of all worldly
nations, then why act differently abroad from how we would
act on vacation in an American city? | could see, of course, that
guestions of courtesy were at issue, and courtesy and respect
for one's hosts mattered unusually in my family (indeed, | have
wondered ruefully whether, even in this, we were already somehow
not quite ‘American’). Yet, as | look back on it, it appears to me
that my parents had absorbed two contradictory feelings about
national identity that they had chosen not to reconcile. It seems
to me that they were entirely confident in America’s superiority
until they fell directly under the scrutiny of Europe, at which
moment their self-assurance promptly teetered. On American
soil, American self-regard reigned supreme. Abroad, it promptly
felt flimsy and suspect.

Now, | haven't taken a survey of my countrymen, so | don't
know how prevalent feelings like those of my parents are among
Americans who venture abroad. But | suspect they are fairly com-
mon. For me, they call to mind the musings of W. E. B. Du Bais
in The Souls of Black Folk on the subject of double-consciousness,
which | have always greatly respected. However, | think Du
Bois may have erred in presuming them to be applicable solely
to African Americans. Du Bois famously wrote:

After the Egyptian and the Indian, the Greek and Roman, the Teuton
and Mongolian, the Negro is a sort of seventh son, born with a veil,
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and gifted with second-sight in this American world,—a world which
yields him no true self-consciousness, but only lets him see himself
through the revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar sensation, this
double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self through
the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world
that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his twon-
ess,—an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled
strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength
alone keeps it from being torn asunder. (Du Bois, 1986: 364-65)

Du Bois described a day-in, day-out suffering of inwardly
felt duality. It was a feeling exacerbated by regular experiences
of cruel, highly systematized and potentially violent racial preju-
dice. It was a state of being from which one never got to take
a holiday. In daring to compare Du Boisian double-consciousness
in all of its profound complexity with the transient existential
malaise that a white middle-class American may experience while
on vacation, one may court the accusation of not having taken
Du Bais's reflections seriously enough. | wish to maintain that
| take Du Bois very seriously indeed. Yet it has always seemed
to me that the doubly conscious state that Du Bois ascribed
to African Americans differed from other experiences of dual
awareness not chiefly in terms of quality, but mostly as a matter
of degree, though the degree is assuredly vast. | would argue
that a species of double-consciousness is likely to exist whenever
a person finds himself or herself in a proximate relation to another
person, or to a social surrounding, in which a hierarchy is presumed
to exist. Double-consciousness can emerge at the moment that
one feels the scrutiny of an imagined superior.

The tricky thing about this consciousness is that it may arise
unbidden even when neither party to the relation places an ounce
of faith in the reality of the supposed distinction. | am more
than willing to believe that not a person reading these words
believes, at least publicly, in the innate superiority of one group
of persons to another. And yet | would also suppose that quite
a few of us have felt the unique feelings of dread and inadequacy
that can be inspired by a Parisian waiter. The gaze of an Other
to whom one either rationally or irrationally ascribes superior-
ity may trigger self-criticism and, as in my parents, a powerful
desire to make oneself pleasing to the observer. To the contrary,
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however, it may also prompt one to strut all the more arrogantly
upon the stage, to carry one's perceived disadvantages more
than a little defiantly, perhaps even as a point of pride. When
an African American experiences double-consciousness in rela-
tion to white America, he experiences it from a standpoint
of racial difference. By contrast, when a white American feels
inner duality in relation to white Europeans, he feels it in terms
of uncanny similarity, like observing oneself in a slightly dis-
torted looking glass. We look, by and large, the same. On most
levels, there would seem to be more to unite than divide us.
Whence, then, the difference? From what derives the anxiety,
the distance that can be so hard effectively to span? The ques-
tions are admittedly large, and | approach them uncomfortably
aware of the narrowness of my own experience. | can tell you
only how these things appear to an American English profes-
sor who has grown accustomed to seeing most of life through
another distorting window: the lens of the nineteenth century.
But what | propose to do is to look at a few American literary
experiences of Europe from generations past and offer some
suggestions about what they can teach us about nationalized
selves and others and the transatlantic looking-glass.

On Saint Patrick’s Day 1833, Ralph Waldo Emerson, who had
begun a long European tour the previous December, ate dinner
at a trattoriain Naples. Emerson was more aware than most of his
countrymen of the irksome intrusiveness that American tourists
inflicted upon their European hosts. In his journal he had written,
‘We steer our ships into your very ports & thrust our inquisitive
American eyes into your towns & towers & keeping-rooms.
Here we come and mean to be welcome’ (Emerson, 1964: 109).
But on this evening the tables were turned in a most unwelcome
fashion. The serenity of Emerson’'s meal was disturbed by the sight
of a beggar, who stood outside the restaurant’s window, ‘watch-
ing’, as Emerson wrote, ‘every mouthful’ (Emerson, 1964: 145).
For any tourist, who travels by definition to look and to see, it can
be adisconcerting reversal to be looked at, and it seems that more
than once Emerson was unsettled by a foreign stare. The jour-
nal that he compiled in Italy evinces uneasy self-consciousness
and an uncomfortable awareness of being judged. He had come
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to Europe ‘to learn what man can, [to know] what is the utter-
most that social man has yet done’ (Emerson, 1964: 74). And yet
he felt his quest to know the people who most interested him
was making him an annoyance. He wrote, ‘The people at their
work, the people whose avocation | interrupt by my letters
of introduction, accuse me by their looks for leaving my business
to hinder theirs’ (Emerson, 1964: 79). In \Venice, he felt maladroit
and childish: ‘I have no skill to live with men [...] It seems to me,
no boy makes as many blunders or says such awkward, contrary,
disagreeable speeches as | do’ (Emerson, 1964: 74). He found
himself tempted ‘to flee out of society and live in the woods’
(Emerson, 1964: 74). Exposure to the more mature culture
of Europe had made Waldo feel boyish; in the heart of civiliza-
tion, he yearned suddenly for the primeval. Amid the wonders
he had dreamed of, he wrate, ‘| am perplexed by my inveterate
littleness’ (Emerson, 1964: 75). Boyishness, littleness, a wish
to flee society: these all feel like the reaction of one who knows
his own culture is junior and fears it to be primitive. Embarrassed
as he was of his own inadequacy in this new old place, Emerson
was even more abashed by the demeanor of his fellow tourists,
who, he concluded, were absorbing all the decadence and none
of the nobility of the foreign scene. ‘Alas’, he lamented, ‘the young
men that come here & walk in Rome without one Roman
thought! They unlearn their English & their morals, & violate
the sad solitude of the mother of nations’ (Emerson, 1964:157).
And yet, when he tried to assert an American superiority over
what he witnessed, Emerson found himself falling back on a pride
in American savagery. On seeing a papal ceremony at the Sistine
Chapel, he observed, ‘All this pomp [...] is imposing to those who
know the customs of courts [...] But to the eye of an Indian | am
afraid it would be ridiculous’ (Emerson, 1964: 153).

Emerson’s journal gives us a sense of two cultures gazing
at each other from across a divide, in ways we can recognize
as familiar, if somewhat stereotypic. The American feels him-
self being judged for his lack of breeding and somehow accused
forwhat appear to be his easy circumstances. He in turn looks out
upon an old world that he finds overly ceremonious, formerly noble
but now corrosive to English-speaking morality. It seemed hardly
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a basis for open and enlightened understanding. Yet thankfully,
Emerson was able to extract a benefit from the cultural impasse
by using it as a tool for improved self-knowledge. His excursion
had barely begun when he wrote the following reflections:

Wherever we go, whatever we do, self is the sole subject we study & learn
[..] The chemist experiments upon his new salt by trying its affinity to all
the various substances he can command arbitrarily selected & thereby
discloses the most wonderful properties in his subject & | bring myself
to sea, to Malta, to Italy, to find new affinities between me & my fellow-
men, to observe narrowly the affections, weaknesses, surprises, hopes,
doubts, which new sides of the panorama shall call forth in me. (Emerson,
1964: 67-68)

Emerson stressed that he wrote not from a low, sneaking
sense of self, but was speaking rather of ‘the Universal Man
to whose colossal dimensions each particular bubble can by its
birthright expand’ (Emerson, 1964: 68). Human beings, then,
know themselves by their reactions and interactions, and Emer-
son proposed to treat his travels as a voyage of inner discovery,
borne forward by the faith that the European other would lead
him to a new and grander definition, not only as a personal self
but as a national self. He would test his truths and those of his
country by holding them against the assumptions of other people
and places, no matter how violent the ‘contrasts of condition
& character’ (Emerson, 1964: 78). To extend Emerson’s meta-
phor, if allwent right, the chemical reactions between American
and European would be exothermic, yielding greater energy
and warmth and leading toward a higher synthesis of spirits,
in combinations never yet foreseen.

Emerson was not the only American traveler of note in the nine-
teenth century to observe the effects of the cross-cultural gaze,
the appraising glance or stare that carried with it a consciousness
of difference and a re-envisioning of self. Emerson’s fellow New
Englander Nathaniel Parker Willis distinguished himself as a poet,
an editor, and the most highly paid magazine writer of his time.
Nevertheless, a strange sensation overtook him on the streets
of Paris. He observed:

It is a queer feeling to find oneself a foreigner. On cannot realize, long
at a time, how his face or his manners should have become peculiar;
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and, after looking at a print for five minutes in a shop window, or dip-
ping into an English boaok, or in any manner throwing off the mental habit
of the instant, the curious gaze of the passer-by, or the accent of a strange
language, strikes one very singularly. (Willis, 1852: 8)

Paris, Willis observed, was full of foreigners of all descriptions.
Still, he stood convinced that the separateness that was felt
by an American was unique in its magnitude. However much
Europeans might differ from one another, Willis averred:

[..] they differ still more from the American. Our countrymen, as a class,
are distinguishable wherever they are met. [..] [T]here is something
in an American face, of which | was never aware till | met them in Europe,
that is altogether peculiar. (Willis, 1852: 8)

Having sensed the difference, Willis tried to interpret it as favorable
and complimentary: ‘As faras|cananalyzeit, itis the independent,
self-possessed bearing of a man unused tolook up to any one as his
superior in rank, united to the inquisitive, sensitive, communicative
expression whichis the index to our national character’ (Willis, 1852:8).
Willis concluded his musings on the subject by asserting, ‘Nothing
puzzles a European more than to know how to rate the pretensions
of an American’ (Willis, 1852: 8).

Willis was making a kind of double discovery—his was the expe-
rience not only of a new country but of an adapting self, revising
itself in response to the gaze of the native. His consciousness
of the singularity of the American face and the inscrutability
of American pretensions would never have arisen had it not been
for this gaze, which first unsettled and then somehow confirmed
his feelings of identity. Although he wrote of the pretensions
of an American, what he had in fact found felt to him like a core
of authenticity. Without particularly trying, the Americans had
achieved a kind of uniqueness. Even if that unigueness inhered
principally in a frank artlessness and a seeming lack of discrimi-
nation, it offered a basis for a national character, and one that
Willis was happy to own.

Margaret Fuller was less interested in defining a national
character than she was in preserving and perfecting her own.
If she had to belong to any group at all, she once wrote, she pre-
ferred that it be a constellation rather than a human phalanx.
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The national character of Americans that Fuller observed abroad
was not greatly flattering. As the Roman Revolution of 1849
neared its high-water mark, Fuller encountered a countryman who
professed no confidence in the newly founded Roman Republic
because he had ‘no confidence in the People’. Why? Fuller asked.
‘Because they are not like our People’. Fuller fumed at the man's
chauvinism: ‘Ah! Jonathan—excuse me, but | must say the Ital-
ian has a decided advantage over you in the power of quickly
feeling generous sympathy, as well as some other things which
| have not now time to particularize’ (Ossoli, 1895: 358). If Fuller's
siding with the European party seems almost reflexive, it was
hardly anything new for her. From the time Fuller was a child,
she imagined herself as a displaced European. She played fre-
guently at being an Old-World monarch and voiced her opinion
that she had been born in the wrong country. If, of the people
| am to mention today, she was the one on whom actual travel
to Europe had the least purely intellectual influence, that was
so because she had so thoroughly Europeanized herself before
she arrived. By her mid-twenties, Fuller had absorbed the canoni-
cal literature of Germany, Spain, France, and Italy. She had
seen the great works of art, at least in printed form. She
had so deeply immersed her mind in the images and verbal cul-
tures of the western half of the continent that, when she at last
arrived there in 1846 at the age of thirty-five, much of what she
saw felt already like a twice-told tale. When she was twenty-
five, an opportunity to travel had danced briefly before her eyes
but then vanished when her father suddenly died, and she was
forced to stay at home to help her family. For another eleven
years, her Europeanness remained secondhand and telescopic.
At twenty-five, she felt, such a trip would have given her genius
wings. At thirty-six, she lamented, ‘My mind and character are
too much formed. | shall not modify them much but only add
to my stores of knowledge’ (Fuller, 1846: 193).

Her mind was already formed. Her heart, however, was
still in metamorphosis. While staying in Paris, she met George
Sand. The interview between the French libertine and the virgin
Massachusetts bluestocking was electric. Despite her many
love affairs, Sand struck Fuller as ‘never coarse, never grass,,
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and seemed to possess, incredibly a kind of ‘purity in her soul’
(Fuller, 1875: 197). Fuller used the noun ‘goodness’ to describe
Sand'’s expression, and she italicized the word. She then went
further, calling Sand ‘Cybele, the great goddess, the great
mother'—a pagan deity of midnight rituals and howling, moonlit
orgies—and a lover ‘of night and storm, and free raptures’ (Fuller,
1875:197). The whisperings of the sensual grew louder when
she became friends with Poland’s national poet, Adam Mick-
iewicz, who exhorted her to ‘respond to the legitimate needs
of [her] organism’ and to ‘give all for love, but this love must
not be that of the shepherds of Florian nor that of schoolboys’
(Mickiewicz, 1847: 352). Under such influences, Fuller opened
her spirit to the pleasures of Rome, bedded an impoverished
marchese, and conceived a child without taking the trouble
to marry. When she discovered she was pregnant, Fuller was
at first repelled by her own rashness; she eventually accepted
that her European awakening had merely teased out a dormant
aspect of her existing personality. The looking-glass had shown
her something that she at first found alien, but then accepted
as her own image. She wrote: ‘| could not analyze at all what
passed in my mind. | neither rejoice nor grieve. For bad or for good
| acted out my character’ (Fuller, 1875: 277). Fuller’s experiences
may be seen, perhaps, as an extreme example of a more typi-
cal American reaction: having seldom acknowledged the power
of sexuality or, indeed, of womanhood in their own culture,
Americans of the nineteenth century were quite readily taken
aback at the European regard for the feminine, whether that
femininity was that of Cybele or the Blessed Virgin. It was this
reaction that, more than a half-century later, received the incisive
scrutiny of Henry Adams.

When Adams first set foot on foreign soil, he was a young
man of twenty. And yet, as he wanders the gardens of Eaton
Hall, he becomes, in his own description, a boy, awestruck
at the remarkable discovery that, as he later wrote, ‘Aristocracy
was real’ (Adams, 1983: 786). As Adams confronts the sheer size
and ‘absolutely self-confident’ airs of London, self-consciousness
subdues him. Herecalls, ‘the boys in the streets made such free
comments on the American clothes and figures, that the trav-
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ellers hurried to put on tall hats and long overcoats to escape
criticism’ (Adams, 1983:787). As he and his traveling companions
purchase new wardrobes to armor themselves against critique,
Adams is aware, as he is so often aware, that his education
is falling backward. As his travels lengthen to include Berlin,
Dresden, and Rome, Adams finds his American perceptions
repeatedly challenged. ‘Rome’, he writes, ‘could not be fitted
into an orderly, middle-class, Bostonian, systematic scheme
of evolution’ (Adams, 1983: 803). And yet he feels an almost
inarticulate sense that he is gazing upon America's destiny,
and thatitis gazing back at him. Cryptically he notes, ‘Rome was
actual; it was England; it was going to be America’. (Adams, 1983:
803) It is all too much to decode, and Adams dreads the pros-
pect of returning to America, after much time and money lost,
and being able to tell his father nothing more than, ‘Sir, | am
a tourist!’ (Adams, 1983: 800).

Yet one senses that Adams was a very special case, one
of the most multifariously conscious beings his nation has pro-
duced. Too European in his attachment to hereditary entitlement
to be fully American, too fascinated with brash mechanical force
to renounce America's seductions, Adams achieved an ironic
distance in his commentary on his native country that seems
to have afforded him a perfect focus, and it was a peerlessly
intimate familiarity with European traditions that made his lens
so polished. One is not likely to forget the sensation of read-
ing for the first time the tour de force that is Adams's chapter
on the Dynamo and the Virgin and his frank admission that,

‘as he grew accustomed to the great gallery of machines [that

surrounded him at an international Exposition], he began to feel
the forty-foot dynamos as a moral force, much as the early
Christians felt the Cross’ (Adams, 1983: 1067). It is a moment
of sheer audacity: a man, arguably the most cultured and civi-
lized that his country has to offer, confessing his vulgar worship
of the crank and the gear, knowing full well the crassness
of the sentiment, but announcing it because it is true. Adams
sees in the culture of mechanism an abysmal fracture in the very
structure of history, yet one suspects that the structure itself
would have been invisible to him had he not learned to look upon
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the surge of events with an eye essentially European. Adams
confesses that his New England boyhood had taught him toregard
the cultural forces of antiguity as nothing mare than curiosities;
the most accomplished chemist in Boston had probably never
heard of Venus except as a figure of scandal, or of the Virgin
as anything but a symbol of idolatry. Yet only through the refrac-
tive lenses of Mary and Aphrodite can Adams observe the cult
of the dynamo was something both to be admired and to be
feared. Europe, in very large part, taught Adams to observe—and,
indeed, made him fear that he was only an abserver, squinting
at life through both sides of the transatlantic looking-glass
and rendered all but helpless by what he saw.

Mark Twain took up the subject of the transatlantic gaze with
a good deal less melancholy and self-accusation—and a heavy
helping of mock superiority. His recollections in The Innocents
Abroad demand little, if anything, in the way of comment:

Many and many a simple community in the Eastern hemisphere
will remember for years the incursion of the strange horde in the year
of our Lord 1867, that called themselves Americans, and seemed to imag-
ine in some unaccountable way that they had a right to be proud of it. [.. ]
They looked curiously at the costumes we had brought from the wilds
of America. They observed that we talked loudly at table sometimes.
They noticed that we looked out for expenses, and got what we conve-
niently could out of a franc, and wondered where we came from. In Paris
they just simply opened their eyes and stared when we spoke to them
in French! We never did succeed in making those idiots understand their
own language [...].

The people stared at us everywhere, and we stared at them.
We generally made then feel rather small, too, before we got done with
them, because we bore down on them with America’s greatness until
we crushed them. (Twain, 1984: 516)

As if to refute much of what | have said on the subject,
Twain’s tourists are defiantly singly conscious. The ‘we’in Twain's
passage evinces a rhinoceros-like boorishness that is very
nearly the opposite of Du Bois's divided self and of Adams's
hypersensitive self-examination. Twain's Americans blunder
forward with a confidence born of naiveté and insolence. True,
they are faintly conscious of the astonished gazes of their hosts,
but they think nothing of them. The perspectives of the cul-
tural other—even his opinions of how his own language should
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be pronounced—evaporate in the face of the sheer blind force
of the tourist. Gone is the Emersonian sense of smallness.
Triumphant is the notion that, standing next to even the most
formidable object, the American must seem and consider him-
self large. Yet the insouciance of Twain's ‘innocents’ was only
a caricature of an especially unfeeling breed of American visitor,
representing neither the best nor the brightest of the upstart
nation. More reflective emissaries from the States continued
the process of measuring one's American self against European
models, and thereby acquiring a revised understanding of one’s
own individual and national character. That process was to become
central to the work of Louisa May Alcott.

Like many Americans who traveled to Europe in the nineteenth
century, Louisa May Alcott was, more than anything else, just
glad to be there. She first came to England and the Continent
in1865, three years before the publication of Little Wormen made
her rich and made traveling affordable. She thus made her first
excursion as the paid companion of a peevish New England
semi-invalid. But, for all of that, she remained cheerful, delight-
ing in ‘farmhouses [...] with low, thatched roofs [...] and buxom
women or rosy children at the doors'’. (Alcott, 1987: 111). Still, she
felt her strangeness and the strangeness of what surrounded
her. In her newly discovered Europe, she abserved, ‘Every thing
was so unyankee’. (Alcott, 1987: 111). Even the livestock had
somehow absorbed a different national character:

Nothing was abrupt, nobody in a hurry, and nowhere did you see the des-
perately go ahead style of life that we have. The very cows in America
look fast, and the hens seem to cackle fiercely over their rights like strong
minded old ladies, but here the plump cattle stood up to their knees
in clover, with a reposeful air that is very soothing, and the fowls cluck
contentedly. (Alcott, 1987:111)

There was an unreality to this world. In London, Alcott ‘felt
asif I'd got into a novel’ (Alcott, 1989:141). One cannot guite tell
whether it was the surroundings or Alcott herself that felt like
the greater fiction.

As Alcott's travels progressed, her sense of illusoriness faded,
and she looked at the people of other nationalities whom she
encountered as points of reference by which to reaffirm her own
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Americanness. A Russian baron in her hotel in Switzerland seemed
turbulent and barbaric. An overfed Frenchman seemed always to be
striking Napoleonic poses. An English colonel, bent on pumping his
half-dozen children full of information on ‘the Spanish Inquisition,
the population of Switzerland, the politics of Russia, and other
lively topics, equally suited to infant minds', squared perfectly
with her preconceptions of a British pedagogue, as formed
by her reading of Dombey and Son (Matteson, 2007: 315). There
is, in her observations of the foreign, an implicitly American stan-
dard of judgment: Americans, if rough around the edges, were
not Cossacks. Americans, if they sometimes indulged in aristocratic
fancies, were not the strutting poseurs one encountered among
the French. Her observations of European types were subtly con-
firming: Americans, one deduces from her writings, were a kind
of ideal average, avoiding the excesses of their European forbears.

In Little Wormen, Alcott was to use glimpses of foreignness
as a system of contrasts against which to define American
identity. When she drafted Little Wornen, Alcott wrote the first
twelve chapters for the book's eventual publisher, Roberts Broth-
ers, with no promise of a contract. She wrote without relish,
hoping, as she later confessed to prove to her editor Thomas
Niles, that she had no talent for writing a girls’ book so that
he would leave her alone. The last of the twelve chapters she
wrote on spec is of special interest, though, because, coming
at the end of the block of text that, for all Alcott knew, would
be all of the project she would ever write, it represents a kind
of mini-ending within the completed novel. Just as Part One
of Little Wormen functionally ends with the March sisters having
passed the moral test that was set for them by their father’s
being away at the war, Chapter Twelve, the last of the preliminary
chapters, is a kind of midterm exam, in which we observe the girls’
moral progress to date. It is significant that Alcott couches this
examination in an encounter with Europeans; the March sisters
have accepted an invitation to go on a picnic with their neighbor
Laurie and some well-heeled visitors from England.

Though Alcott never identifies the scene of Little Wormen
as her adopted hometown of Concord, Massachusetts, we may
presume that the croquet battle takes place a stone'’s throw
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from the field where the Redcoats and the colonists fought one
of the first engagements of the American Revolution. The action
is set in July 1862, the very moment when Britain’'s diplomatic
machinations in support of the Confederate States of America
were teaching Henry Adams some unforgettable lessons in politi-
cal amorality. Not surprisingly, then the conflicts in the chapter,
which is the longest in the novel, are developed along the lines
of transatlantic rivalry, shaped by the need of each contingent
to demonstrate the superiority of its own country. Especially
put to the test in this chapter are the oldest March sister, Meg,
who has been vulnerable in the past to criticisms of her fam-
ily's poverty and her own social accomplishments, and Jo, who
struggles to master her unruly temper. The first cross-cultural
observation is benign; Meg, who has tried to make herself worthy
by putting an extra row of curls in her hair, is grateful to see that
her British counterpart Kate Vaughn ‘was dressed with a sim-
plicity which American girls would do well to imitate’ (Alcott,
2005: 134). Almost immediately, Englishness begins to show
to disadvantage: Kate exudes a ‘stand-off-don't-touch-me air,
which contrasted strongly with the free and easy demeanor
of the other girls’ (Alcott, 2005: 134). Nevertheless, Alcott
uses Kate's appraising gaze as a means of validating American
manners; by the end of the next paragraph, ‘after putting up
her glass to examine’ the rambunctious Jo several times, Kate
determines ‘that she was ‘odd, but rather clever’, and smiles
on her from afar’ (Alcott, 2005:135).

However, Jo's approval in the eye of the elder culture is soon
threatened when she catches Kate's younger brother Fred
cheating at croguet and immediately escalates the infraction
into a miniature international crisis:

‘We don’t cheat in America: but you can, if you choose', said Jo, angrily.

‘Yankees are a deal the most tricky, everybody knows. There you go/,
returned Fred, croqueting her ball far away. (Alcott, 2005: 136)

Jo checks her ready temper and, stroke by stroke, moves back
into striking range. As she executes a winning shot, she declares,
‘Yankees have a trick of being generous to their enemies [...]
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especially when they beat them' (Alcott, 2005: 136). We are
meant to feel that a victory has been won for American virtue.

Meanwhile, Meg faces her own test of virtue, as her vanity
is wounded when Kate responds with shock to the revelation
that Meg must work to support her family. Meg’s future husband,
the gallant Mr. Brooke, rescues the situation, first by observing
the independence and industry of American women and then
in @ more surprising fashion; he produces a copy of Schiller’s
Mary Stuart in the original German and proposes that both
Meg and the young Englishwoman read aloud. Kate's reading
is technically perfect but devoid of emation. Meg mispronounces
a number of words but turns the passage into poetry with her
gentle voice and natural feeling for tragedy. For an instant, Meg
becomes an improbable noble savage, comparatively unlettered
but possessing an innate sensibility that is deemed more valuable
than the ability to reproduce a perfect but soulless form. Kate
delivers a final verdict at the end of the party: ‘In spite of their
demonstrative manners, American girls are very nice when one
knows them’ (Alcott, 2005:148). In Chapter 12 of Little Women,
virtue becormes a patriotic enterprise.

A significant tension arises in the chapter from the conflict
in the March girls’ motivations: they must both compete with
the representatives of European culture and win their approval.
They need to achieve standing, but that status is to be judged
by the very people they hope to surpass. One may question
whether Alcott actually intended to make the point, but she
struck here upon a fundamental paradox of the American char-
acter: we find it important to win (and, parenthetically, it also
matters that we be perceived to have won virtuously), but we
also want desperately for other peaople ta like us. In the happy
world of Little Women, these desires do not end up conflict-
ing: almost miraculously, the March sisters emerge from their
contest with Britain both triumphant and beloved. In less ideal
realms, the dual quest of America for preeminence and love has
led to darker complications.

Both in other passages in Little Women and beyond, Alcott
continually defines American-ness through a system of contrasts
with European values, though the intended lessons are not always
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perfectly consistent. Frenchness is frequently code for a dan-
gerous frivolity and laxness of morals; Amy March's repeated
youthful butchering of phrases like ‘comme il faut’ is meant
to be awkwardly endearing, yet they also stand as a telltale
sign of potential corruption. When a child in An Old-Fashioned
Girl boasts of a wardrabe fit for a Paris doll and a French maid
to dress her, we instantly fear for her future. And yet, Amy'’s first
glimpse of a spiritual dimension to existence comes courtesy
of a Frenchwoman, Aunt March’s maid, Estelle, who explains
to the Protestant Amy the significance of the rosary and encour-
ages her to pray and meditate as a way to inner peace. Moreover,
when Amy seeks the polish that will prepare her for a position
in the upper echelons of society, it is, of course, to France that
she travels.

Alcott's responses to cultural difference are seldom deeply
revelatory. She was, as she ruefully confessed, turning out

‘moral pap for the young' (Matteson, 2007: 420). Extremely

subtle moral colorings were not in her line, and her observa-
tions of ethnic difference and cultural hierarchy may now strike
us as pat and stereotypic. However, her essential perceptions
were apt: Europe simultaneously poses a threat to the insular-
ity of American consciousness and offers models for American
refinement and reinvention.

The variance between European and American perceptions
of the world has been described at times as being conditioned
by a difference in faith: a difference not necessarily religious,
but rather inhering in one’s presumptions about what is pos-
sible at our particular phase of human existence. Henry James
states the matter well in The Colden Bowl, in which the Italian
Prince Amerigo compares the influence of the American ingé-
nue Maggie Verver's character on his own spirit to a scattering
of exquisite drops of color, colors comprised of ‘the extraordinary
American good faith’' (James, 2010: 462). Imprisoned by history,
constrained by a culture whose own faith has long been immersed
in formalism and spiraling repetition, Prince Amerigo finds his
own lack of vitality thrown into disturbingly sharp relief by Mag-
gie's innocence and imagination ‘with which their relation, his
and these people’s was all suffused’ (James, 2010: 462). Lack-
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ing a better word, he tells Maggie, “You Americans are almost
incredibly romantic’ (James, 2010: 462). Her response almost
miraculously combines knowingness with naiveté: ‘Of course
we are. That's just what makes everything so nice for us’ (James,
2010: 462). She adds a moment later, ‘| mean we see so much’
(James, 2010: 462).

The remarkable subtlety in this exchange is that both speakers
get it ever so slightly wrong. What Amerigo calls romanticism
is not precisely romanticism, at least not of a kind that had ever
been seen before. For romanticismis a feeling experienced with
regard to nature, and normally with an affinity for traditions
of the past. What Amerigo perceives as American romanticism
is a boisterous enthusiasm for the future, not for the past. Itis
an attitude, furthermore, that expresses itself in opposition
to the natural world, one that has indeed reveled in the subjuga-
tion of the natural world. If one stands on one's head, one may,
perhaps, find a spirit of triumph in the decimation of America’s
native peoples, and one may feel a crude glory in the rise
of factories and smokestacks, but one is unlikely to call them
romantic. A real romantic, looking upon the determined upward
thrust of American skylines and the ruthless advance of Ameri-
can industry, would sooner be appalled than enraptured. What
Amerigo calls romanticism is perhaps better seen as a want
of discrimination; it is the capacity to clothe with a picturesque
idealism the headlong pursuit of financial gain and worldly
indulgence. If it is a spirit of romance, then the stock exchange
and the dynamo have been made romantic. As for Maggie,
comfortably persuaded of the ‘niceness’ of her world, romance
consists of her unexamined conviction that niceness comes
without a cost, that one can affix a smiling face to whatever
wreckage has been created in the making of one’s father’s fortune
and assume that one's good fortune arises from an odorless
origin. "We see so much’, she tells Amerigo, but his infatuation
does not blind him to the fact that, in truth, she sees so little.

The faux-Romanticism I've just described in James is, to return
foramoment to Twain, aromanticism a la Tom Sawyer, the same
kind of imaginative play that can turn a Sunday-school picnic
into a Spanish caravan. It is a capacity to transform the banal
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into the heroic, and, it seems that this kind of heroic material-
ism, which was Sir Kenneth Clark’s phrase for it, is the most
formidable type of romance that Americans have been able
to give the world and to one another. It is surely no accident
that American literature is so densely populated with millionaire
heroes, and that those protagonists—Christopher Newman,
Silas Lapham, and above all the rest Jay Gatsby—tend to be
so habitually boyish. When Gatsby sets about the simultaneously
idealistic and ruthless task of constructing himself, he invents
just the sort of Jay Gatsby that a seventeen-year-old-boy would
be likely to invent, and to this conception he [remains] faithful
to the end’ (Fitzgerald, 2004: 98). This boyishness is recog-
nizable as boyishness in part because we tacitly compare it
with places with firmer foundations; though it is evident only
in glimpses, the strivers and arrivistes in The Great Gatsby are
driven by an urge to replicate European models. Gatsby buys
his mansion from the children of a man whose fond hope was
to persuade the owners of the neighboring cottages to thatch their
roofs with straw. Gatsby himself prizes his fleeting association
with Oxford and a medal conferred by the King of Montenegro.
But it is not the illusion of European sanction that empowers
Gatsby and that raises him, if only for a time, above the foul dust
that besmirches those around him. Itis, instead, the belief that
his dream actually does make him exceptional, that his errors,
his excesses, and even his crimes might be excused because
the vision behind them was sanctifying and pure.

Again, | haven't taken a survey, but | suspect that most
Americans continue to hold in their minds a sense of their
nation’s peculiar sanctity—in its mission to spread democracy
throughout the world, to hold itself up as what the Puritan
settler John Winthrop called a city on a hill. We may argue,
| suppose, about whether that sense is true or whether it ever
could be true. But even if we assume that it is an illusion,
an interesting argument might be made for the importance
of keeping it somehow in place, because unlike Gatsby's vision
it can lead to something more affirming than tinsel and glitter
and conspicuous consumption. An illusion not all that different
from Gatsby's has impelled America to do some remarkably

‘
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good work in the world, some of which might never have been
accomplished if the nation did not imagine itself to be rather
better than itis. Stripped of his illusion, Gatsby lived only hours.
| sometimes fear—and often tell my students—that if America
were to lose its image of itself, it, too, would just be floating
in the swimming pool, waiting for the bullet.

Two months ago, in connection with another conference, | hap-
pened to visit Biloxi on the Gulf Coast of the state of Mississippi.
Mississippi, of course, lies at the heart of the American South,
and Biloxi is about as far south in it as one can go. The people
| met there were tremendously friendly and happy to spend
a long time chatting—so happy, it became apparent, because
they didn't have much else to do. By some measures, Mississippi
is the poorest of the fifty American states, and Biloxi residents
get by on a per capita income that is about half the yearly tuition
cost at a New York City private high school. Its once robust
fishing and shrimping industries blighted by toxic agricultural
runoff, the local economy is kept afloat by a host of gaudy, rather
depressing casinos, and very little else. Its fortunes were made
still worse by a direct hit in 2005 from Hurricane Katrina. | men-
tion my visit there only because of the breakfast | had on my
last day in Mississippi, at a pancake house, international in name
only, on Father's Day. As | reflected on the condition of the lives
of the people around me, who seemed to me to deserve quite
a bit better, | saw at a nearby table a boy of about eleven years
old, who struck my English professor’s eye as the very image
of Huckleberry Finn. He was a good-looking little fellow with
sandy, reddish hair, bright, slightly mischievous eyes, and a ready
smile. He seemed happy, energetic, and eager to embrace all that
life might offer him. At the same table as this modern-day Huck,
however, sat a man, presumably his father, who was a highly
believable updating of Pap. He did not have Pap’s long, stringy
hair and unkempt beard or his fish-belly white complexion,
but he had the modern redneck uniform: a crew cut, a prodigious
beer belly, lots of tattoos, and a florid skin tone that only comes
from working at a really tough job in the blazing sun. He looked
at the world with an angry, suspicious squint, as if he knew
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his life so far had been a cheat and a sham and he expected
more of the same.

The juxtaposition of father and son made me reflect that
the unspoken tragedy of Twain's novel is the man that Huck
is likely to turninto, and that poor white America was and remains
a paradise of boys and a purgatory of men. The America | knew
when | was a boy now seems a much older place: more cynical
in its foreign policy, more peevish and recalcitrant in its gov-
ernment, more lethargic in its economy-old, indeed, though
not as yet mature. Some Americans in our own time would
like to turn away from the transatlantic looking-glass entirely,
to stop making the kinds of cross-cultural comparisons | have
been suggesting here. Others are still standing on tiptoes, try-
ing to measure up to the image we observe in the somewhat
untrustworthy mirror.
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BLUE WATER: A THESIS

he so-called Blue Water principle, from which I've borrowed ~ Bruce Robbins

my title, was articulated around 1960. The context was ﬁ,ﬁﬁ@gﬁﬁ University

a debate at the United Nations about decolonization. | quote  USA
a somewhat lengthy, but very useful, account by the Native
American writer and activist Ward Churchill from his book Acts

of Rebellion:

Belgium, in the process of relinquishing its grip on the Congo, advanced

the thesis that if terms like decolonization and self-determination were

to have meaning, the various ‘tribal’ peoples whose homelands it had forc-
ibly incorporated into its colony would each have to be accorded the right
to resume independent existence. Otherwise, the Belgians argued, colo-
nialism would simply be continued in another form, with the indigenous

peoples involved arbitrarily subordinated to a centralized authority presid-
ing over a territorial dominion created not by Africans but by Belgium itself.
To this, European-educated Congolese insurgents like Patrice Lumumba,
backed by their colleagues in the newly-emergent Organization of Afri-
can Unity (OAU), countered with what is called the ‘Blue Water Principle’,
thatis, the idea that to be considered a bona fide colony—and thus entitled

toexercise the self-determining rights guaranteed by both the Declaration

and the UN Charter—a country or people had to be separated from its colo-
nizer by at least thirty miles of open ocean. (Churchill, 2003: 19-20)

Discourse about self-determination has moved on in the past
half-century, but you can understand why a Native American writer
like Ward Churchill would nonetheless remain interested by what
was said in 1960. The Blue Water principle defines colonialism
in @ narrow, restrictive way—so restrictive that many ‘tribal’ or,
as we now say, ‘indigenous’ peoples would not count as having
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been colonized. According to the Blue Water principle, colonial-
ism requires sea-based conguest. It is only crossing the ocean

to conquer that is scandalous, that provides a reason for outrage;

what might appear to be the same condition of conqueredness

and alien control, if produced without the conquerors getting their
feet wet, is declared to be not a scandal at all. Thus the domina-
tion that follows land-based conguest quietly becomes normal,
an unremarkable outcome of the natural course of human events,
unworthy of comment or complaint.

Stop and consider. This is strange stuff. If you and your nation
have not been colonized unless there are at least thirty miles
of water between you and your colonizer, then Poland, say, could
be colonized by Sweden if Swedish armies crossed the Baltic
but not if the same armies marched around the Baltic. Poland
could not have been colonized by neighbors like Germany or Rus-
sia. Russia’s long series of conguests to its east and south does
not count as colonialism at all. This would be something of a surprise
to the Chechens and other indigenous peoples of the Caucasus
and Siberia. You would think that the U.S's long series of con-
guests of its indigenous peoples would count, given the original
arrival by sea, even if there is such a neat convergence between
its nineteenth-century push westward and Russia's push eastward.
But the U.S. and the other settler colonial countries could always
say that they are new nations, the products of someone else’s
colonization rather than colonizers themselves. It was the Euro-
peans, they could argue, who sailed across the ocean. Thus it was
the Europeans who colonized, not the Americans. Let them give up
theirempires; in fact we hope they will. Ours is not an empire at all
but merely a nation. Having acquired it by land, like the Russians
and the Chinese, this nation is ours to keep, thank you very much.

By the 1980s, discussions of the rights of indigenous peoples
at the United Nations were no longer mentioning blue water.
The Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, passed
in 2007 over the objections of the U.S., Canada, New Zealand,
and Australia (objections that were subsequently withdrawn),
includes self-determination among those rights and does
not allude to sea crossings. But in May 2013, at the 12th annual
meeting of the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous
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Issues, the American delegate said very firmly that, though
the U.S. has now signed on to the Declaration on the Rights
of Indigenous Peoples, it sees that document as non-binding,
merely aspirational; the U.S. does not understand its refer-
ences to the self-determination of indigenous peoples as having
the same meaning or force as the concept of self-determination
has in international law. In other words, mentioned or not,
the Blue Water principle continues to define the legal status quo
with respect to colonialism in the post-colonial era, at least
as the United States understands it. This is still how certain
governments decide what was and wasn't, is and isn't colonial-
ism, what can and cannot be legitimately complained about.

| offer these initial thoughts on the Blue Water thesis as a trib-
ute to the theme of this conference, ‘Oceans Apart: In Search
of New Wor(l)ds'. Among the valuable guestions | imagine might
have been aimed at by this choice of theme, one is to lay out
new ways of thinking about the newness of the New World
as opposed to the oldness of the Old World, perhaps ways that
will not encourage the notorious American exceptionalism while
they will allow us to recognize what is interesting enough about
America to make it worth studying. That will be my aim as well.
Another, related purpose the conference organizers may have
had in mind was to address a new or revitalized geographical
materialism, a ‘geographical turn’ that has even gotten itself
talked about in the New Yorker. According to the New Yorker's
Adam Gopnik, where you are placed vis-a-vis land and sea is once
again being offered as a causal explanation for various sacial
outcomes and is therefore also having an effect on our ethics,
on what can or cannot be cogently or legitimately objected
to (as in the case of the Blue Water principle, though Gopnik
does not mention that). We may feel some enthusiasm about
how this geographical materialism challenges the culturalist
paradigm, long thought universally attractive but now looking
somewhat tattered. But | wonder whether we are prepared
for aradical paradigm shift from ‘chaps’ to ‘'maps’, as the historian
and classicist lan Morris puts it.! Morris has become notorious

1. Onlan Morris see Marc Perry (2013).
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in certain circles for proposing that, from the distant spatio-
temporal perspective he has chosen for himself, the largest
factor behind the modern decrease in daily violence is our habit
of going to war. Marris himself may not favor entering into more
wars—I don't know—but one practical consequence of taking his
perspectival distance seriously is, if not actual war-mongering,
then a disabling of the usual moral case against war-mongering.
An enlarged spatial scale demands an enlarged temporal scale,
and an enlarged temporal scale has a subversive effect on ordinary
ethical judgments. Take for example the discussion of the Irag
War by the journalist George Packer, who helped lead the U.S.
into it. Packer writes:

Since America's fateis now tied to Iraqg’s, it might be years or even decades
before the wisdom of the war can finally be judged. When Mao's number
two, Chou En-lai, was asked in 1972 what he thought had been the impact
of the French revolution, he replied, ‘It's too early to tell’. Paul Wolfowitz
and the war’s other grand theorists also took the long view of history;
if they hadn't, there never would have been an American invasion of Iraqg.
[..] There was no immediate threat from Irag, no grave and gathering
danger. The war could have waited. Who has the right to say whether
it was worth it? (Packer, 2006: 447)

Packer does not disavow ‘the long view of history’, even though,
as he says, those who took that view in Irag showed ‘a careless-
ness about human life that amounted to criminal negligence’
(Packer, 2006: 448). Therisk of such negligence seems built into
this enlarged temporal perspective. The other, related risk, most
obviously built into that perspective, is a softening of judgment
on enlarged political units, such as empires, and on imperialism.

But here I'm getting a little ahead of myself. Let me go back
to the seeming absurdity of the Blue Water principle. What hap-
pens if you reject that absurdity, as Ward Churchill clearly does?
The alternative premise would seemn to be that all colonialisms
are equal, whether accomplished by land or by sea. If we throw
out the Blue Water principle and declare all colonialisms equal,
where does this leave us vis-g-vis the inhumanity of colonialism
in general and of American colonialism in particular?

Perhaps you don't want to go so far. You may prefer to reject
the premise that all colonialisms are equal on the grounds, say, that
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capitalism is what we have in front of us, and behind and inside us,
so capitalism is what we should be thinking about. The formula
‘colonialism plus capitalism’ may have been unspeakable in 1960,
but, one might say, it does the same job that ‘blue water’ was
asked to do then, and does it better. So why do we have to make
the effort to drag modern European colonialism into the same
frame as pre-modern and non-European conquests and mas-
sacres, pre-modern and non-European colonialisms, assuming
you allow the term? It seems to me that there exist good rea-
sons for doing so. One reason is the emergence of indigenous
peoples as an international political movement. This movement
includes, alongside the original inhabitants of the U.S. and Can-
ada, the Berbers of Algeria and Morocco, the Masai of Kenya
and Tanzania, and the Chakma people in the Chittigong Hill
Tracts of Bangladesh, among many others. Such a movement
can no longer accuse only whites or Europeans of being colo-
nizers. In other words, for anyone who takes the international
indigenous movement seriously, colonialism can no longer be
defined as an exclusively European phenomenon. | don't think
we have begun to measure the ethical and political effects of this
ongoing redefinition of the term—what it will mean if colonial-
ism becormes something that non-western peoples are also
guilty of, perhaps even including indigenous peoples themselves.
For that matter, | don't think we have begun to take into suf-
ficient account other causes of this semantic shift, quite apart
from the political respect due to the international indigenous
movement. What I'm trying to do in this essay is make a start
with both of these topics.

| chose the title ‘Blue Water' in part because the seeming
absurdity of an absolute distinction between sea-based and land-
based conquest casts immediate suspicion on the line separating
European and non-European, modern and pre-modern colonialism.
Suspicion is not proof, of course. | think it also matters, however,
that there are ‘other causes’, other motives pushing us into this
thought experiment. | will mention two, each of them strong
enough, | think, to overcome the reluctance we may feel about
seemning to lighten the moral burden that accompanies colonial-
ism in the old, exclusively European sense.
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The first motive comes from the logic of postcolonialism
itself.? In the wake of Edward Said’s Orientalism, there was a pre-
dictable rush to pay more attention to cultures that had been
misrepresented, excluded, or marginalized. Little by little, this
entailed recognizing that many of them, like the cultures of China
and India, had canons and traditions that go back thousands
of years. It is self-evident that you cannot do justice to such
cultures without attending to their full history. The problem
is that much of that history belongs to the period before Euro-
pean power had had any significant impact. Thus the great
historical injury of European colonialism can at best be marginal
tothem. Such cases appear to be less the exception than the rule.
As Alexander Beecroft has argued in New Left Review, the mod-
ern politicized model of European core, non-European periphery
works well enough for the recent past, but it simply doesn't apply
formost of the world's culture during most of the world's history.
It would be temporally provincial, therefore, to take the particu-
lar inequalities and injustices of the recent past as if they were
universal. The cosmopolitanism with which we are most familiar,
call it cosmopolitanism in space, brings with it a corresponding
cosmopolitanism in time, and this radical expansion in the time
frame or temporal cosmopolitanism ends up undermining our
moralized geographies.

To put this another way: postcolonialism carries within it
a self-subverting impulse. The postcolonial perspective demands
respect for non-European cultures that have been disrespected.
But to supply the missing respect is to find oneself moving away
from the postcolonial premise of a unique and defining Euro-
pean injury to those cultures. All cultures must be listened to.
But when you listen, what do you hear? For most of them, most
of the time, Europe was not what they were speaking about.
And when they were, were they less prone to caricature those
not like themselves than Europeans were to caricature them?
Did the Persians think in less stereotypical terms of the Greeks
than the Greeks thought of the Persians? | note in passing that

2. Thenext several paragraphs are adapted from my ‘Prolegomena to a Cos-
mopolitanism in Deep Time, forthcoming in a special issue of Interventions
edited by Sandra Ponzanesi.
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speaking up for hitherto silenced cultures was not Edward
Said's own method in Orientalism, as a number of his critics
complained at the time; he did not counter Western stereotypes
about the East by letting Eastern cultures speak for themselves.
And in retrospect, this looks like a smart move. When these cul-
tures do speak for themselves, there is no guarantee that they
will sound any more secular, or humanist, or humane in what
they say about the West, or about each other, than the West
has sounded when it talked about them. Would it be surprising
to find appreciable amounts of misrepresentation, essentialism,
and what would have to be called racism? The charge of Oriental-
ism in reverse, or ‘Occidentalism’—a symmetrical stereotyping
of the West by the rest—has not been slow to arise, and it is not
easy to refute. You could of course answer, as | have myself,
that Orientalism was different because of the greater power
it wielded. But turning from culture’s content to its power would
not end the conversation, especially if you were willing to talk
about earlier periods, other empires, non-European empires.
Is there such a thing as an empire without the coercive exer-
cise of power—less euphemistically, without the inhumanity
of slaughter, enslavement, rapine, pillage, and plunder?
Watching pre-modern and non-European empires slowly
swim into scholarly focus, as | did recently at an excellent
conference at the University of Massachusetts, my instinctive
reaction was a certain skepticism about the political motives
behind this enterprise. Why are we Americans suddenly so inter-
ested? Can this be anything but a backhanded way of letting
ourselves off the hook, absolving the West of the guilt acquired
during the centuries when it violently conquered and exploited
so much of the planet? Preemptive self-forgiveness does seem
one motive behind the new ‘big history’ that accompanies
the return to geography. But it's obviously not the whole story.
This temporal expansiveness and the moral effects that flow
from it, whatever they are, are a logical if perhaps unexpected
outgrowth of lines of thought that have their own autonomous
mormentum and command respect in their own right. The twolines
of thought I've mentioned are the emergence of the indigenous
movement and the logic of postcolonialism. A third is ecological.
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‘What enables the perception of postmodernism-as-past’,
Mark McGurl writes, ‘is a new cultural geology, by which I mean
arange of theoretical and other initiatives that position culture
in a time-frame large enough to crack open the carapace of human
self-concern’ (McGurl, 2011: 380). For McGurl, this self-humbling
geological time-frame has been forced on us by global warm-
ing and the realization (only since the year 2000) that human
beings have become non-negligible factors or actors in natural
history, with effects on the planet so decisive that the period
since the Industrial Revolution is on its way to being renamed
the Anthropocene. In the last twelve years, Greenland has
lost 15 percent of its territory to global warming. McGurl cites
Dipesh Chakrabarty’s 2009 essay ‘The Climate of History’,
which lists climate change among processes that ‘may exist
as part of this planet for much longer than capitalism or long
after capitalism has undergone many more historic mutations’
(Chakrabarty, 2009: 212). Common sense has long held that early
non-European empires were fundamentally different creatures
from later European empires because only the latter combined
imperialism with capitalism. In making the case for what he calls

‘deep history', history on a scale of tens or hundreds of thou-

sands of years, Chakrabarty fights off all attempts to save
the attractive hypothesis that capitalism is to blame for the state
of the planet, and he makes it clear that his expanded temporal
frame will necessarily result in some new global apportioning
of blame, or at least a backing off from the old politics of blame,
such as it was or is (Chakrabarty, 2009: 212). Chakrabarty does
not say, but | will, that the struggle against capitalism today
is in no way undermined by admitting, as | think we are forced
to, that capitalism'’s degree of impact on ordinary people is not
unprecedented—that earlier empires too emptied out farmland
and closed off grazing land, produced ferocious transforma-
tions in the habits and possibilities of everyday life. If there
is a choice of ‘[w]hether we blame climate change on those who
are retrospectively guilty—that is, blame the West for their past
performance—or those who are prospectively guilty (China has
just surpassed the United States as the largest emitter of carbon
dioxide, though not on a per capita basis)’, then even if the effect
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of global warming is to exacerbate existing inequalities both
within and between states, blame can no longer be calculated
in the same old way (Chakrabarty, 2009: 218).

For the moment, it seems to me that we have only begun
torealize that blame can no longer be calculated in the same old
way. We have not figured out in what new way blame might
be calculated, assuming blame remains a politically necessary
and appropriate concept. Where empire is concerned, therefore,
what we see in the relevant scholarship is a series of vacilla-
tions between strong moral denunciation, on the one hand,
and on the other—an almost shocking moral relativism.

Take for instance the book Empire: A Very Short Introduction
by the historian Stephen Howe. Struggling with the problem
of how to organize the very large subject of empire in his very
short book, Howe devotes the two main chapters to ‘empire
by land’ and ‘empire by sea"

Perhaps the most basic and important distinction is between those

that grew by expansion overland, extending directly outwards from original

frontiers, and those which were created by sea-power, spanning the oceans

and even the entire globe. The second, mainly European kind has been

the most powerful and dynamic in the modern world—roughly the last 500

years. The first, land-based form of empire, however, is by far older, and has

been created by more varied kinds of people: Asians, Africans, and pre-
Columbian Americans as well as Europeans. It has also proved longer
lasting. The European seaborne empires were almost entirely dismantled

between the 1940s and the 1970s. But the Soviet state, which collapsed

only in the 1990s, is seen by many as the last great land empire. Other com-
mentators disagree, and would say that another one still exists [...] the vast
multi-ethnic political system ruled from Beijing. (Howe, 2002: 35)

One strange thing about this passage is that it doesn't
explicitly include the Anglo-Saxon settler colonies—the U.S.,
Canada, Australia—in either category. The U.S. does come up
later: ‘it is the internal expansion of the continental USA [...]
which evokes the most direct parallels with empire building
elsewhere’ (Howe, 2002: 57). If American empire-building didn't
runinto the same problems as British, French, or Russian imperi-
alism, Howe says, it's because it was ‘almost uniguely complete.
More totally than anywhere else since the first Spanish inva-
sions of the Americas, native peoples were physically destroyed
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or marginalized’ (Howe, 2002: 59). On the one hand, the U.S.
doesn't seem to count clearly on the side of either land- or sea-
based empire; it can therefore enjoy the possibility, at least, that
it is not colonialism at all. On the other hand, it appears as one
of the most flagrant and brutal versions of colonialism in his-
tory. It cannot be long before the educational systemin the U.S.
is ready to teach its students the historical fact that the genocide
of the Native Americans was a direct inspiration for Hitler when
Hitler was planning the subjugation of Eastern Europe. | forone
hope this will happen. But | have more mixed feelings about
the conclusion that will no doubt be drawn if this line of influence
does indeed becorme part of histary as it is taught: that the kill-
ing and colonizing of the Native Americans is a moral analogue
to the Holocaust, which is to say definitive of the worst things
human beings have ever done to other human beings.

As Ward Churchill goes on to say, the obvious reason why
the U.S. could make common cause with the leaders of the newly-
independent African countries over the Blue Water principle
is that all of them were committed to defending the autonomy
of the nation-state, such as it already existed. The Africans,
like the Americans, were afraid that granting further rights
of self-determination to indigenous peaples or minorities within
the state would cause the state to collapse:

For either side to acknowledge that a ‘Fourth World’ comprised of indig-
enous nations might possess the least right to genuine self-determination
would have been—and remains—to dissolve the privileged status of the state
system to which both sides are not only conceptually wedded but owe their
very existence. (Churchill, 2003: 20)

Blaming the modern state helps Churchill envisage a moral
leveling or equalization between European and non-European
empires, the West and the rest. This equalization is bound to be
controversial; it is by no means the consensus position even
forindigenous activists. Roxanne Dunbar Ortiz, whom Churchill
cites on the topic, disagrees with it, for example. Maintaining
solidarity between indigenous peoples and the former European
colonies, she opts in effect to keep supporting the Blue Water
principle. The Belgian proposal, she argues, was merely a West-
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ern trick, intended to destabilize the newly independent states.
Thus the newly independent states were right to reject it, even
if that meant sacrificing the promise o