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			1

			AMERICAS? AMERICA?

			Americans bicker over the name of Americans. To the chorus in West Side Story, America is a foreign land, where some of them “like to be,” a sentiment apparently inaccessible to them in Puerto Rico. Canadians write to newspapers in the United States complaining that the citizens of one country have usurped the appellation of Americans. The Spanish intellectual Américo Castro was so called because he was born on a boat on the way to Argentina. In much of South America the people of the United States are called norteamericanos, whereas the northernmost Americans are actually Inuit and the United States reaches only the forty-eighth parallel. A character in Barcelona, Whit Stillman’s film about U.S. expatriates trying to cope with anti-Americanism, resents the Spanish term estadounidense because it makes him feel despised as “dense.” Many of the names by which Americans call one another—Anglos, Afros, indios, Latinos, Caucasians—tug at other continents. The privileged names now enjoyed by some minorities—Native Americans, indígenas, First Nations—imply an imperfect sense of belonging in everyone else. No usage suits everybody.

			Yet America was once “the New World”—pure and simple. It was possible to imagine it as a single category, a single polity, the home of a huge, embracing identity. Pan-Americanism no longer exists, except as piety or rhetoric. Like “Europe,” America is a Humpty-Dumpty continent. It has to be painfully reconstructed after the ravages of nationalism, across the fissures and fractures between which rival identities have formed. This book is an attempt at mental reconstruction of the hemisphere; an effort to see it whole and to trace a common history that embraces all the Americas.

			AMERICAN SINGULARITY

			How many Americas are there? Once, at least in the eyes of beholders who looked at the hemisphere from outside, there was only one. America possessed unity and integrity of a sort, long before it was well delineated. The term entered our languages in the singular. Amerigo Vespucci (or, at least, a writer using his byline) reported the first lands known as “America” from the coasts of what are now Venezuela, Guiana, and Brazil. Martin Waldseemüller, the cosmographer who coined the name in Amerigo’s honor on a map and an accompanying treatise in 1507, rapidly regretted it; he realized that the honor of the discoveries he had attributed to Vespucci really belonged to Columbus. In his next map he suppressed the name, but it was too late. “America” extended, in contemporary imaginations, over the whole of an ill-defined hemisphere, which seemed to grow as successive expeditions explored further, unsuspected parts of it. The unity of the New World was apparent to most early explorers who reconnoitered it and early European cartographers who drew it. Some of them, at first, split it into two with a very narrow strait; others showed the New World as what we think of today as South America, while representing North America as a promontory of Asia. But the convention of showing the whole hemisphere as a single large landmass was well established in the second decade of the sixteenth century.

			This is an odder, more intriguing fact than it may at first seem, since it was easier, in the years when the idea of America was first introduced to European minds, to deny the hemisphere altogether—dismissing the claim that it existed as fraud or delusion—or to classify it as part of Asia. European geographers in antiquity and the Middle Ages speculated about the existence of an unexplored landmass in the unfrequented recesses of the western ocean. But belief in it was a minority indulgence, derided by skeptics. The idea that something as big and discrete as a “new world” lurked unseen, waiting to be discovered, seemed implausible to the Old World. Even writers of the medieval equivalent of science fiction—romances of seaborne chivalry—generally preferred to speckle the Atlantic with islands as settings for their heroes’ adventures. So did the makers of speculative sea charts (though a series survives of fifteenth-century maps that also depict a western continent, named after the daughters of Hesperus from the legend of Hercules, who raided their garden for golden apples).

			Most cosmographers reviewing projects for ocean crossings in the fifteenth century dismissed the possibility that exploration would uncover a new continent. They thought they knew all the world there was. Even Columbus, who found a route to America, was disinclined to believe that such a place existed. Though his geographical notions were mercurial, and he was inclined to change his mind according to the fancies and prejudices of his audience, he generally favored the view that the world was too small to accommodate an unknown hemisphere; the “new world” he claimed to have discovered was, in his own estimation, really just a new part of the old one—the easternmost extremities of Eurasia, the “Indies” that the ancients had labored to reach.

			Nevertheless, in the century or so preceding Columbus’s voyages, the idea that something like America might really exist did gain some ground. Partly this was because of the movement we loosely call the Renaissance—the progressive rediscovery in western Europe of texts from classical antiquity. Mainstream geographical tradition in antiquity knew roughly how big the world was. In the third century B.C. the librarian Eratosthenes had measured it with tolerable accuracy. He proposed a value of about twenty-five thousand miles at the equator, in modern terms, using a mixture of trigonometry, which was infallible, and measurement, which was open to quibble. But there was clearly room for “another world”—“the Antipodes,” as it was called by geographers who believed in it.

			A number of fifteenth-century “humanists”—pursuers, that is, of the anthropocentric curriculum recommended by classical scholarship—drew attention to ancient speculations about the Antipodes. In 1423 one of the most suggestive ancient geographical texts arrived in Latin Christendom: Strabo’s defense, written in Greek in the first century B.C. of a picture of the world traditional since the time of Homer. Strabo placed the supposed unknown continent roughly where Columbus or one of the other Atlantic navigators of the time might have hoped to find it. “It may be,” he wrote, “that in this same temperate zone there are actually two inhabited worlds, or even more, and in particular in the proximity of the parallel through Athens that is drawn across the Atlantic.” In the context of Strabo’s thought as a whole it seems that this observation was intended ironically; but irony is notoriously difficult to detect in texts from an unfamiliar time or culture, and some of Columbus’s contemporaries took the passage literally. As soon as Columbus returned from his first Atlantic crossing, humanist geographers began to speculate that he had reached the Antipodes. The more people learned about it, the more the identification solidified. The parts of the American mainland and islands—despite their vastness and their multitudinous diversity—fused into one.

			Yet, from another point of view, it was a mistake to think of America as one. People who lived there before Columbus arrived had no such notion—they knew it too well. The unity of the hemisphere was imposed by imaginations that could barely suspect how enormous it was, or by minds anxious to shrink it to manageable proportions, so that it could be easily skirted by merchants bound for Oriental spiceries. Old World minds seemed to resist the truth about American size and complexity. It took a long time for the reality of America to sink in. In the mid-1520s, Verrazano thought he could see the Pacific from the Atlantic off the Carolina coast. Most sixteenth-century maps squeezed North America into narrow proportions. English colonists in Virginia in the early seventeenth century thought they would be able to reach the “South Sea” by overland march. The early navigators of the Mississippi expected the great river to flow into a sea that washed China.

			As knowledge of the scale and variety of the Americas gradually grew and began to shadow reality, minds did not adjust by abandoning unified conceptions; America remained one big place. Creole patriots in the American regions of the Spanish monarchy called themselves “Americans” long before the term became current in what is now the United States. In symbolic seventeenth- and eighteenth-century depictions of the continents, there is always only one America. The eighteenth-century “dispute of the New World”—a long-running debate among intellectuals about how to classify America and its products—was conducted largely in terms of hemisphere-wide generalizations. European commentators criticized America as a whole; when Georges-Louis Buffon (1707–1788) and Cornelius De Pauw (1734–1799) derided America as a degenerate and degenerating place, which produced only stunted species, inferior people—effete men, insensitive women—and regressive civilizations, they attributed these unsettling qualities to the entire hemisphere. For De Pauw in his Recherches philosophiques sur les Américains, Patagonian giants were as implausible as philosophical Hurons, or albinos in Darién, or Amazons along the Amazon; they were all delusions of the kind that made the hemisphere seem wonderful, when really, he claimed, it was woeful. He generalized about the climate: it was cold and wet, damp and putrid everywhere. This was only slightly more unhelpful than the equal and opposite generalizations advocated by apologists for America, such as Antoine-Joseph Pernéty (1716–1801), who insisted that the climate was everywhere benign.

			So, like it or loathe it, people still thought of the hemisphere as one. The Founding Fathers of the United States imagined a political union that might ultimately embrace the entire New World, with their own republic as “the nest,” in Jefferson’s phrase, of “all America, North and South.” (In a sense, their successors maintained this tradition; the Monroe Doctrine also treated the Americas as a single, privileged arena where only American intervention or hegemony was welcome. A feeble version of the same doctrine today represents the Americas outside the Union as Uncle Sam’s “backyard.”) Even some of the indigenous peoples gradually came to share the unitary vision imposed by outsiders’ eyes and to develop a sense of solidarity, which now embraces others who, to their ancestors, were enemies or unknown. Mapuche and Micmac, Yupik and Yamaná are all today “Native Americans.” Some of them even speak of sharing “Turtle Island.”

			THE MULTIPLICATION OF AMERICAS

			Yet in other respects history has shivered the unitary vision into fragments. Political boundaries carve the continent, as if with a hacksaw in the north, where most of the dividing lines are ruled straight across the map, and a jigsaw in the south, where political frontiers lurch across complex topography. No part of the Americas has ever been a completely effective melting pot, and everywhere there are unassimilated lumps of multiple Americas. There are still, happily, innumerable indigenous Americas, inhabited by peoples who never lost their precolonial identities or who have developed or recovered them during or after colonial times. The Mani map, a Yucatec depiction of the world from the early colonial period, shows the local community’s lands in great detail, with the rest of the world relegated to the edges; this is typically ethnocentric and expresses a widely exemplified, robust sense of community that seems to survive every stress.

			Moreover, there are threads and patches of cultural distinctiveness woven by immigrant communities all over the hemisphere. In Brazil you can be German or Japanese without ceasing to be Brazilian. Some Patagonians worship in Welsh without compromising their allegiance to Argentina. New Yorkers who lobby for Israel or Bostonians who subscribe to Noraid are not engaged in un-American activities. The United States is partly, importantly, composed of hyphenated identities; Americans there are no less American for being Italian-American or Irish-American or Polish-American, or, as they say in the English of America, “whatever.” In Buenos Aires I had a taxi driver who spoke nothing but my own family’s ancestral language, Galician. He explained to me that there were so many of our fellow countrymen in B.A. that it was unnecessary to be able to speak anything else. Galician-American takes its place alongside all the others. How can one generalize across so much cultural complexity?

			It is hardly necessary to stress the hemisphere’s political disunity; the successor states of the Spanish monarchy in America multiplied along the fissures of the colonial political system. Although, so far, the three giant states, Brazil, Canada, and the United States, have survived attempts to break them up, the process is not altogether over; in Canada secession has been a livelier issue in our time than ever before. There are probably more secessionists—certainly more enthusiasts for “states’ rights”—in parts of the United States today than at any time since the Civil War. I have been amazed, traveling in the United States, at how state boundaries that look like arbitrary pencil strokes, easily erasable, often enclose a fierce and heartfelt sense of belonging. The extreme case is that of Texas, where an independent republic once flourished, where the Lone Star flag waves everywhere as a memento of uniqueness, and where—alone among the states of the Union—you can see people in what amounts to the state dress: Stetson and cowboy boots. No other state has quite so pronounced a protonational culture, but you can see the beginnings of something similar growing up almost everywhere, as states’ histories get longer and whatever is distinctive becomes more prized. The Caribbean federations set up by retreating empires in modern times have crumbled. Mexico, the Americas’ most fissile state in the nineteenth century, which lost most of its territory to rebellion and war, still seems imperfectly amalgamated; in Yucatán I once watched a beauty contest in which the attractions of the Yucatec girls seemed to arouse in the audience more chauvinism than concupiscence, more illusions of separatism than of sex.

			Americas multiply in memories and fancies. There are lost Americas and imaginary Americas. Innumerable eutopias and utopias have been found or fancied in America. Most of them have been responses—variously adventurous and eccentric—to the opportunity of human re-creation represented by a “New World.” In Fourier’s Harmony, which his followers tried to build in America, orgies were organized with a degree of bureaucratic particularity that seemed certain to kill passion. In America, as John Adolphus Etzler proposed to remodel it in 1833, mountains were to be flattened and forests “ground to dust” to make building cement; in practice, this is not all that different from the way things have turned out in parts of the United States. In Étienne Cabet’s Icaria—the blueprint for several socialist experiments in community building in the early United States—clothes were to be made of elastic to make the principle of equality “suit people of different sizes.” Brigham Young imagined a paradise of latter-day saints on the shores of Salt Lake. Disneyland and its imitators are the latest and least of a long tradition of American fairylands.

			Persisting beside them are legendary Americas, which have survived in tribal memory since the first father sprang from the land; these coexist uneasily with archaeologists’ America, peopled from Asia during the Ice Age and therefore united at a level invisible in culture and undetectable in stratigraphy. When Hugh Brody sat on Canada’s Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, his workshop got “stuck in an intellectual quagmire” when a Cree Ph.D. student argued that archaeologists were ignorant and that native origin-myths were unarguably consistent; almost everywhere the ancestors had emerged from prehuman origins in the places their descendants occupied. They did not have to cross Ice Age Beringia to reach America. They just belonged. Everyone has his own private America. For John Donne, his mistress was his America; for Pablo Neruda, his America was his mistress.

			“America” is a term even elastic enough to extend beyond America, as ordinarily understood, into or across the Atlantic and Pacific. Most people would admit as part of the Americas all the Caribbean islands, Fernando de Noronha, and probably the Falklands or Malvinas on the Atlantic side, and in the Pacific, archipelagoes such as the Revillagigedo and Galápagos Islands, which at present form part of the sovereign territory of American states. But in the Atlantic, what about Greenland and Bermuda? And if they are admitted as American, why not islands farther out in the ocean? Some people think of Ireland as “essentially an American country” that happens to lie on the wrong side of the Atlantic; this is not as daft as it seems at first, since Ireland shares some American historical experiences of British imperialism. Angola could justifiably feature in a history of the Americas in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when it was virtually an offshore dependency of Brazil, linked by winds, chained by the slave trade. In the Pacific, by the same reasoning, the Philippines might count as American. Under Spanish rule, they belonged administratively and culturally to a unit that included most of the Americas; they were populated by people the Spaniards called indios, using the same general name as was applied to the indigenous peoples of the New World. From 1898 until 1946 the archipelago was the remotest territory of the United States. Today aspects of Filipino culture—folksy, politicized Catholicism, Hispanic architecture, creole-like foods, and a style of democracy that is vibrant and violent, dynamic and fragile—all remind the visitor of much of Latin America. Less equivocal, perhaps, are the cases of Hawaii, the Aleutian Islands, and Guam; these are all American in the sense of belonging to the United States. Is there any better-than-arbitrary reason for excluding them from America? Then there are Britons who want to secede from the European Union and join NAFTA. The more inclusive we make the name of America, the frailer its unity becomes; the valid generalizations diminish, the anomalies multiply.

			THE EXCEPTIONALIST TEMPTATION

			In our history books—even in works that help to make us aware of the plurality and diversity of the hemisphere—there are usually only two Americas. On the one hand appear the United States and Canada, which, in effect, means the United States alone, with Canada tacked on for marginal consideration. On the other hand lies all the rest of the hemisphere (and whatever else one may wish to include). This categorization is so familiar that it passes unquestioned outside problem-fraught specialist literature. Yet it is puzzling. It is monstrously unbalanced. The population of the United States and Canada together amounts to nearly 300 million people. The rest of the hemisphere, even if we omit the doubtful outliers, contains more than half as many again. The habit of drawing a line roughly at the Rio Grande does not correspond with any objective method of categorization; the United States and Canada possess together no obvious geographical unity. Geographers usually include Mexico in North America, but when we use the term “North America” in an attempt to capture some sense of cultural unity, we usually, implicitly, leave Mexico out. Yet Mexico also forms a trio with Canada and the States in NAFTA—a grouping that reflects the economic realities of North American interdependence. A common assumption is that the hemisphere divides culturally into Anglo-American and Latin American moieties; if so, the conventional categorization does not reflect any such divide.

			Belize, Guiana, the Malvinas, and much of the Caribbean belong culturally to Anglo-America: English-speaking, with an English institutional inheritance. Indeed, like most of Canada, those parts of the Americas are more “Anglo” than the United States, since they shared in British imperialism for longer and remain in the Commonwealth or the British state. Some of them even maintain an “Anglo” tradition that seems alien in Canada and the States; they play soccer and cricket—the culture bestowed or inflicted on the world by England’s “public schools.” Just as Anglo-America overspills Canada and the States, so Latin America seeps inside them. Culturally, much of the U.S. Southwest and Florida belongs to Latin America, as does the U.S. territory of Puerto Rico. If French Guiana and the French Caribbean belong to Latin America, so, logically, must Québec. Saint Barthélemy, the Netherlands Antilles, and Surinam were colonized from Sweden and Holland, yet contiguity sucks them into Latin America. Saint Thomas and the Virgin Islands were both Danish colonies; yet the former tends to be classed inside Latin America, the latter outside it.

			U.S. exceptionalism—a doctrine often evoked to justify a two-headed classification of the Americas—is illogical. All peoples think of themselves as exceptional—ironically, it is one of the things they all have in common. Exceptionalism is universal and therefore self-subverting. Genuine historic communities always differ from their neighbors in some ways; one might as well treat Nicaraguan exceptionalism or Paraguayan exceptionalism as a reason for separating the history of those countries from that of the rest of the New World. But when exceptional cases are examined in detail the similarities usually outweigh the differences. The differences cannot be appreciated unless in comparative perspective; the exceptionalist hypothesis always has to be tested by contemplating what is said to be exceptional alongside what is supposed to be normative. Americans’ trouble is not exceptionalism—they are all too much like the rest of us. Many of the supposedly good things about U.S. exceptionalism, such as the dynamic wealth creation, the democracy, the accessibility of opportunity, the cult of civil liberty, the tradition of tolerance, and the supposedly bad things, such as the trash capitalism, the excessive privileges of wealth, the selective illiberalism, the dumbed-down popular culture, the stagnancy of politics, the tetchiness and ignorance that veil the States from the world—all these are common virtues and evils of many modern societies, throughout and indeed beyond the Americas. Only the intensity with which they are concentrated in the United States makes the States exceptional and, therefore, in another sense, representative. Even the most resolute believers in U.S. exceptionalism now tend to see it as a “double-edged sword”—partly a source of weakness, which makes the United States exceptional chiefly in evincing more extreme forms of other people’s commonplace vices, such as myopic patriotism, morbid religiosity, and conflictive insistence on one’s rights.

			In any case, if the United States were genuinely exceptional, the category in which it belongs could not properly include Canada, whereas the criteria that justify the exclusion of countries farther south do not, in general, apply. This neighbor-state, for example, resembles the United States more than most other American countries in suggestive respects: it stretches across the widest breadth of the continent from sea to shining sea; it shares the same—or roughly the same—majority language, has a similar economic profile, and mirrors the history of economic progress and political stability that is at the core of the self-image, cultivated in the United States, of America’s “exceptional” nation. Our habit of treating the United States and Canada apart from the rest of the hemisphere is partly the result of a historical accident, partly the reflection of prejudice. For a relatively brief period in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries the history of the two most northerly countries in the Americas diverged, in some respects, from the rest. While the rest of the hemisphere got mired in preindustrial economics and predemocratic politics, the United States and Canada experienced, with relatively little disruption or dislocation, sustained growth, spectacular territorial expansion, rapid adjustment to changing global economic conditions, a high degree of political stability, and an exemplary record in the preservation and development of civil society. The results were startling. We live with them today.

			Even the severest critic of the United States and the most romantic lover of the Latin has to acknowledge the difference: most American states oscillate between dictatorship and instability; not so the United States and Canada. Most American states find it hard to maximize their economic resources; not so Canada or the United States. One of the greatest problems of the history of the Americas is, why the divergence? One of the greatest unsolved problems of the future of the Americas is, what are we going to do about it? Those problems are the subject of this book. They can be fully understood, I believe, only by seeing the Americas whole.

			A Pan-American approach cannot solve the problems, but it does put them into perspective. It suggests that divergence is either a brief and uncharacteristic episode in a common history or a predictable, containable effect of the essential plurality of a hemisphere always characterized by diversity, which has sometimes favored one region, sometimes another. It makes the present state of the hemisphere seem neither inevitable nor indefinitely sustainable. Gringo privilege is a product of history, not of fate. U.S. hegemony is not the end of history, just another phase of unpredictable durability. If we want to be ready for future phases, we can and should replace our traditional ways of categorizing the hemisphere with others of more lasting validity.
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			BETWEEN COLONIZATIONS: THE AMERICAS’ FIRST “NORMALCY”

			The Americas started in the north. As far as we know, the first people in the hemisphere penetrated from the Old World where Asia nearly joins—and once did join—America, and spread southward from there. That is a fact, but as we shall see, the inferences generally drawn from it are false. Native American mythopoeia has generated objections, even on allegedly factual grounds. Indigenous origin-stories often include accounts of long migrations, but there are some that represent the ancestors as sprung from the earth their descendants inhabit. Apologists for land claims, or stake claimers for Native American priority over other human groups, have read these myths to mean that humankind originated here and that everyone else in the world is the product of colonizations that started in the Americas. There is no reason to believe their accounts. Nobody is autochthonous; the world was made by migrations. There never really was an Eden—a single place where humankind sprang into being—but Africa is, on present evidence, the nearest thing to a “cradle” of our species, where hominids lived for millions of years, humans very like ourselves for hundreds of thousands, and “modern humans”—Homo sapiens sapiens—for tens of thousands before the earliest inhabitants of the Americas.

			For a long time the prevailing scholarly narrative of the first settlement of the Americas has begun in the last ice age. The earth tilted. The sun blazed. The ice cap slipped and spread. Glaciation sucked in vast volumes of sea. Across what is now the Bering Strait, the seabed was exposed. Toward the end of the period, according to the formerly dominant version, when a traversible gap opened between glaciers, a race of hunters crossed this land link to exploit a previously unhunted paradise. The abundance was such, and the animals so unwary, that the invaders ate enormously and multiplied prolifically. They spread rapidly over the hemisphere, hunting to extinction, as they traveled, the great game in which, in the Pleistocene era, the Americas abounded. This story appealed in an age of North American hemispheric hegemony; the spread of the hunters was like a dry run for manifest destiny. The “Clovis people,” as they were dubbed after the name of an early archaeological site in New Mexico, seemed to preincarnate gringo virtues and skills: hustle and bustle, quick-fire locomotion, technical prowess, big appetites, irrepressible strength, prodigious cultural reach, imperial expertise, and a talent for reforging the environment.

			By comparison, the truth about the peopling of the hemisphere is disappointingly undramatic. Though American archaeology is still really in its infancy, and too few sites have been excavated for a complete and reliable picture to emerge, evidence of human occupation is now available in so many places, scattered from the Yukon to Uruguay and from near the Bering Strait to the edge of the Beagle Channel, over so long a period, in so many different stratigraphic contexts, with such a vast range of cultural diversity, that one conclusion is inescapable: colonists came at different times, bringing different cultures with them. Asia and America were mutually accessible by land for long intervals over a period of maybe sixty thousand years, up to about ten thousand years ago; various groups could have crossed during one or more of those intervals. No generally accepted evidence dates any inhabited sites in the hemisphere earlier than about fifteen thousand years ago—the jury is out on some isolated claims of human artifacts more than thirty thousand years old—but even the most conservative assessment of currently available data dates the first arrivals during a time of very severe glaciation.

			For much of the critical period, between about twelve and twenty millennia ago, barriers of ice obtruded, but—to judge from documented cases in the Old World or later in the history of the New—some migrant hunters like to keep close to the ice edge, where game is fattest. The first human intruders into the Americas probably came through corridors between walls of ice or along narrow, unglaciated shores, while seaborne migrations brought other arrivals and continued after the submersion of the land bridge. The catastrophic cluster of extinctions of around ten thousand years ago—which saw off the mammoth, the mastodon, the megahorse, the giant sloth, and the saber-toothed tiger, among at least thirty-five species of large fauna in the Americas—probably had something to do with new hunting techniques and perhaps with new hunting groups, but it can be understood
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