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Felipe Fernandez-Armesto attempts in The Americas: A Hemispheric History to understand how and why the United States forged a different path from its southern neighbors to become one of the world’s most stable polities and the most potent economy, while Latin America has been mired in political instability and lagged in industrial development. It was not inevitable. There have been advantages and disadvantages in both regions, and the histories of the two continents tell us how we got to this point if we would search them out rationally, creatively, and honestly. Fernandez-Armesto has done this.
This book promises to be one of the definitive accounts of the impact of the New World’s discovery on the Old, and of the subsequent convergences and divergences that were the ultimate products of the virtual and tangible tying together of the globe. 
The author’s mission is to dispel the haze of myths that purport to explain the differences in fortune between North and South America, and to replace the myths with an evenhanded appraisal of how both areas may—or may not have—shared in their efforts to develop their natural endowments, struggle through independence from Britain and Spain, (Portugal, too), and rise in an almost global context of increased trade and rapid technological change. Fernandez-Armesto says the U.S. made its “success” out of “…three vitally important circumstances: first, exceptionally favorable demographic changes; second, the availability—in the North American prairie—of a vast, previously underexploited environment and the means to transform it; and…expanding economic opportunities created in part by a context of rapidly expanding trade and in part by the prospects opened up by the beginnings of the Industrial Revolution.” (Page 204).
An irony is the suggestion that North America’s rather meager and inhospitable environment may have been a central advantage for the latecomers to this land. The author delineates how the richness of the natural endowments down South, and the specific processes of independence, locked Latin America into single industry regions that left them behind at a moment in time when the United States was becoming the world’s greatest industrial power. It is a bitter irony for Latin America, which when colonization began seemed to have it all over the North, from high culture and civilization, to climates. 
EONS OF DIVERGENCE, A GENERATION TO CONVERGENCE

Before laying out the particulars of the separate paths of North and South, it would be beneficial to assess the meaning of the discovery of this huge landmass on the known world at the end of the 15th century. For millennia, human outmigrations from one central place, Africa, had peopled the earth in different densities and were cause for the development of unique civilizations. The metaphor of a global “Big Bang” would be apropos; people and cultures were spreading out. About 12,000 years ago, peoples began tying the Old World together in many ways. 

The New World was not endowed with the pack animals found in the Old, and it was more sparsely populated—hence, it was a place of less cultural exchange and trade. But South America enjoyed in most areas long growing seasons, optimal trade winds on the west coast that fortified fishermen’s baskets, and salubrious microclimates near and within the equatorial Andes Mountains. These are the places where the Americas’ first great urban civilizations took root. From the highlands and lowlands of Peru, where the Incas may have been the first to domesticate plants, to the rain forests of central Mexico, which were home to the Mayans, and later the Aztecs, civilization emanated from the South.
The Spanish and Portuguese came first, and slotted in to the pre-existing arrangement in an aggressive, extractive mode. The British and French were left with the dregs up North, and it took a long time to find the will and the way to profit from it.

So now, after eons of divergence on planet Earth, the globe witnessed a convergence—a back and forth between previously isolated places of plants, animals, humans, germs, and ideas. This changed the evolution of life. 

Later, after contact with the Huron tribe near the Great Lakes of North America, the idea of the “noble savage”—wise, peaceful, and kind to outsiders—the philosophes Voltaire and Rousseau wrote of their virtues after hearing reports about the Indians. Popular sovereignty, the notion that nationhood inheres in the people, partly derived from these arguments. This was part of the swirl of ideas sweeping the Atlantic world at the time. It is necessary now to look at how the Europeans went about bringing home the American goods, before we see how the independence movements spawned a new divergence.

CHRISTIANITY AND THE “MODERN SLAVE DYNAMIC”
Most of the missionaries desperate to convert the insufficiently Christian were Catholic. Most of the workers in the monocultural plantations were black Africans. They were suited to the subtropical climate, and the Europeans determined that the only economical way to scale up operations was through slavery.

This modern slavery must have been singularly unfortunate for its victims—after enduring the Middle Passage, being so far from their homelands, watching families decimated. 

The Catholic clergy, increasingly responsive to the religious and intellectual currents in Europe and self conscious about it, were preaching about the equality of man. It was a message the masters tried to prevent the slaves from imbibing. But Africans were hearing the message. “Black Catholicism was an excitant, not an opiate.” (Page 72).

This is a different idea than the role we have been told is proper when thinking about portable, congregational religions in societies from Marx to several prominent historians of our age. But not really. If the ruled thought the ruler had gotten too far out of line, they would rise up against him.
The idea of salvation in the next world did, though, help sustain, extend, and restore the drives to bureaucratize, modernize, and specialize, with their concomitant effects of more inequality and social differentiation. The thing is most everyone had it bad 2,000 years ago. That suspicion probably tamped down dissent at times.

Blacks in the New World had it so bad—literally and relatively—that the teachings of the clergy, coupled with parallel folkways, stoked their preoccupation with the here and now. This is what I call the “modern slave dynamic;” and uprisings were inevitable in such a corrupting milieu.
TWO FORTUNES: ONE MADE, ONE WASTED, AND A NEW DIVERGENCE

During the independence movements between the 1770’s and 1820’s the two areas experienced different responses from the European powers involved. The French helped the U.S. in its fight with Great Britain. The war lasted eight years, but the country came out of it a strengthened maritime power. It actually gained trading partners during the war. Off the coast of Brazil, the Spanish cut off trade by sea to the fledgling nation, which endured a two decades’ long “death war.” Its economy was left a shambles.

Meanwhile, British investors were still pouring money into North American opportunities. Remember, Britain—despite the loss of its Northern colonies—was consolidating territorial control of India at this same time. It was the pre-eminent power in the world. Spain, the dominant power in South America, was an exhausted, enfeebled empire. The Ottomans, Persians, and Mughals were disrupting their trade in the East, while Napoleon was making damaging forays across its frontiers at home. It hadn’t the resources to prevent its losses in the West.

Now, the United States was compact, uniformly governed, stable, and had good sea communications. One envisions an “electric zone,” vibrant, cohesive, gridlike. Down South, there were great regions of ungovernability, such as the ranching areas of southern Brazil and the mining territories further inland, where “boss” culture ruled. It was too big, too rich, and the many elites would not coordinate or cede powers. One can imagine a “dynamite zone,” explosive, fragmenting, centripetal. The implication is that the large ranching, mining, and plantation operations atomized the old social order. The spaces where shared identities could be forged were too thinly connected.
In South America, whole swathes of regions were devoted to single industries like copper, tobacco, sugar, corn, and other foodstuffs, precisely because they were so productive. It had to play catch-up in an industrializing world, and the late start locked them into producing primary products for others’ industrialization.
THE HEART OF THE ARGUMENT, DISSECTED

Democratization and industrialization were the opportunities afforded the United States. On democracy, Fernandez-Armesto believes that a rich civil society fostered a leveling environment among the people; and that immigrants added to the creation of a national consciousness. In South America, after the long wars of independence, militaries were often the sole inheritors of legitimacy. Democratic rhetoric flourished, and their constitutions echoed word for word the founding documents of the United States, but there was no milieu compatible with, or even coming close to approximating, such aspirations. 
Further, in the United States, the leader of the armed forces—commander-in-chief—is a civilian, the president. This has probably prevented some coups. In Latin America, there is a tradition of separating political and military powers, with the result being frequent military takeovers.

Between 1890 and 1920, the U.S. took in over 18 million newcomers, three times the number who came to South America. A lot of those people took jobs in the burgeoning meatpacking yards, steel foundries, and brickyards. 

The United States had a large internal market—the size of all of South America. It had abundant cheap capital, and directed it to linking up the country by rail, telegraph, barge, and mail. I think they had a good inkling that these processes were mighty wealth generators.

THE NEW OLD GAME, REVISITED

Fernandez-Armesto writes that accusations of imperialism never really stuck during the Cold War. “Yet the Americas were an exception, as if exempted from a full measure of U.S. magnanimity: Uncle Sam’s backyard still got swept out regularly.” (Page 171). 
The practices of the U.S. as they relate to South America are more sophisticated, less blatant: there is no longer slavery and genocide. But are not the effects the same as in the old days: the usurpation of resources, the subversion of sovereignty, the imposition of a militarized drug policy—which is more properly an economic and public health problem? It is still coerced dependency.

The author believes that countercolonization of the United States by mainly Hispanic Catholics of Indian origin will partly ameliorate these differences. Also, he hopes for a hemisphere-wide economic rationalization. We will see how it all plays out.

THE “WHERE’S THE BEEF?” SECTION

I have not written several important books of New World history. But I do feel competent to engage the material on its terms. Perhaps it is due to what I have learned in this course, or the improved habits of close reading, or a combination, but I have a few quibbles with some generalizations in this book.

“Civic-mindedness, not individualism, is what makes ‘America’ great.” (Page 196). I don’t buy it. In the U.S., the percentage of those voting who are eligible is about 33% in off-year elections. Knowledge of U.S.-, and needless to say, world history is woeful. From ghost towns to mobile homes, we are a transient society with constantly roiling internal migration patterns. 
He evidently has not seen, or thought about, Bowling Alone, a compelling thesis by Robert Putnam that asserts that civic participation has dropped off dramatically in the last 50 years, and what is left is a hollowed-out, professionalized shell of a once vibrant community orientation. I see a longing for connections and community that is evinced by Internet culture, with its metaphor of connecting people; the resurgence of letter writing, (although much cruder), in e-mail; and the ubiquitous “blogs.” 
We are divided from each other racially; there is still a chasm between us. We have not truly faced up to what we have wrought. I think that remains the most salient feature of the United States.
 The fact remains that there still is a long way to go in this country toward fulfilling the words of the Declaration of Independence. The “end of history” is so much bunk; there is way more of the American story to be told.
Fernandez-Armesto writes that the postbellum South had a dependent relationship with the North that lasted for 100 years. In fact, it is still ongoing. A study was done after the 2004 election. It looked at the rate of return of each dollar sent by states to the federal government. The industrialized—post-industrial, really—Northern states receive less than $1 for every dollar remitted to Washington, DC. The Southern states get more federal largesse—they get back more than $1 for each dollar sent to the feds. The North—and special case California—are supporting the South. The irony: the divide almost perfectly correlates with voting patterns in the national presidential election—those who pay more for government went for John Kerry; those on the dole voted for George W. Bush. Cut government spending programs? Tuscaloosa better hope not!
Fernandez-Armesto is a brilliant synthesizer and writer in the tradition of the Latin American literature he extols. Suffice to say that he shoots down the frontier myth, and the other myths of religion, culture, character, mindset, and climate that have sprung up to accommodate people’s wishes for easy stories of how we came to be the way we are. The problem is: “…that facts are less potent than the falsehoods that people believe. If enough people believe a falsehood, it eventually comes true; in the meantime, they behave as if it were true and its influence on the course of events is immense.” (Page 198). That “truth” is our rudder and our compass today.

I think that a good deal of history was done without a good compass, meaning that people didn’t know where they were going, or what they would find when they “got there.” History is not just looking back, it is panning out to see the wide, panoramic view, in order to locate the peculiarities and particularities that need closer attention. It is not simply about up and down on a map, it must be three-dimensional, to take in topography—to see, for instance, if there are mountains (and microclimates) in equatorial regions. It is also about demographics, the distribution of peoples, population densities; what size a country should be at a particular time to be conducive or provident for the creation of a world power. It is so much to keep track of; no wonder history is so “hard to get” for a lot of people. But it is doable. The “doing” of history for improved social literacy is achievable. But boring? If history is boring, I am the monkey who sat at the typewriter long enough and banged this out!
