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Some fifteen years ago, I imagined the Global Age in the plural guided by the “Middle
Ages” as a sequence of eras:

This was not an outlandish thought in 1995. The following year, Martin Albrow
published The Global Age – in the early 1990s, the dialectic of beginning and end was
widely felt. Of course, it was a stretch to assume that historical periodization will
eventually introduce the anticipated Global Ages. However, a few things had become
clear. The Cold War had already turned into a distinct sub-era known from start to
finish: from the U.S. “containment” (Truman Doctrine) of the Soviet Union with
substantial aid for Greece and Turkey in 1947 to the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and
the demise of the S.U. in 1991. Dead certainties like the two Germanys were no longer
and other ostensibly well-established entities, such as area studies, were forced to
reconsider their justification. Area studies had become an asset in search of a problem,
an answer that was in large part invented for the bipolarproblématique of the Cold
War and not the unfettered globalizations and multipolar tensions that became
dominant after the Cold War had ended. The particular problem, for which area
studies had been the main academic solution, had disappeared. The world had
changed and area studies had to adjust. This is a study in the maladjustment of area
studies.

I

Area studies have settled down academically. Entrenched in individual university
institutes, centers, programs, and even some full-fledged departments, they have
gained a seemingly secure place in the academy and become as inward-looking and

Abstract: Area studies developed in the crucible of the Cold War. Yet when globalization
became the context of contemporary history, area studies responded inadequately to the
challenge. Unlike world history, which transformed into global history, area studies did not adapt
sufficiently to the new global environment of weakened and deconstructed geopolitical and
academic borders. Vital supporters like the Ford Foundation failed to reconfigure area studies for
the Global Age. Hence, this essay argues for a strategic defragmentation of area studies into
comparative studies of global problems in local contexts and vice versa (global/local studies).
Following the proposition that area studies without global studies are blind and global studies
without area studies are empty, the article identifies and reviews the contributions since Open the
Social Sciences (Wallerstein et al. 1996) that can leverage the field’s progressive interdisciplinary
structure and lead it toward the advanced transdisciplinary enterprise of global/local studies.
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My colleagues five hundred years from now will call the long and
eventful stretch of history since the Second World War the Global Ages.
Future historians will use the plural to signify that they see a sequence
of eras in this new historical epoch, which was originally named the
Global Age (Schäfer 1995).
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move, they parried the blunt force of history, which had just wiped the Soviet Union
off the world map and with it much else of what had seemed cast in stone since 1945.
Second, they turned the conflation of the actual and epistemological de(con)struction
of the areas conceived for fighting the Cold War into a blueprint for “a new
architecture for area studies” (3).

In addition, the White Paper called for “Rethinking Civilization” (7).[12] Betting
somewhat tortuously on a new paradigm of area studies via a “new paradigm of
civilizational study” (8), Guneratne et al. distinguished between the (already obsolete)
singular usage of civilization “as an achievement or possession to the barbarism of
those without it,” and “civilizations in the plural [that] exist alongside or against each
other” (7). They proposed to delegitimize the condescending traditional use of
civilization in the singular and pushed for the pluralization of civilization as preferable
for two reasons:

“Civilizations in the plural” was of course nothing else but the received world history
concept of civilization with a trap door to the discriminatory usage in the phrase that
“not all cultures have such things.” Realizing that the difference between world
civilizations and cultures could be questioned, the authors preemptively offered the
following:

As if culture could not fit that fuzzy bill as well, Spengler’s Faustian culture, for
instance: it dwelt on the Nietzschean “will to power” as something peculiar to Western
Hochkultur (high culture) in contradistinction to tribal cultures.

Civilizations as special cases of cultures that are by no means superior in any way save
in some ways and “for certain purposes” because they have things other cultures do
not have amounts to a definitional disaster. The distinction between a singular
technoscientific civilization on the one hand, and numerous local cultures on the other,
which I have referred to earlier and hawked elsewhere, may be “quixotic”[13] but has
comparative advantages. It disentangles the words “culture” and “civilization” and
frees civilization up for distinctive usage; applies to all human societies throughout
history since they all have human-nature relationships; and focuses on a field of
human action the growing relevance of which is inversely proportional to the scant
attention it tends to receive from the humanities and social sciences.

Arguably, the technoscientific civilization of the twenty-first century is hugely
important, yet it occupies a blind spot in area studies that dwell on “tradition” and
“styles of personhood, in behavior, language, cuisine, and the like.” To me, these
cultural phenomena are covered by cultural history and cultural studies; they do not
need a special paradigm for civilizational studies. However, the blind spot in
Guneratne et al. hides a technoscientific beast that is growing wildly and expanding in
all cultures – I wonder, how can area studies afford to neglect it? Using the term
civilization for the study of humanity’s governance of nature would force us to
recognize that blind spot and enable a “binocular understanding of culture and
civilization” (Schäfer 2001, 313).

Postmodernism, social constructionism, deconstruction, and other critical theories of
the time – the “innovative scholarship” (18) of the White Paper – informed the
language of Guneratne et al. Arguing that the Cold War areas were socially
constructed, which was of course true, they also suggested that the deconstruction of
these “artifacts” could/would lead to a new “architecture.” True or untrue, this has
not happened yet and questions remain. Are the deconstructed elements of the old
area studies structure reusable? Can you build a new structure from deconstructed
building blocks? The authors seemed to think that a new paradigm could emerge from
their deconstructive operation. Yet, contemplating the teaching of their approach,
they admitted:

28

First, the cultivation or at least acknowledgment of a certain ideal style
or styles of personhood, in behavior, language, cuisine, and the like; and
second, the self-conscious practice(s) of preserving artifacts – oral,
written, material or other – as a “Tradition,” usually in one or more
prestige languages (and thence involving some explicit attitude towards
time and history). Not all cultures have such things, for good or ill (7).
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If the word “civilization” is to be usefully different from that of
“culture,” then it must surely be because the cultures of some places,
times and peoples possess something which others do not. This
something is not by any means an obvious superiority on any level,
ethical, aesthetic, cognitive or other: any such difference can only be
provisional, descriptive and heuristic, for certain purposes (7).
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The pedagogical realization of this type of “constructivist” architecture
for a new area studies is potentially much harder than its research
realization, though the latter is hardly transparent. It will require hard
thinking about maps, texts, language training methods, etc. which is



And sensing a problem, they asked themselves:

Deconstruction is by default a critical operation, conceivable in the future but not in
the present when a new paradigm is built. Therefore, a new area studies paradigm,
which is most likely an elusive and wrong-headed goal anyway, will have to go beyond
the “incremental questioning of the material” and erect a new conceptual framework
with new building blocks.

Ian Hacking pointed out in 1999 that social constructivists tend to play fast and loose
with the difference “between objects, ideas, and the items named by elevator words
such as ‘fact,’ ‘truth,’ and ‘reality’” (68). For example, the language of social
construction and deconstruction ignores the heavy-duty Berlin Wall, which ended up
in museums and landfills, and focuses on the ideologies of people that concocted Horst
Sindermann’s “Anti-Fascist Protection Wall” (antifaschistischer Schutzwall) and
Willy Brandt’s “Wall of Shame” (Schandmauer). Before 1989, neither the real-
existing barrier nor its mental superstructures were ready for societal (as opposed to
individual) deconstruction, not to mention building the new paradigm of a (re)unified
Germany, if you will.

�5�H�2�U�L�H�Q�W, Andre Gunder Frank’s passionate plea for a “holistic universal, global,
world history – ‘as it really was’ ” (1998, 340) promised to turn “received Eurocentric
historiography and social theory upside down by using a ‘globological’ perspective”
(xv). Frank’s iconoclastic foray, however self-referential and polemical, wordy and
repetitive, rests on a “different paradigmatic perspective” (334) with Asia instead of
Europe at the helm of history. Trying to pull “the historical rug out from under the
anti-historical/scientific – really ideological – Eurocentrism of Marx, Weber, Toynbee,
Polanyi, Braudel, Wallerstein, and most other contemporary social theorists” (xv f.),
Frank deployed a set of wild assumptions ranging from the “canon of holism” (326) to
his Rankeanistic realism:

Social theorists “must analyze the whole” (xv), which exhibits “a single global
history” (359) driven by “a single worldwide economic system and process”
(325).
The world historical break around 1500, which is crucial for the Eurocentric
ideology, is “alleged” and “never took place” (328).
The “Rise of the West” was nothing but a “climb[ing] up on the shoulders of the
Asian economies” (334).
Up until 1800, the world economy was “by no stretch of the imagination
European-centered” (276) but rather “preponderantly Asian-based” (277).
The Americas, Australia, and Oceania were incorporated into the preexisting
“structure and dynamic of the Afro-Eurasian historical process” (352) to form a
single global economic system.
The Industrial Revolution was “like the agricultural one before it … an inflection
in a continuous global development” (343).
There was “no European technology,” because “technological development was
a world economic process” (204).
An “integrative ‘horizontal’ macrohistory and analysis” is necessary – “Only
world history can show how it really was” (338).

It would be too easy to criticize Frank’s simplifications and exaggerations in ReOrient
– “right about many things, he is wrong about everything,” as one reviewer summed
the work up.[14] So let’s cut to the chase and not quibble even with the major
conceptual fault that underpins Frank’s post-Wallersteinian world system: the
hypostatization of a quasi-teleological process of world economic development during
the last five thousand years (Frank 1991, Frank & Gills 1993).

Refreshingly unpostmodern, Frank believed “the system is really out there in the real
world” (1998, xxvi) to be fully grasped and correctly understood. “The currently
fashionable ‘globalization’ thesis … that the 1990s mark a new departure” (340) was
laughable for Frank because his world system was truly ancient: it had globalized the
Afro-Eurasian world at least since the fourth millennium BCE and then the whole
world since 1500. Frank embraced world history as a single global history with little
concern for world history’s cherished civilizations and much emphasis on the
“Integrative History” that Harvard’s Joseph Fletcher (Manz 1995) had called for
earlier.

only now beginning (6).

How to deconstruct a body of knowledge of which the students are
ignorant. Here we start at the beginning and each building block in
effect critiques that on which it rests so that the student is exposed to
an incremental questioning of the material (18).
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For history and social theory therefore, the most important and
neglected task is to attend to the posthumously published plea of
Joseph Fletcher to do integrative “horizontal” macrohistory and



Rectifying Fletcher’s modesty, Frank adopted the methodology of horizontally
integrative macrohistory for his five millennia of world history. Noting Fletcher’s
important qualification[15] and the doubts I might want to register about the
concoction of a macrohistory “fathered” by Leopold von Ranke and William McNeill,
the research program (Lakatos) of a history “in which simultaneous events and
processes in the world economy are examined and related on a global level” (Frank
1998, 51) is promising for both global history and area studies. Neither field has to
subscribe to Frank’s economic determinism plus reductionism but both fields would
benefit from a non-exclusive use of the alternative methodology of horizontal
historiography. Contrasting conjunctional with vertically separate history, Frank
wrote that Fletcher

The Fletcher-Frank critique of parochial area studies and compartmentalized history
has not lost its bite. The challenge of global history warrants a horizontally integrative
area studies today as much as yesterday. Hence, this methodological alternative
deserves to be followed up – it is a feasible approach toward a defragmented area
studies and comparative global history.

�0 �X�O�W�L�S�O�H�� �0 �R�G�H�U�Q�L�W�L�H�V (Eisenstadt 2000) is a significant contribution to
contemporary thinking, though not for its methodology, which is unremarkable, but
for its theory, which has leapfrogged beyond the anti-postmodernist stance that
Jürgen Habermas took in 1980 when he declared the European project of modernity
“unvollendet” (1981, 14). The concept of multiple modernities clarifies that the
Western project of modernity is not “unfinished” like a building but growing like a
village that has turned into a complex city with many non-Western neighborhoods. In
addition, it leaves the naïve assumption of previous modernization theories behind
that the European program of modernity “would ultimately take over in all
modernizing and modern societies” (Eisenstadt 2000, 1).

Shmuel Eisenstadt – the “principal architect” (Graubard 2000, vi) of the multiple-
modernities perspective – characterized the new theoretical outlook as follows:

Eisenstadt’s pluralization of the historical, political, and cultural project of modernity
faults the arrogant concept of “Western Civilization” as blueprint for the rest of the
world and avoids the derivative world civilizations that Guneratne et al. had sold to
the Ford Foundation. Nevertheless, Eisenstadt is still beholden to the conventional
world historical context and terminology. Frequently backgrounding Karl Jasper’s
(1953) “axial period” civilizations (4, 7, 9, 21-23) to modernity, Eisenstadt stages the
emergence of multiple modernities as a new axial civilization and calls it the
“civilization of modernity” (7).

Eisenstadt’s axial civilization of modernity is not the global technoscientific civilization
that I am trying to capture. One does not have to share my point of view to see that it
is unnecessary to call Eisenstadt’s multiple modernities a civilization. Speaking about
the new global culture of modernity would have been sufficient and appropriate; it
also would have been better in terms of theoretical simplicity, as it would have
honored the venerable rule of parsimony known as Occam’s razor.[16] However,
Eisenstadt has packaged the “continual constitution and reconstitution of a multiplicity
of cultural programs” gratuitously as a new civilization and not simply as the emerging
culture of the Global Age. Yet irrespective of this needless complication, Eisenstadt’s
“civilization” of multiple modernities provides crucial elements for the desideratum of
reconfiguring area studies as global/local studies based on the clarification that
“modernity and Westernization are not identical” (2 f.) and that modernity means:

empowering “intensive reflexivity” and questioning traditional authority (3),
generating an open “conception of the future characterized by a number of
possibilities realizable through autonomous human agency” (3),
recognizing “wider translocal, possibly changing, communities” with new social
roles and collective identities (4),
incorporating peripheral “themes of protest” into “central elements” of the
political agenda of societies (6),

analysis. His plea is a modest effort to help remedy this neglect for the
early modern period from 1500 to 1800 (Frank 1998, 338).
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noted with dismay that most historians “are alert to vertical continuities
(the persistence of tradition, etc.) but blind to horizontal ones … At
1500 I see nothing but compartmentalized histories” … This
methodological perspective and its blinders have been made even worse
by the introduction of “area studies” in American and other universities,
which produce “a microhistorical, even parochial outlook” (344).
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The idea of multiple modernities presumes that the best way to
understand the contemporary world – indeed to explain the history of
modernity – is to see it as a story of continual constitution and
reconstitution of a multiplicity of cultural programs (Eisenstadt, 2).
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battling over “universal and pluralistic visions” of values and rationality as well
as “procedural” versus “substantive” modes of legitimation (7),
generating “alternative” modernities (communism, fascism and Nazism, for
example) as well as the “capacity for continual self-correction” (11),
expanding modernity’s programs through internal diversification, initially within
“the Western civilizational framework,” but now globally (13), and, finally,
de-Westernizing, that is, “going far beyond the very homogenizing aspects of the
original version” (24).

Featuring various regional centers and forms of modernity, Eisenstadt’s multiple-
modernities approach has made the global application of a uniform template of
Western modernity unacceptable. Moreover, if adopted, the multiple modernities
concept can give area studies a cultural understanding of modernity that should work
well with the horizontally integrative methodology promoted by Fletcher and Frank.

�3�U�R�Y�L�Q�F�L�D�O�L�]�L�Q�J���( �X�U�R�S�H, Dipesh Chakrabarty’s investigation of European thought
“from and for the margins” (2000, 16) is a momentous step forward in terms of
genuinely universalizing the project of modernity and – by implication rather than
design – perhaps the most promising theoretical advancement toward global/local
area studies. Published in the same year as Multiple Modernities, Provincializing
Europe shows consanguinity in its critique of the “first in Europe, then elsewhere”
illusion. However, Chakrabarty does not end with, yet starts from, the consensus that
no country, area, or region can be the model of modernity. Leaving India in 1976 for
graduate studies in Australia, he could not but embark on the cultural experience of
migration. It taught him, like so many others, that “historical differences actually
make a difference” (xii):

Originally enmeshed in the peculiar context of Indian Marxism,[17] Chakrabarty had
learned in Kolkata that “Marxism was simply ‘true’ ” (xi). Having taken the “global
relevance of European thought … for granted” (xiii), he began to wonder about its
seamless applicability only later, after he had joined the postcolonial project of Ranajit
Guha’s Subaltern Studies and was finishing his dissertation in Canberra on Bengal jute
industry workers (Chakrabarty 1989). Realizing that something was absurdly wrong
with his “characters from Bengali and Indian history now clad … in the European
costumes lent by the Marxist drama of history” (2000, x), he set out to research what
would become the central proposition of provincializing Europe, namely “that thought
is related to places” (xviii).

Around 1990, when Chakrabarty began to localize thought, radical questioning of
progress, enlightenment, modernity, and reason was in full swing in Western Europe
and the United States. It would have been easy for him to argue that Western
universalistic thinking was the problem; however, Chakrabarty could not accept this
solution.[18] Unwilling to follow the postmodern lead and “pluralize reason” (xiii), he
resolved to situate and investigate the locus of his own critical thinking and then go
from there.

Chakrabarty’s choice of making the particular life-world of his admittedly privileged
class the testing ground for his hunch that locality matters had two effects. On the one
hand, Indian historians accused him of contributing to the “decline of the subaltern in
Subaltern Studies” (see xv f.), on the other hand, he was able to show that the
postcolonial attainment of modernity could no longer be seen “simply as a sociological
problem of historical transition” but had to be regarded “as a problem of translation,
as well” (17). The former marks the limits of political correctness, the latter
Chakrabarty’s achievement.

The move from “transition” to “translation” is not a minor change but a potential
paradigm shift. The transitional paradigm was rooted in the avant-gardist assumption
that the history of the West, at least since the Industrial Revolution, had laid out the
future of the rest of the world. Tied-in notions like civilization, development,
evolution, and progress allowed Western, as well as non-Western, elites to measure
the temporal distance of non-Western societies to the gold standard of Western
democracy and modernity. It was used to show third world countries the remaining
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Until I arrived in Australia, I had never seriously entertained the
implications of the fact that an abstract and universal idea characteristic
of political modernity everywhere – the idea of equality, say, or of
democracy or even the dignity of the human being – could look utterly
different in different historical contexts (ibid.).
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It was thus incumbent on me to demonstrate from where – what kind
of a place – my own critique issued, for this being-from-a-place is what
gave the critique both its charge and its limitations. I needed to think
through forms of life that I knew with some degree of intimacy, and
hence resorted  to material from aspects of the history of the
bhadralok[19] that have deeply molded my own relationship to the
world (xviii).
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historical travel distance to “full” modernity, put “preindustrial” nations into the
waiting room of history, and told the illiterate and subalterns of the world how far
behind they were in terms of “true” contemporaneity. It accomplished what I have
called “temporal cleansing through modernity”[20] and what Chakrabarty has termed
the “politics of historicism” (6).

Chakrabarty’s translational theory elevates the “translational processes of
modernity” (xviii) in non-Western cultures and life-worlds. It stipulates that
postcolonial modernization cannot be understood with the “colonial translations” of the
area studies glossary,[21] but requires delving deep into “a non-European language”–
Bengali in Chakrabarty’s case – to provide “plural or conjoined genealogies” (20) for
European categories such as “capital.” In this respect, Provincializing Europe is
“nothing more than a beginning” (ibid.) for a sliver of Asia, yet nonetheless a pivotal
achievement over unilinear thinking without the sacrifice of reason. Setting the
linguistic bar high is a welcome challenge of the translational agenda for area studies
specialists with intimate knowledge of languages other than English.

Unencumbered by the legacy of the Western civilizational discourse and unconvinced
by the celebration of “contemporary forms of placelessness as an expeditious tool to
be used in the global struggle against capital” (xvii), Chakrabarty’s work indicates not
only how to “provincialize,” that is, properly universalize, our social science categories,
but also what to aim for with global/local area studies, namely global literacy about
local modernities.

�2�S�H�Q���W�K�H���6�R�F�L�D�O���6�F�L�H�Q�F�H�V (Wallerstein et al. 1996) is, to this date, the best
proposal for “restructuring” the social sciences in behalf of the globalized academic,
cultural, and political environment of our time. Proposed by Immanuel Wallerstein,
who was then heading the Fernand Braudel Center at SUNY Binghamton, the 105-
page report was sponsored by the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation and prepared by
an international team of eminent scholars chaired by Wallerstein.[22]

Envisioning a “major realignment” (73) of the institutional structures of higher
learning and advanced research in the early twenty-first century, the report’s title
indicated its major thrust: “open the social sciences” meant that entrenched
disciplinary enclosures should come down or become much more permeable at least.
Questioning the continuing validity of the disciplinary fragmentation into economics,
political science, sociology, anthropology, and history, as well as the standard division
between natural sciences, social sciences, and humanities – the “trimodal pattern of
superdomains” (72) –, the report suggested four structural ‘openings’ without
assuming that anyone should or would be “in a position to decree wholesale
reorganization” (96):

“The expansion of institutions, within or allied to the universities, which would
bring together scholars for a year’s work in common around specific urgent
themes” (103).
“The establishment of integrated research programs within university
structures that cut across traditional lines, have specific intellectual objectives,
and have funds for a limited period of time (say about five years)” (103 f.).
“The compulsory joint appointment of professors” (104) in two departments.
“Joint work for graduate students” (105), also in two departments.

The report acknowledged the “long history” of academic reforms in the United States,
but noting “strong internal political pressure both for and against restructuring the
social sciences” (99) in the U.S., it looked more expectantly elsewhere for “creative
experimentation” (98), particularly to Africa, Latin America, and postsocialist Europe,
including former East Germany (see 100 ff.). Asia, which would figure prominently in
any such report today, was conspicuously absent, as China, India, and South Korea
were not mentioned. However, nothing much in terms of the proposed openings has
happened anyway, anywhere. Reforming the whole complex of the social sciences is
probably too big a task for an established institution, even if ample funds would be
available. Moreover, it seems that the global expansion of Western-type university
systems, which sped up in the second half of the twentieth century and is still under
way, especially in countries with emerging economies, has had little time for
experimentation, even when university and research developments started more or
less from scratch and innovation was not hampered by resistance from entrenched
academic positions.

The lesson to draw from the failure to restructure anything of consequence so far is
not that it is futile to think big about furthering the mission of the social sciences to
understand and improve social life. Actually, Open the Social Sciences should be
required reading for all university administrators and faculty with an interest in the

49

The point is not to reject social science categories but to release into the
space occupied by particular European histories sedimented in them
other normative and theoretical thought enshrined in other existing life
practices and their archives (ibid.).
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organization of knowledge production. However, concrete reform prescriptions should
center on well-defined subsets of the social sciences and not the whole thing. As a case
in point, reconfiguring area studies along the lines of Wallerstein et al. would be
comparatively easy and well worth aiming for.

According to the Wallerstein report, area studies were “probably the most notable
academic innovation after 1945” (36), not only because they were multidisciplinary
“by definition” (37), but also, and more importantly, because their practitioners had to
overcome the traditional Western “antinomies” (95) of past and present, idiographic
and nomothetic, modern and non-modern, as well as civilized and barbaric. Doing area
studies required that historians (idiographic) work with economists, political scientists,
and sociologists (nomothetic) and vice versa, or that Oriental studies specialists
studying the literature of high cultures cooperate with ethnographers and
anthropologists dealing with illiterate tribes. Thus, “considerable artificiality in the
sharp institutional separations of social science knowledge” (38) was uncovered. The
assumption of disciplinary distinctiveness began to “wane” and a trend “toward a
more comprehensive social science” (47) emerged.

Yet the overly sharp distinction between the “two cultures” of the social and natural
sciences and the “third” culture of the humanities remained. Wallerstein et al. argued
convincingly that this tripartite division was “no longer as self-evident as it once
seemed” and that the social sciences should play a decisive role in its “potential
reconciliation” (69), furthermore, that the “artificial boundaries between humans and
nature” (75) had to be broken down. Other obstacles to be cleared away were the
inflated ‘Newtonian’ goals of predictive and quantitative exactness as well as parochial
claims to universality. Quoting the African scholar Engelbert Mveng, the Wallerstein
report underlined that the theoretical assumptions and premises of the social sciences
“must be decolonized” (56).

Open the Social Sciences has set our sights on an inclusive social science with a
“pluralistic universalism” (60) that clarifies that “universalism and particularism are
… not necessarily opposed” (57) and that “pushing the social sciences in the direction
of combating the fragmentation of knowledge is also pushing it in the direction of a
meaningful degree of objectivity” (92).

III

If globalization and the quick and unexpected ending of the Cold War had sent area
studies scrambling for a firm footing in the Global Age, it does not show anymore.
Without a ruling paradigm and strong external raison d’être, area studies are doing
business as usual. Why defragment area studies? Funding provided, they will happily
continue to exist in numerous academic constellations with different theoretical
approaches, regional foci, intellectual goals, and political affiliations. David Szanton, an
anthropologist who had worked on area studies at the Ford Foundation and the Social
Science Research Council before joining the University of California as director of
International and Area Studies, is confident that area studies can handle the “new
geo-politics and the softening of national and area boundaries” (2004, 27). He has
given an excellent definition of area studies as they are:

Defending area studies against its “external critics” who had presented the field as
ideologically “homogenous” and “narrowly political,” Szanton countered that area
studies are “extremely diverse” (vii) in terms of academic agendas: what “may have
started from relatively narrow view of US ‘national interest,’ … diverged dramatically
over the past 50 years” (30). Indeed – and that is the enduring problem. Area studies
have become balkanized. They have diverged so much over time that they have
become ill adjusted to the transnational and otherwise challenging features of global
history. To overcome the theoretical and practical incoherence of this fragmentation,
area studies must rally the far-flung “family of academic fields” and defragment their
activities.

To be sure, the five elements of Szanton’s definition are indispensable and must stay
in effect to guarantee the cultures-based knowledge production of area studies. Yet
the institutional fragmentation of area studies is blinding and counterproductive.
Szanton’s use of “cover term” for area studies is correct for area studies as they are (a
multitude of things) but not as they should be (a coherent entity). Area studies have
to be defragmented for a future definition, thus far unknown. However, we already
know why an overarching new and/or postmodern paradigm is most likely not in the
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“Area Studies” is best understood as a cover term for a family of
academic fields and activities joined by a common commitment to: (1)
intensive language study; (2) in-depth field research in the local
language(s); (3) close attention to local histories, viewpoints, materials,
and interpretations; (4) testing, elaborating, critiquing, or developing
grounded theory against detailed observation; and (5) multidisciplinary
conversations often crossing the boundaries of the social sciences and
humanities (4).[23]
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cards; we have discussed the two most promising theoretical advancements:
Eisenstadt’s cultural concept of multiple modernities and Chakrabarty’s pioneering
move toward global literacy about local modernities; and we can be certain about the
utility of horizontal comparison advocated by Fletcher and Frank. With other words,
we are not completely in the dark about area studies as they should be.

Wallerstein et al. have presented the overcoming of disciplinary boundaries in area
studies as a model for the rest of the social sciences and that was a mistake. Instead of
tackling the whole edifice of “the social sciences,” the Gulbenkian Committee report
could and should have focused its historical and epistemological insights in 1996 on the
promising case of area studies, which were already halfway “open” a social science.
This may not have prevented the subsequent blunder of the Ford Foundation, but it
could have pushed area studies more forcefully in the direction of global/local studies
as a transdisciplinary endeavor.

“Transdisciplinary” is a relatively new term used in Europe to indicate research that
involves both internal cooperation and external communication: on the one hand,
cooperation among academic specialists trained in different disciplines and, on the
other hand, communication between academics and stakeholders of real-world
problems. Solving environmental problems, for example, can make it necessary
(according to the Handbook of Transdisciplinary Research)

Thus, transdisciplinarity goes beyond multidisciplinarity. It has a pragmatic and
idealistic angle that involves academics and non-academics in discursive problem
solving. It is not too difficult to imagine a transdisciplinary application of
Chakrabarty’s translational program in which area studies researchers “engage in
mutual learning with people in the life-world.”

To envision area studies in a future definition as “global/local”[24] studies assumes
acceptance of the proposition that area studies without global studies are blind and
global studies without area studies are empty. The tight combination of global and
local contains an implicit warning about localism and globalism – the ideologies of the
local and the global. Localism disregards global contexts focusing exclusively on local
phenomena, while globalism fails to recognize local contexts, such as people’s
languages, life-worlds, and cultures. The road to a future definition of what used to be
called area studies is therefore straightforward: merge area and global studies to
create global/local studies.

[PDF]

Notes

A first draft of this article – “Mapping a Challenge: Global History and Area Studies” –
was presented in June 2010 in an international conference on Area Studies in a
Globalizing World at Karl-Franzens-University in Graz, Austria, and a second draft –
“The Challenge of Global History and the Future of Area Studies” – in July 2010 in
the Futures Research Committee of the XVII World Congress of Sociology of the
International Sociological Association (ISA) in Gothenburg, Sweden.

[1] “History of science without philosophy of science is blind. I must now undertake to
show that philosophy of science without history of science is empty.” Norwood Russell
Hanson, “The Irrelevance of History of Science to Philosophy of Science,” The Journal
of Philosophy 59, no. 21 (1962): 580.

[2] Geoffrey Barraclough’s earlier intimations of global history notwithstanding; see
Wolf Schäfer, “From the End of European History to the Globality of World Regions: A
Research Perspective,” Globality Studies Journal, no. 1 (5 June 2006).

[3] This paragraph and the next two are based on a paragraph in my encyclopedia
entry on global history; see Wolf Schäfer, “Global History,” in Encyclopedia of
Globalization, ed. Roland Robertson and Jan Aart Scholte (New York and London:
Routledge, 2007), 518. The entry is available online.

[4] See John Robert McNeill and William Hardy McNeill, The Human Web: A Bird’s-
Eye View of World History, 1st ed. (New York: W.W. Norton, 2003).
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to transgress boundaries between disciplines and especially between
different academic cultures, such as between the humanities and the
natural sciences. Furthermore, the doors of laboratories and libraries
must be opened and researchers have to step into problem fields and
engage in mutual learning with people in the life-world (Hadorn et al.
2008, 5).
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[5] See www.toynbeeprize.org.

[6] Like Spengler, Huntington counted eight world civilizations: Western, Latin
American, Islamic, Sinic, Hindu, Orthodox, Japanese, and African. Initially much
criticized, Huntington regained influence after the September 11 attacks, which
reinforced the loaded distinction between civilized and uncivilized (“barbarian”)
political action.

[7] I remember asking a colleague some years ago, how can you write modern history
without paying attention to the consequences of science and technology since ca.
1850? He looked at me in utter disbelief. My department used to have three
historians of science and technology, now I am the only one.

[8] The reference to Edward Alsworth Ross (1866-1951) in this map is a placeholder
for the prehistory of area studies, which is not covered in this paper. Ricardo
Salvatore has characterized Ross’ Outlines of Sociology as “an effort in transnational
comparison that would later be crucial to the formation of Area Studies.” See Ricardo
D. Salvatore, “Worldly Sociology: Edward Ross and the Societies ‘South of Panama’,”
in United States Strategies for Knowing South America (Manuscript, Buenos Aires:
2010), 43.

[9] For example in Christopher Simpson, Universities and Empire: Money and
Politics in the Social Sciences During the Cold War, [Cold War and the University]
(New York: New Press, 1998).

[10] The Ford Foundation had sent an RFP to 270 U.S. universities and colleges with
area studies programs, which yielded an applications pool of 205; see Ford
Foundation, Crossing Borders: Revitalizing Area Studies (New York, N.Y.: Ford
Foundation, 1999), xi f.

[11] See regionalworlds.uchicago.edu/areastudiesregworlds.pdf, unnumbered Preface
(accessed 20 December 2010).

[12] For a valid subsequent attempt, see Said Amir Arjomand and Edward A.
Tiryakian, eds., Rethinking Civilizational Analysis, Sage Studies in International
Sociology 52 (London; Thousand Oaks, Calif.: SAGE Publications,2004). However,
unlike cultural studies and history, which have been quite successful academically,
cultural civilizational analysis has not yet made big inroads intellectually or gained a
large following among graduate students.

[13] Guneratne et al. decided against giving civilization a non-traditional meaning:
“The term is far too deeply entrenched for any attempts at removing it to be more
than quixotic” (7).

[14] S. A. M. Adshead in The American Historical Review, vol. 104, no. 4 (October
1999), 1275.

[15] “It is not completely out of the question that … it might just be possible to tie in a
few aspects of pre-Columbian American history with developments of the Old World,
but short of such intellectual gymnastics, global integrative history is not possible
before the sixteenth century.” Joseph F. Fletcher, “Integrative History: Parallels and
Interconnections in the Early Modern Period, 1500-1800 [1985],” in Studies on
Chinese and Islamic Inner Asia, ed. Beatrice Forbes Manz (Variorum, 1995), 7.

[16] Entities must not be multiplied unnecessarily: entia non sunt multiplicanda
praeter necessitatem.

[17] See Chakrabarty 2000, xiii: “Marx was a household Bengali name. His German
upbringing was never commented upon.”

[18] In 1988, Chakrabarty concluded in the Preface of his first book: “Though aware
of the critiques of the Enlightenment now being launched in the name of
postmodernism, I simply do not see how any definition or practice of ‘politics’ in
present-day India can altogether escape this ‘struggle’ [for modernity].” Dipesh
Chakrabarty, Rethinking Working-Class History: Bengal, 1890-1940 (Princeton,
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1989), xv.

[19] “Bhadralok … is Bengali for the new class of ‘gentlefolk’ who arose during colonial
times (approximately 1757 to 1947) in Bengal. It is still used to indicate members of
the upper middle and middle classes of Bengal.” See Wikipedia.

[20] “The Modern Age established a solution that was simple and ingenious but also
devastating for large parts of the human race: temporal cleansing through modernity.
Modernity became the benchmark of the new order. It drastically reduced the rising
number of ‘others’ in the world by placing all non-Europeans on lower evolutionary

http://toynbeeprize.org/
http://regionalworlds.uchicago.edu/areastudiesregworlds.pdf
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levels. The contemporaneity of Europeans with ever more different others was thus
made to disappear. Others became unmodern and therefore non-contemporaneous;
they were still there but no longer in the present time.” Wolf Schäfer, “Global History
and the Present Time,” in Wiring Prometheus: Globalisation, History and
Technology, ed. Peter Lyth and Helmuth Trischler (Aarhus: Aarhus University Press,
2004), 113 f. The essay is available online. — My critique of non-contemporaneity as
ideology and Chakrabarty’s critique of historicism overlap though I had not read
Provincializing Europe at the time. In fact, my essay was first published in a German
version in 1994; see Wolf Schäfer, Ungleichzeitigkeit als Ideologie: Beiträge zur
Historischen Aufklärung (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer Sozialwissenschaft, 1994), 132-
55.

[21] “A standard … feature of the monograph in Asian or area studies was a section
called the ‘glossary,’ which came at the very end of the book. …The glossary
reproduced a series of ‘rough translations’ of native terms, often borrowed from the
colonialists themselves. These colonial translations were rough not only in being
approximate (and thereby inaccurate) but also in that they were meant to fit the
rough-and-ready methods of colonial rule. To challenge that model of ‘rough
translations’ is to pay critical and unrelenting attention to the very process of
translation” (17).

[22] The Gulbenkian Commission team was comprised of six members from the social
sciences (Wallerstein, Juma, Kocka, Mushakoji, Taylor, and Trouillot), two from the
natural sciences (Fox Keller and Prigogine), and two from the humanities (Lecourt
and Mudimbe).

[23] Szanton’s Introduction to The Politics of Knowledge (“The Origin, Nature, and
Challenges of Area Studies in the United States”) is available online at
http://escholarship.org/uc/item/59n2d2n1.

[24] Alternatively, one could use glocal – the blend of global and local – to indicate
spatial binocularity; see Roland Robertson, “Glocalization: Time-Space and
Homogeneity-Heterogeneity,” in Global Modernities, ed. Mike Featherstone, Scott
Lash, and Roland Robertson (London: SAGE Publications, 1995).
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