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Abstract
This article situates the idea of ‘transnational history’ within the recent historiography of the
United States, as both a reaction against and accommodation to the nation-state focus of
that historiography. It explains transnational history’s specific American development as a
broad project of research to contextualize US history and decentre the nation; it explores
the conditions of American historical practice that influenced the genesis and growth of this
version of transnational history; and it compares the concept with competitor terms such
as international history, comparative history, global history, histoire croisée, and trans-border. In the United States, transnational history came to be considered complementary to these
concepts in its commitment to render American historiography less parochial, yet, because of
its origins, the concept has remained limited in application by period and spatial scope. While
the concept retains utility because of its specific research programme to denaturalize the
nation, transnational history understood as an exploration of ‘transnational spaces’ opens
possibilities for an approach of more general historiographical relevance.

Transnational history is a buzzword in the historical profession, and transnational studies
are being applied to many areas of historiography. Simultaneously, historians are questioning the value of the term ‘transnational’. Its use to cover a wide variety of approaches leaves
open the question of its precise meaning. Other terms such as ‘global history’, ‘world history’, ‘connected history’, and ‘entangled’ histories1 are commonly discussed as competitors.
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This article addresses this contemporary debate by putting the discussion in terms of transnational history’s adoption as a concept within US historiography from the early 1990s.
Transnational history is by no means a purely American development. For example,
a substantial and impressive literature already exists on diasporic identities such as
those exhibited in Chinese transnationalism. Over the last few years, the expansion of the
European Union has stimulated interest in transnational relations in communications, technology, environmental change, and migration, and the development of the concept of global
history in a number of countries has added a further impetus.2 Reflecting diverse national
and methodological origins, transnational history refers to a broad range of phenomena cutting across national boundaries; it is both less than global history and yet more, in the sense
that not all history across national boundaries is global or the product of globalization, but
all – at least for modern history – is transnational. That last caveat raises an obvious limitation of the concept for historians. ‘The transnational’ cannot refer to border crossing where
the nation-state does not exist. For the pre-modern period of history, before the emergence
of nation-states, the term is misleading, unless interpreted very loosely. Where used for the
colonial history of nations subsequently formed, the term betrays, unless carefully defined
and limited, a Whiggish approach, in which the rise of the nation is foreordained. This is
quite the opposite of what transnational theorists intended at the beginning of their intellectual enterprise.
Though transnational history is clearly not the property of any one historiography, and
has parallel roots in non-American scholarship, work using the explicit term ‘transnational
history’ and involving a concrete research programme had early prominence in the United
States. The history of that development sheds light on both the importance of the concept
and its limitations. The term’s first use can be traced to the 1970s, though ‘transnational’
analysis was done before this time in a variety of countries and a variety of disciplines, as
Pierre-Yves Saunier has pointed out.3 In the American case from the 1980s onwards,
much of the debate over transnational history implicitly concerned American exceptionalism, the idea that the United States’ history diverged sharply from that of other nations.4
But, in addition, this debate merged with another registered in the 1980s. The term ‘transnational history’ became institutionalized through the growing historiographical concern
about a perceived parochialism of and specialization within American history. Outlining
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the different ways in which this term has been applied shows how transnational history can
move beyond a theme to render US historiography less parochial, and become an approach
of more general historical relevance for modern history.
The idea of transnational history had a wider intellectual and political context. It grew,
for one thing, in the context of changes in the larger historiography, notably the marked
growth in the United States of world history programmes and publishing in the 1980s,
which raised the question of the relationship between US and world history. A second factor
was the speeding up of what theorists have sometimes called ‘new globalization’, and
awareness that traditional boundaries centred on the Cold War were dissolving as communism itself disintegrated. That was the intellectual and political context, but the practical context of the reception of the idea has been crucially important to its survival and growth.
The search for a new, less parochial approach among historians of US history took root
because it gained the support of important institutional networks. Analysis of the practice of
history – the study of the institutional, intellectual, and political developments that converge
to produce particular discourses of history – must be applied to the topic.5 The Journal of
American History editor from 1985 to 1999, David Thelen, had been deeply engaged in an
attempt to reinvigorate American scholarship and to loosen the boundaries of the multiplying
lists of history’s subfields. Thelen utilized his role as a key facilitator in creating conversations
about the profession and the intellectual content of American history. In a 1992 special issue
devoted to ‘internationalizing’ American history, he arranged for non-American practitioners
of American history to contribute by discussing issues of theory and practice from the perspective of their own national historiographies and experience. The aim was to ‘widen discussions of
how all historians can engage audiences’ and challenge ‘narrow and overspecialized’ perspectives.6 At the urging of Thelen and others, the peak body for US history, the Organization of
American Historians (OAH), inaugurated an ‘internationalization of American history’. By
1992, the Journal of American History began to list international historical work in its ‘Recent
scholarship’ section and appointed international contributory editors.7 The OAH announced
foreign-language prizes for the best article in a foreign language and the best foreign-language
book.8 Thelen also organized a special seminar on transnational approaches at the Institute for
Social History, Amsterdam, in 1998, and published the participants’ work as another special
issue of the Journal of American History, in 1999.9
In 1997, the OAH also backed a further key initiative to internationalize American history, allied to the work of Thomas Bender of New York University. Bender had been a
member of the editorial board of the American Historical Review that had considered
the 1991 Forum on ‘American exceptionalism in an age of international history’ that first
identified an explicit transnational history as a research project, and he was well aware of
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the importance of the concept of transnationalism from his studies of American intellectual
history and the history of New York. Indeed, it was the use of the term ‘transnational America’ in 1916 by the radical New York intellectual Randolph Bourne that first inspired interest in ‘the transnational’ in the United States.10 Together with the OAH, Bender organized a
series of four conferences held at Villa La Pietra in Florence, Italy, which led to the publication of Rethinking American history in a global age (2002), with contributions by key La
Pietra participants. This book became the standard introduction to the new approach.11
From the planning meeting of 1997 to the full conferences of 1998–2000, the participants at the La Pietra conferences debated transnational history as a suitable framework
for American history. Initially, the discussion centred on the competing place of comparative history. Advocates of transnational history argued first that comparison in itself was not
faulty but that connections between cases being compared needed to be explored too.
Within American history, comparisons repeatedly explored themes that tested issues tied
to American exceptionalism, such as classlessness, the frontier, social or geographical mobility, and racial slavery, against particular examples elsewhere. Critics charged that, when
these questions were researched, the research design proceeded from a US base and the comparisons usually enhanced an understanding of how the United States was radically different
from some perceived norm for the modern world.
Second, critics of comparison noted that the research procedures of historians generally
reinforced emphasis upon American national boundaries in the historiography because they
took units that had to be held constant for purposes of analysis. As La Pietra participants
argued, national comparison did not necessarily exist in ‘real’ time, and was less historicist
than social scientific in its methodological assumptions. In contrast, Bender argued in summarizing the discussion that transnational history ‘maps, follows, and tries to understand
the relations of power in affecting and as being affected by these channels’.12 At the first
meeting devoted to planning the scope of the conferences, the leading comparativist George
Fredrickson reacted against the criticism that comparisons reified national history. As he
had done in a 1995 article, Fredrickson argued that national comparison was valid ‘as a
basic unit of analysis in comparative historical studies’ and was even important where
sub-national phenomena were considered. While comparative history often used national
comparisons, Fredrickson argued, scholars had found both differences and similarities
when the United States was compared to elsewhere. Because of their success in documenting
similarities as well as differences through open-ended inquiry, comparativists were not
tarred with the brush of American exceptionalism.13 Though the debate revealed open
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conflict over the role of transnational versus comparative history, discussion dissipated
quickly into truce. By the time of the third conference in 1999, Thomas Bender could report:
‘At earlier conferences there had been debates and worries about the relation of comparative
and transnational approaches to American history, but at this conference they were rather
easily accepted as different but complementary.’14 This compromise reflected the effort to
build a broad church of historians who wished to reorient American history towards a focus
on external connections rather than to create a new historiographical sect around the idea of
‘transnational history’.
Despite this ecumenicalism, it is certainly true that an inevitable and continuing tension
could not be repressed in subsequent discussion. The original judgment of the La Pietra
group on comparative history has continued to be influential in discussions of the method.
Some would even go so far as to say that a national exceptionalism inherent in the practice
of the comparative history agenda requires us to ‘call a moratorium’ on comparative international studies. In a 2005 review of comparative history, Micol Seigel pointed out that
scholars who did comparisons of United States and Brazilian race relations were not ‘above’
history, able to deal with comparative units as equivalents of laboratory specimens, but ‘active agents in the construction of race and of notions of national character’.15 As Jurgen
Kocka has recently noted, important analytical differences persist between transnational
or ‘entangled’ history on the one hand and comparative history on the other precisely
because the latter does emphasize discrete units or variables.16
In theoretical and methodological formulations, analytical differences persist in these
ways, but comparative method is implicit in most, if not all, historical study, and clear cases
of a transnational perspective without the intervention of national units of analysis are rare.
For example, a study of the global reach of a reform organization such as the World’s
Woman’s Christian Temperance Union must recognize not only the duplication of its organizational forms in many countries from the 1880s to the 1920s and the circulation of personnel and ideas in such a non-governmental organization but also adaptations to
political institutions and cultures grounded in local jurisdictions. The balance of the local
and national against transnational aspects depends upon the frame of reference, and the specific questions asked. To take another example, study of transnational environmental connections did not preclude the study of the different ways that environmental regulation of
these transnational problems occurred through nation-state or colonial structures of
power.17 But whether the focus is global or national, the reach of organizations and social
movements beyond nations needed to be confronted, and any use of comparative method
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needed to be combined with transnational perspectives. This is exactly what Marc Bloch
urged in his famous injunction on the nature of comparative history. He held this method
to be best when it involved ‘a parallel study of societies that are at once neighbouring and
contemporary, exercising a constant mutual influence, exposed throughout their development to the action of the same broad causes just because they are close and contemporaneous, and owing their existence in part at least to a common origin’.18
Comparative history was not the deepest problem to be confronted by the new advocates
of transnational history, however. The fact that national comparisons were being criticised
showed how it was the national unit of analysis that stood at the centre of concerns over
transnational history. Partly because of US comparative historians’ insistence on the importance of their study within American history, and partly because of persistent criticisms that
the newer approaches denigrated the role of the nation, the advocates of transnational
approaches gave considerable attention to the problem of ‘nation’. At the 1998 La Pietra
meeting and at subsequent meetings, those who favoured the transnational approach conceded that ‘the transnational’ did not mean that American history sought to obliterate
‘the nation’.’ Not all criticism of the ‘transnational’ came from defenders of the American
nation-state’s political record; some came from those who argued that the nation-state
had long oppressed minorities, but that oppressed groups, such as African Americans and
women, had in the twentieth century been invested with new rights within constitutions
and state structures. The struggle to achieve those rights was key to important aspects of
American history. As one critic later observed, the transnational could underrate ‘the battles
to win respect for ethnic, racial, and religious pluralism in a nation that has always been full
of newcomers’.19 Because of such deeply binding conditions of national identity and nationhood, the role of the nation remained a vital debate within the La Pietra group: historians
must put national developments in context, and explain the nation in terms of crossnational influences, but must be equally aware that what constitutes the spaces, institutions,
and traditions of nations has changed over time. The nation should be decentred, though the
exact meaning of this approach could only be worked out in detailed historical practice.
Partly because the origins of the ‘transnational’ lay in these issues surrounding the role of
comparative history and the nation, advocates of the term did not think of their work as a
contribution to the study of ‘globalization’. This term was generally rejected at La Pietra
because of its perceived links with modernization theory, its occasional focus on unidirectional activity, and its implicit historical trajectory towards a more homogeneous world.
Such an approach would not do for a historiography whose aim was to contextualize the
nation. But it was recognised that study of the multifarious processes of globalization
over time in all their complexity and unevenness must be part of transnational history.
Transnational history was conceived to encompass global history ‘defined as zones of interaction between diverse societies’.20 The United States itself was very clearly from the early
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national period connected globally, with its traders visiting all major areas of the world, and
missionaries aspiring to global conversion of the world to Christianity. As Thomas Bender
put it in the La Pietra report,
While this approach seeks to contextualize [the] United States on a global scale insofar
as such a scale is pertinent to the questions at hand, it does not propose to subsume
United States history under the umbrella of world or global history. We would not
have United States history thus erased; rather the aim is to deepen its contextualization and to extend the transnational relations of American history.21
‘International history’ was another competitor term, and one that long predated the
present theoretical discussions. From one of this field’s most prominent practitioners, Akira
Iriye (then president of the American Historical Association), came an influential call in
1989 for a ‘transnational cultural history’ that provided inspiration for the subsequent
debates over the OAH’s ‘internationalization’ project of the 1990s.22 But, in American historical practice, earlier work termed ‘international history’ tended to focus on inter-state
relations, and advocates of transnational history mostly wanted to avoid this limitation.
Subsequently, international historians responded to the transnational ‘turn’ by investing
much energy in a culturally focussed history of US foreign relations, particularly on race
and gender, in which the journal Diplomatic History played an important part.23 Transnationally oriented historians did not quarrel with such work because international history
and transnational history are closely connected. In many historical situations both concepts
may be applied, as Erez Manela explicitly does in his path-breaking study of the colonial
reception of Wilsonian ideas of national self-determination.24 But the subsequent convergence of styles does not gainsay the theoretical and methodological importance of the original choice of terminology.
Trans-cultural or intercultural relations, terms that approach the more recent interest in
‘entangled’ histories (roughly translated from the French histoire croisée), were other possible competitors discussed by practitioners at La Pietra, but these were considered too
broad to analyse the making and remaking of the American nation. The subsequent development, first in France, of histoire croisée does come closer to what transnational history
was intended to do. Among other things, histoire croisée’s supporters abandon the reified
synchronic concepts of comparative history, encourage attention to the constant interweaving of influences, and advocate a reflexive approach to the construction of topics. All this is
similar to the claims made at La Pietra for transnational history, but the latter is more limited in application. Histoire croisée can be applied to all history, not just history where
national boundaries are crossed. As Eliga Gould has pointed out, histoire croisée allows
21
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attention to ‘an interconnected yet porous and open-ended whole’ and is particularly suitable for the many areas of history where nation-states do not extensively intrude. All history
is the subject of entanglements, a distinction that makes the term both more useful as a
methodological device and less useful as a specific research programme or set of hypotheses.
A question remaining with histoire croisée is how the selection of phenomena to be connected is to be made. Histoire croisée stresses ‘pragmatic induction’, but an operational
pragmatism is something shared with the practice and debates of transnational history, if
not its theoretical elaboration.25
Similarly ‘trans-border’ or trans-boundary concepts seemed inappropriate, and still do.
‘Transnational’ is less encompassing than the multitude of crossings covered by the terminology of ‘trans-border’, which might refer to borders or boundaries within nation-states,
including municipalities; deal with different kinds of ‘borders’, such as the invisible barriers
between cultures or ecosystems; or focus on the specific content of frontiers and borderlands.26 ‘Borderlands’ as zones of contact and shared cultures across national borders
were certainly a part of the agenda proposed under transnational history, but not its sole
preoccupation. The purpose of the transnational label was in fact in one sense more precise
than a spray of different labels. Its purpose was to focus on the relationship between nation
and factors both beyond and below the level of the nation that shaped the nation and,
equally important, that the nation’s institutions shaped.
Though Konrad Jarausch has noted that ‘The vagueness of much transnational rhetoric,
often containing quite different elements, requires first of all a clearer definition of its actual
meaning,’27 recent debates over ‘borders’ and ‘trans-boundary’ history illustrate the sterility
of excessive definition and hair-splitting over categories, and the penchant of historiography
for deconstruction, rather than for the production of empirical/historical knowledge. Thomas
Bender was alive to this pitfall in 1998, and noted, ‘Perhaps naming should be avoided, in so
far as naming it might make merely another specialization or, worse, the latest fashion. In
fact, the agenda at hand is not the instigation of a movement, but rather encouragement
and some guidance for deepening and expanding the contemporary historical imagination.’
Nevertheless ‘the transnational’ remained the chief term subsequently employed because
it allowed American historiography to deal with these problems centred on a powerful
organized conception of a national history, and yet to address the perceived need to open
American historiography to the possibilities of ‘the contemporary historical imagination’.28
At the same time, as with any of the other concepts proposed, the formulation illuminated some things and not others. In particular, the ‘transnational history’ formulation
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limited the utility of the concept beyond the field of modern history. Its growing prominence
led theorists and methodologists to want to apply it elsewhere, but the concept necessarily
could not encompass large swathes of the human past. It could help only for history after
the period of the legal emergence of nation–states, for which it was explicitly designed.
This demarcation line created difficulties when applied to the early European settlement
of places such as Canada, Australia, and the United States, where the colonial histories of
those modern nations were often seen as transnational experiences, even though no nation
existed. Though work on, for example, colonial America could arguably be included in a
transnational history of colonization, technically it could only be so as part of an interimperial history of Spanish, English, and French colonists, and as part of relations with sovereign Native American peoples. For these interactions, the broader term of intercultural
history, or ‘connected’ or ‘entangled’ history, was more appropriate.29 In writing prenational histories of this type, a conscious effort needed to be made to consider experiences
that did not contribute to the subsequent nation. Paths that were not taken in the birth of
the American nation, for instance, needed to be considered as part of the project to make
the history of the American nation contingent and constantly changing. On a global level,
the editors of the Palgrave dictionary of transnational history chose 1850 as the departure
point for study of ‘the transnational’, but, for American history, historical consensus is
more likely to settle around the nation’s development in the second half of the eighteenth
century, principally from the Declaration of Independence (1776) and/or its Federal Constitution (1789), as an appropriate beginning.
As some subsequent writers have noted, the concept was never intended to be anything
other than a heuristic one, whose limits must be recognized. The term’s use could not,
Jarausch argues, ‘presume to be a universal wrench that manages to fix all historical problems’ and practitioners had also to recognize that their work was not entirely new; it relied
on the many approaches accumulated since the beginning of professional historiography,
where strains of thinking anticipated the interest in locating nations within regional, imperial, or global themes.30 Nevertheless, for the writing of American history it is clear that the
transnational formulation has been the most important way of expanding the horizons of
US historians.
Since 1990, considerable effort has gone into writing transnational histories, and the
same explicit agenda has developed in other countries, with major work being done in
Europe. Jarausch writes of younger German historians responding ‘to a growing sense of
interconnectedness, stemming from the dynamics of the globalization process’. These historians have used the concept as ‘a rallying cry . . . for venturing into horizons beyond their
own nation’.31 However, the growth of transnationale Geschichte32 within German historiography underlines, at least in part, the concept’s importance as a reaction to a dominant
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tradition of national exceptionalism – the Sonderweg or ‘special path’ in the German case.
The comparison with US historiography confirms this function in the trajectory of transnational history’s development.33
In addition to demarcating transnational history from other competing or complementary concepts, there was and still is a need to delineate the different ways in which the term
might be deployed in the practice of history. Application of the term can be highly diverse.
Using cases mainly from American history, I shall specify four different ways in which transnational history has been developing in US history: as framing contexts; as patterns of
exchange; as centripetal clusters of power; and as transnational circulations and networks.
These types overlap to some extent and elements of each can be found in specific concrete
histories.
Many topics in US history would simply benefit from providing a wider context than the
nation by acknowledging that similar events or experiences occurred elsewhere. This
approach is ultimately derived from Lawrence Veysey’s claim in 1979 to see American history as the product of global forces, such as shared experiences of urbanization, modernization, and industrialization.34 Veysey thereby challenged the ‘autonomy’ of American
history. To frame problems in this way would not be to deny national and regional differences but to balance inward-looking accounts with broader perspectives. The range of specific research topics that could be considered in this vein is large because Veysey had a point.
When he wrote in the late 1970s, US history was indeed often considered in isolation. This
point is reinforced by the way in which Veysey’s call for putting US history in context met
strong challenges from prominent historians who, in the case of Carl Degler, complained
that such an approach was ‘ahistorical’ and would homogenize US history, stripping from
its study the search for national distinctiveness.35
Since the 1980s, it has become more common to acknowledge that events in the United
States are part of broader patterns. One of the most recent attempts to put American history
in such a context is Edward Davies’ The United States in World History (2006).36 In moves
reminiscent of Veysey’s trans-cultural approach, Davies stresses themes common to US and
modern world history such as shared migration, the global trade in commodities, and processes such as corporate development and industrialization, albeit with national variations
in ideology, power, and the diffusion of technology. Davies comes at the problem of American history from a global history perspective. As is appropriate for a brief synthesis, he
writes in broad-brush strokes of trends stemming from systemic global forces, rather than
concentrating on specific transnational connections. A similar point could be made about
other, more specialized accounts that have emphasized transnational parallels. The cultural
historian Wolfgang Schivelbusch’s Three New Deals focuses on the similarities that emerge
from the common social situation of Germany, the United States, and Italy in the face of the
Great Depression of the 1930s. The existence of political systems vastly different from the
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American does not preclude analysis of striking parallels in social, economic, and political
responses, because all three countries were facing a global economic catastrophe and shared
problems of modernity.37
Corrective studies that put US history in a global (or regional) framework are most satisfying as transnational history where they are able to show not simply parallels or global
contexts but also material or intellectual connections. In the New Deal case, the back-tothe-land movement in conservation policies in 1930s America discussed by Schivelbusch
was not only a widely shared response to the Depression. German nature protection and
concepts of regionalism, for example, were studied by prominent Americans and reported
back in the United States.38 Yet relatively little work has been done to draw out such connections and assess their significance for a wide variety of American history topics, even
though they are integral to the agenda of US history ‘in context’, to which American transnational history was initially addressed.
What might be termed a ‘framing contexts’ approach draws most heavily upon the
debates over American transnational history when discussion centres on the simultaneous
operation of different geographical scales of history. The ‘causes’ of a particular event might
be not purely local but instead operate simultaneously on different geographical and temporal scales, namely the local, regional, national, transnational, and global.39 In a reflection
on his earlier work on American industrial workers, Class and community: the industrial
revolution in Lynn (1976), Alan Dawley noted in 2000 that the history of Lynn, Massachusetts would need, in the light of modern historiographical concerns, to be reconsidered
not only as a history of class struggle within the context of the national political culture
of Jacksonian America, the Civil War, and the Gilded Age, but also as a story of processes
that had their tentacles in distant regions. He argued that contemporary historiographical
awareness of global and transnational approaches made this wider frame of reference necessary. The importation of strike-breakers from China in 1870 to Massachusetts was one
such example of transnational processes that impinged upon the town in ways that previous
generations of US historians had neglected.40
Little monographic work of this type has yet been done, though highly skilled historians
are investigating local events through different geographical scales. Moon-Hu Jung has sensitively documented how the transnational phenomenon of Chinese indentured labour
imports influenced American sugar-plantation society in Louisiana after the Civil War.
Planters first obtained supplies of ‘coolie’ labour from Cuba and later, in 1870, from San
Francisco, when Cuba’s anti-Spanish revolution began to disorganize the economy and
labour trade there. Such importations raised many hackles nationally and locally, and contributed to movements to advance white supremacy in the aftermath of Reconstruction’s
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demise.41 Another compelling example is Thomas Andrews’ Killing for coal. He takes the case
of the Ludlow, Colorado miners’ strike and massacre of 1914 as an episode that can be
enriched in the context of the environmental history of coal mining, and the transformation
of modern society by fossil fuels. National boundaries are repeatedly breached in Andrews’
study. Coal mining becomes part of a transnational story: the miners come from Poland,
Mexico, Britain, and other places; it is not the nation that moulds them into a strike-prone
workforce, with its own conception of rights, but the ‘workface’: the intersection of workplace, company-town living arrangements, and the actual experience of environmental
hazards. The analytical frame of reference ranges across time to consider the transformation
of coal into energy as a pattern reproduced in modern third-world and newly developing societies. Ludlow is a site through which flows the history of energy, the economics of the coal
industry, transnational migration patterns, and the history of labour conflict. Andrews’
aim is not to write a treatise on transnational history but to bring labour and environmental
history together, and to understand what he calls ‘interconnections’ across the globe that are
responsible for transformations of both the human and the non-human worlds.42
A second transnational perspective in US history concerns connected flows between geographical areas; these transnational ‘exchanges’, as they are sometimes called, are studied within
fixed (national) sites of transmission. Here the ‘transnational’ is not a framing context for local
or national studies, or one of several overlying spatial dimensions, but is central to substantive
issues shared within and without a national unit. The transmission of ideas and personnel across
national boundaries for Progressivism in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries is a key
example. Daniel Rodgers’ much noted Atlantic crossings: social politics in a progressive age indicates that research centred on social movements, reformers, and intellectual history has made
important uses of the transnational theme of exchange. Others, in fields such as environmental
history, have pursued a similar vein but have emphasized the multilateral nature and pointed to
the varied regional geography of such exchanges. Though much of this work has had an Atlantic
history base, as reflected in Rodgers’ study, ideas, personnel, and institutions have circulated
across a variety of nations in all regions, including the Pacific as much as the Atlantic.43
‘Exchange’ history, as the term implies, requires a simultaneous commitment to reciprocal processes across boundaries, not just influences from outside upon the inside. At the
same time, the flow of information and the transnational exchanges that occurred were
often unequal, even though they were multilateral and reciprocal.44 For this reason, even
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where historians of transnational exchange incorporate these variations, empirical studies
need to be sensitive to unequal power relationships.
Exchange may be asymmetrical to the extent that the outward or inward transnational
impact becomes the overwhelming focus. For American history, this genre already looms
large, because of the considerable power and global presence of the United States since
the early twentieth century. The study of Americanization, for instance in Europe, is a
highly developed subject within transnational approaches to history.45 Within this genre,
earlier studies focussed on the transfer of cultures or transplanting of institutions.46 Numerous works have dealt with aspects of the ‘outward thrust’ of US imperialism and documented the expansion of the United States as a dynamic process in which the nation inevitably
engages transnationally with a variety of nations and peoples.47
So powerful may this one-way influence be that it may undermine in some circumstances
the very idea of transnational transfer. For periods where the United States’ economic or
political influence has been a dominant one, American experience may subsume global
experience. Late twentieth-century Americans who travel abroad may not circulate transnationally but occupy an ‘American space’ created by the export of American culture when
they inhabit Starbucks or stay at American-style hotels.48 Much work needs to be done
on working out what ‘American space’ might have constituted in the past, through studies
of expatriate communities. Excellent beginnings have been made by such works as Eileen
P. Scully’s study of the operation of extra-territorial law in treaty port China from 1844
to 1942.49
Economic history offers much scope for the study of American power abroad and its transnational connections. Studies of tariff policy and trade, and of multinational business corporations and expatriate businessmen offer obvious potential. However, in the form of business
history and histories of foreign investment and international trade, such work is not new.
In US history, the pioneering research of Mira Wilkins on what were known as multinational
corporations was especially notable.50 But such studies were not self-consciously conceived
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as transnational history, and the work of the new transnational history has stressed social and
cultural topics, neglecting economic history in the process. That said, recent research relating
key themes of US history such as slavery and the Civil War to global economic changes suggests
a revival of interest in economic transnational connections.51
One area in which historians have begun to treat the extension of American space and
power as a transnational topic is at the intersection of economic and environmental history.
The US metropole was transformed by the spread of an American resource-based empire
catering to consumerism’s growth – commonly dated from the 1920s, though elements
can be found further back. This mass consumerism was intrinsically connected to the flows
of raw materials from an expanding informal American empire. The appetite for Cuban
sugar, Colombia coffee, and the United Fruit Company’s products coming from ‘banana’
republics sustained important aspects of American consumerism and had transformative
environmental impacts on other nations.52 Those who sought metals and fuel did likewise.
The Phelps-Dodge Copper Mining Co. (now part of Freeport McKean) remade the cultural
and natural landscapes of northern Sonora in the late nineteenth century, as Samuel Truett
shows. He treats this ‘growing transnational empire in copper’ and its accompanying landscape changes using ideas derived from borderland and environmental studies.53
Some historians especially impressed by the extent and persuasiveness of American
power (whether in favour of that power or not) find transnational approaches insufficiently
attuned to such ‘realities’ of history. Although the distinguished American diplomatic historian Walter LaFeber does not use the phraseology explicitly in his essay ‘The United States
and Europe in an age of American unilateralism’, asymmetrical power is the burden of his
argument. He argues that proponents of transnational history underestimate twentieth-century US power. Transnational history he regards as defective because the United States has
been able to ‘shape that transnational context’ concerning ‘how Americans used power to
formulate and extend . . . their influence across cultures’.54
Yet LaFeber’s comment is at odds with an important postcolonial dimension in transnational history – showing how the powerless and powerful engage and influence one
another. Influenced by the insights from outside US history by Ann Stoler, Frederic Cooper,
and others that metropole and colony had to be studied within the same ‘analytic field’,55
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American historians began in the 1990s to take more account of the cultures of empire.
Modern studies of US imperialism include complex patterns of collaboration and resistance,
and the impact of the colonial experience back upon the United States. Even as power is
asymmetrical, influences are exerted multilaterally and in reciprocal fashion. When cultural
concepts and artefacts cross boundaries, they are reshaped and reinterpreted in the process,
and are often re-exported to the land or lands of origin.56
Attention is now being given in US historiography to resolution of this tension between history as ‘exchanges’ and as imperial ‘power’, especially through the concept of transnational
activity as networked relationships. Though inspired in part by the work of sociologists studying transnational activism, work on networked relationships is largely empirical in nature; the
generalizations that sociologists have produced on transnational networks are derived from
description rather than theory.57 Historians have a key role to play here. They need to track
the movements of personnel – who they knew, who they influenced, where they went, what
forms of organization they used. Pioneering studies follow the trail of personal contacts among
elites. One exemplary work is that of Marilyn Lake and Henry Reynolds on the global circulation and production of racial barriers in the Anglo-Saxon ‘settler’ societies of the late nineteenth century.58 In Drawing the global colour line, they trace transnational networks
through the writings and personal ties of the late nineteenth-century Anglo-American elite.
Before Lake and Reynolds’ work, US historians had rarely considered the close relationship
between immigration restriction and anti-African-American legislation in the United States
on the one hand, and racial legislation in the white dominions of the British Empire on the
other. The standard study of this topic was completed by Robert Huttenback,59 a historian
of the British colonial experience, in work bereft of these American connections.
The potential for resolving the exchange/power conflict comes from the fact that networks are not all equal. As Charles Maier observes, the ‘nodal’ points of networks must
be mapped. The nation is one of the ‘nodes’ that operates upon transnational networks, distorting them in the process.60 But networks themselves are both sites and conduits of power.
In the nineteenth century, the wiring of the world through cable, the power of British
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or other navies and armies, the development of new forms of transportation, and webs of
financial power constituted important networks.61 Just as our modern worldwide web is
not equal in access or design, past networks were not random in origin but integral to the contours of imperial power and international commerce. These approaches to networks may
reconcile the study of transnational ‘exchanges’ on the one hand, and imperialism and power
on the other. Within current studies, ‘exchanges’ do not tend to give enough credit to ‘power’
relations, while the latter remains unconnected to the broader setting of transnational relationships that help to explain the distinctive patterns of American cultural, economic, and
political projections across the globe. For the history of the US empire’s formation from the
1880s to the 1920s, a huge web of transnational relations developed from the growing presence abroad of American travellers, businessmen, expatriates, missionaries, reformers, and
others. The activities of these groups did not ‘cause’ American imperialism but collectively
drew the nation to the edge of empire, formally speaking. That is, commercial, religious,
and cultural transnational connections implicated the nation in specific circumstances that
ultimately produced formal US imperialism from 1898 onwards.62
The growing interest in networks is linked to a final notion of transnational history
developed since the 1990s, one that does not focus upon nation at all but upon what might
be termed a ‘transnational space’. It is at this point that transnational analysis, as a strategy
for broadening the sometimes parochial field of US history, could contribute to something
more general: an approach to creating a new kind of history. This approach deals with
transnational phenomena and their material and mental circulation rather than any particular national circumstances. Transnational history may trace the working out of an idea such
as human rights or national self-determination,63 the life stories of individuals challenging
boundaries of race, class, and nationality,64 or the activities of sub-cultures outside the jurisdiction of states (such as eighteenth-century pirates).65 It may chart a social movement, or
analyse organizations that are explicitly transnational in their operation.66 The space
referred to as transnational may be a mental rather than a physical one, as with aspects
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of the African-American diaspora,67 though the individual or collective entity may move
between different geographical spaces as well. Transnational history can in these cases put
‘the nation’ to the periphery of discussion. Within American history, the case of the World’s
Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) from 1884 to 1920, and the cluster
of international feminist groups that sprang up after 1900 with American leaders such as
Carrie Chapman Catt of the International Woman’s Suffrage Association, come close to
meeting this stricter definition of transnational. Certainly the nation impinged upon temperance and suffrage women’s lives at many points, but such transnational actors created counter-national structures, their own collective sense of sisterhood, and their own transnational
‘public spaces’.68
Sociologists have been exploring the concept of transnational spaces for a decade or more,
yet this approach has not made much impact on American history, despite the availability of a
large number of historical examples.69 Women of the WCTU were sent from 1884 to the
1930s as round-the-world missionaries; they often travelled in pairs and lived substantial parts
of their lives outside the United States, without any fixed abode. They travelled as part of a
global network of likeminded women, tapping the local WCTU affiliates and missionaries
in many countries for funds and places to stay. They explicitly developed the ideology of a
global sisterhood and took part in ‘World’s WCTU conventions’. They served as ‘superintendents’ of departments of WCTU work responsible for the global implementation of WCTU
policy on subjects from prohibition and anti-opium and anti-prostitution campaigns, to
woman’s suffrage, and international peace. With a membership in more than forty national
affiliates and with three-quarters of a million members by the 1920s, they developed, in effect,
a ‘world’ consciousness. Admittedly this organization was conceived by Westerners and
based on Protestant Christianity. It relied on networks of Western power to spread its message, and its initiatives required national laws for enforcement. But it promoted practices that
won support from a variety of non-Western converts, often attacked Western governments for
their policies in the colonial world, and observed no colour bar in international work.
The topic of regular Christian missionaries is similarly one that is in need of reworking
using transnational analysis. The historian Ryan Dunch emphasizes that ‘missions were
uniquely placed’ for what he calls ‘intercultural communication by virtue of their institutional structures’. They interacted with the host society and with other missionary groups.
Through mission boards, they ‘remained connected to their home countries and churches,
and to missionaries of their own denomination or order working all over the world’,
through ‘correspondence, periodical literature, and conferences’. Influences on them were
‘highly diverse and international’.70 In the case of peripatetic American missionaries of
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the 1880s such as Margaret and Mary Leitch, one sees the forging of a public, transnational
space through cooperation with reform organizations of a variety of stripes across several
countries. Starting with work among the ex-slaves in Virginia in the 1870s, these sisters
then spent seven formative years in Ceylon (Sri Lanka) before moving on in 1887 to organize an informal transnational missionary enterprise that raised money in Britain and the
United States for missionaries and humanitarian work.71 In the process, the sisters selfconsciously constructed a Christian, transnational space, and rejected the idea of a purely
‘national’ Christianity. ‘In the work for Christ and for immortal souls’, they wrote, it was
‘shame even to mention the question of nationality’.72 They cooperated with English missionaries in Ceylon,73 and scolded the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions for not wishing to contribute to non-denominational missionary causes and for
providing more parsimonious funding for their work than came from English and Scottish
purses. The Leitch sisters, like the WCTU round-the-world-missionaries, moved through
the nation-state, negotiating its institutions and making use of them, but mentally they occupied
a different space from the nation as much as they regularly moved physically between nations
and constructed a shared Christian culture beyond nation. Such a study is not one purely linked
to any specific national history.
Other sets of transnational public spaces could be considered. One concerns the vast
array of international non-governmental organizations that flourished in the period 1870–
1914 – from medical experts and scientists to peace activists; another set concerns those
associated with the League of Nations in the 1920s, where a more explicit space for political
and social work developed for the first time.74 Work in Germany is proceedings on the latter
set of topics within European history, and on Europe’s links with Asia in voluntary organizational work.75 But European links with the American history of NGOs have been almost
entirely ignored. Even though the United States was not a member of the League of Nations,
its citizens (and some times its governments) participated in the work of international organizations from the 1880s to the 1920s, long before the formation of the United Nations.
Cross-national institutions such as the Red Cross provide excellent examples from the
1880s and 1890s, yet work on Clara Barton and the American Red Cross remains skimpy.
The whole field of what might be termed American ‘humanitarianism’ is under-studied.76
Merle Curti’s American philanthropy abroad surveyed relief efforts that flowered in the

71

Mary and Margaret Leitch, Seven years in Ceylon: stories of mission life, New York: American Tract
Society, 1890.

72

American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions Papers, Houghton Library, Harvard University,
R. 456, Mary and Margaret W. Leitch to ‘Mrs Smith’ (née Emily Maria Fairbank, of Tillypally, Ceylon),
19 April 1890 (underlining in original).

73

Ibid., Margaret W. Leitch to N. G. Clark, 3 April 1882.

74

Martin H. Geyer and Johannes Paulmann, ‘Introduction: the mechanics of internationalism’, in Geyer
and Paulmann, Mechanics, pp. 22–3.

75

Ibid.; Herren, ‘Governmental internationalism’, pp. 121–44; ‘A3 The real fiction of unreal equality:
networking the international system’, University of Heidelberg Research Clusters, 2009, http://www.asiaeurope.uni-heidelberg.de/research/areas/a/projects (consulted 16 April 2009).

76

On ‘humanitarianism’, see Gil Gott, ‘Imperial humanitarianism: history of an arrested dialectic’, in Berta
Esperanza Hernandez-Truyol, ed., Moral imperialism: a critical anthology, New York: New York
University Press, 2002, pp. 19–39.

j
R E F L E C T I O N S O N T R A N S N A T I O N A L T U R N I N U S H I S T O R Y j 471

1890s through such drives as the Armenian massacres relief of 1895–96 and the Indian
famine relief of 1897–98, but only scratched the surface of this topic. Though providing
potential leads, recent work by Adam Hochschild and others only lightly touches upon
the American aspects of this ‘humanitarianism’, and its relation to both imperialism and
missionary work awaits further research.77
A new transnational history of missionaries, cosmopolitan humanitarians and feminists,
scientists, social reformers, public health officials, and others like them is not a substitute for
colonial and national histories of the non-Western world. The transnational approach
would, however, do something novel. It would explore the uncharted spaces between
empire and colony, nation and nation, and Western and non-Western worlds, in processes
where multiple identities were forged.
This concept of a transnational space suggested here is complementary to that in diasporic
studies.78 Diasporas operate as a mental and material space that crosses national processes
as much as transnational organizations of American origin did. But, just as American transnational spaces have existed within a context of developing national identities and state
formations, diasporas are not completely divorced from the national context. In fact, the
United States has been a nurturing ground for transnational diaspora, as in the case of
Irish or early Italian nationalism.79 The broad field of black diasporic, Pan-African, and
back-to-Africa causes is attracting increasing attention. From Martin R. Delany in the 1850s
to the West Indian-born Marcus Garvey in the 1920s and W. E. B. Du Bois and his
eventual migration to Ghana in 1961, American experience generated as well as reflected
diasporic sentiment.80
Strikingly, studies from outside US history are more likely to push the nature of transnational circulatory connections the furthest. Looking at the circulation of ideas about urban
planning in Another global city, Pierre-Yves Saunier has traced ‘cross national networks of
municipal governments as well as intergovernmental organizations and non-governmental
programmes in these spheres’.81 In this project, the contributions vary in spatial context and contents. This newer transnational history goes so far as to question reliance on
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territorial concepts. Saunier argues that historians must move beyond self-evident geographical categories to analyse how space is produced socially. This approach puts emphasis upon
how networks expand and contract, and are distorted or augmented as human activity proceeds.82 Similar ideas have been expressed among Americanists, to be sure. Richard White
has urged historians to attend to the social production of different scales of space rather
than to treat space as a given container into which data is poured.83 Nevertheless, Saunier
wishes to move further from the nation-centred origins of the use of ‘transnational’ history.
He, among other mostly European theorists, is attempting to forge an entirely new area of
study, more precise than other applications of ‘the transnational’.84 Yet Saunier himself
notes that, in the Palgrave dictionary of transnational history, countries ‘are still the units
overwhelmingly handled by the contributors. It is on and in countries that flows originate
and end, and it is according to national bearings that we label goods, people, ideas, and
funds which are on the move.’85 If for no other reason, study of transnational flows beyond
nation is unlikely entirely to supplant within American historiography the exploration of
transnational forces in a national context.
This judgment is underpinned by one of the most striking effects of transnational history
within the United States. Despite occasional professions to the contrary, practitioners have
generally decentred US history by contextualizing rather than by deconstructing the nation.
That choice may reflect national history’s powerful pull in American historical practice. The
intensity of debates within the professional community of US historians has made the
‘national’ part of the transnational project particularly important there. Reflecting the roots
of the transnational approach in the reaction against specialization and exceptionalism,
efforts have centred on searches for new national syntheses. Within college textbooks,
authors are adding transnational perspectives in the form of topical insets and essays supplementing the traditional narrative of a nation.86 Other, more learned syntheses deliberately
integrate American history with the transnational perspective. Thomas Bender’s A nation
among nations portrays in a series of episodes new narratives stressing the connectivity of
American history to its global context. Bender approaches the topic from key moments
wherein transnational parallels and forces applied, starting with the great oceanic age of discoveries. The United States was, Bender argues, not ‘continental’ and inward-looking in orientation in its colonial history but part of an oceanic world, globally connected. He goes on
to look at the transformative moment of the American Revolution; early nineteenth-century
democracy; the nation-state making of the Civil War period; the formal imperialism of the
late nineteenth century; and early twentieth-century Progressive reform. Bender’s view stresses similarities between the United States and comparable Western democracies. Though
perfectly aware that there are cross-national differences as well as similarities in the
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story he tells, he is true to the transnational project in showing how events thought to be the
product of internal conditions were profoundly influenced by external circumstances. Thus
westward expansion in the era of the Louisiana Purchase, usually seen as an internal drive,
is shaped by the great Atlantic revolutions of the 1790s, particularly by the impact of the
Haitian Revolution on Napoleon’s geopolitical ambitions.87
At the opposite extreme is Eric Rauchway’s attempt in Blessed among nations to use the
transnational context to explain the growth of American peculiarities. Rauchway uses globalization’s late nineteenth-century impacts to analyse changes in American national identity, the growing distinctiveness of the American state, and its political culture produced
by the reaction to that transnational encounter.88 Rauchway openly embraces this distinctiveness as exceptionalism, but tries to supply a missing ingredient in exceptionalist studies;
he illustrates how one scholarly outcome of US transnational history has been to specify the
conditions of exceptionalism as part of political culture, a position quite the reverse of the
intention of transnational history’s promoters. The problem with Rauchway’s method is
that, like the older comparative literature, it treats the United States as a ‘box’ into which
transnational influences can be poured. The strengthening of national boundaries that
occurred in the late nineteenth century is analysed, but the interplay between local and
transnational features – as in the reflections of Alan Dawley on Lynn, Massachusetts, or
the give and take of the exchange approach – is missing. A more balanced method would
explore how the transnational context ‘produced’ the American nation as a continual making and remaking process, in which the United States was changed by wider influences and
yet contributed to these influences.
It is often said by critics of transnational history that the nation holds not only sovereignty but also the key to the identities of citizens, and that the transnational is less important in the process of identity formation for the modern world. Yet it is a misconception to
measure off these relationships as factors to be weighed. Looking at external versus internal
factors in American history is mistaken, especially for the nineteenth century, when the state
was relatively weak and trade, capital, and labour flowed freely. The transnational making
of the nation through a variety of borders, from immigration controls to health quarantine
to state projects of national memorialization, has occurred decisively only in very recent
times – in the American case, like so many others, from the 1880s to the 1940s.
Though many of the examples chosen in this essay come from the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, where much scholarly work has concentrated, even when the nationstate becomes stronger in the twentieth century, the state itself is produced transnationally.
Transnational organizations proliferated in the 1920s and again after the Second World
War; the cross-national diplomatic and legal interconnections of the American nation-state
grew rather than decreased; and, after the hiatus of the 1930s and 1940s, economic ties
strengthened, particularly with the quickening pace of globalization after 1970. Regarding
the development of the modern American nation-state, the global context of national
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security, economic competition, and demographic change means that the boundaries of the
nation had to be made. They did not exist in isolation. National identities have been defined
in relation to other identities, including the transnational phenomena than impinge upon the
nation as it is constructed and reconstructed repeatedly. Transnational history historicizes
and denaturalizes the nation, a theme highly applicable to other historiographies than the
American. Even if US transnational history achieved only this aim, and no more, it would
make a valuable contribution to the complementary and larger corpus of global histories.
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