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 From puddles, streams, creeks, rivers, and lakes to bays, estuaries, harbors, seas, 

and oceans, water covers nearly three-quarters of the earth’s surface and is vital to all of 

the planet’s living organisms. Although all creatures and plants need water to sustain life, 

humans have developed a proprietary relationship to the liquid substance. We have 

dammed rivers, diverted streams, drained ponds, reclaimed marshes, and made lakes. But 

humanity’s biggest achievement has been its triumphant mastery over the oceans. The 

simple ability to build and sail a vessel over large bodies of water represents generations 

of human technological innovation and skill. Oceans have defined and shaped humanity, 

and even though a majority of earth’s population lives in their respective land-locked 

continental interiors, at one time, deep within our collective past, we were all maritime 

people.
1
 Yet, historians only began studying the interplay between humans and their 

maritime environment, which they deemed “maritime history,” in the mid-twentieth 

century. But with only a few practitioners and a vast expanse of the human experience to 

explore, the new discipline became lost in a sea of possibilities. Thirty years later, 

however, another group of scholars recognized humanity’s connection to its watery past 

and decided to focus their efforts upon examining the culture of a single ocean—the 

Atlantic—and, hence, Atlantic World history was born. 

 

Both maritime history and Atlantic World history are relatively new to the 

academy and both hold an ocean or oceans as their central focus. Yet, while maritime 

history exhibits static growth patterns, Atlantic World history increases in prominence 

and popularity. In 2010, 30% of History departments in the United States who advertised 

positions in colonial American history stated that they preferred candidates to have 

Atlantic history as one of their teachable fields; only 7% of history departments requested 

candidates to be versed in maritime history.
2
 This increased interest in candidates’ ability 

to teach the Atlantic World in the classroom corresponds to earlier progress in the field, 

such as the release of the first textbook with an Atlanticist perspective, the creation of an 

Atlantic World discussion network on H-Net, and a permanent International Seminar on 

the History of the Atlantic World established at Harvard University.
3
 While Atlantic 

World history and maritime history began around the same time, the history of the 

Atlantic World is currently more chic. Daniel Vickers attributes this to the fact that 

Atlantic World history has a clear theoretical framework, while maritime history remains 

ill-defined.
4
 This article attempts to define both disciplines, discuss their differences and 

similarities, and argue that maritime historians have a lot to learn from practitioners of 

Atlantic World history. 

 

Maritime history suffers most from an embarrassment of riches. The discipline 

can include, but is not limited to the history of fishing, whaling, navigation, sea 

exploration, ships, ship design, shipbuilding, shipping, lighthouses, international 

maritime law, naval history, maritime economics and trade, and the social history of 

sailors, documenting the importance of the ocean in global, national, and regional history. 
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But what it lacks, according to Daniel Vickers, is a clear, theoretical principle developed 

over time in an identifiable body of scholarly literature. Many historians, including 

Robert G. Albion, Edouard Stackpole, William Armstrong Fairburn, William Hutchinson 

Rowe, Samuel Elliot Morrison, John G.B. Hutchins, Howard I. Chappelle, and Frederick 

William Wallace, wrote works that have been classified as maritime history.
5
 Yet, 

Vickers argues that the majority of these books is largely antiquarian, narrative in nature, 

and lack scholarly analysis. He attributes the diminutive growth of maritime history in the 

academy to the lack of an organizing theoretical principle.
6
 

 

Several leading maritime historians, including Vickers, have tried to provide such 

a principle. And just as with all other fields of history, maritime history has followed 

broader trends in the field. In the late 1960s, for example, Jessie Lemisch projected a 

labor history/Marxist perspective into the field. Following the mainstream acceptance of 

ethnohistorical aims into the profession in the 90s, Jeffrey Bolster injected a racial 

dialogue into maritime history by dispelling the color myth of the sea, drawing attention 

to the thousands of black sailors who found a nominal degree of freedom upon the ocean. 

Following Bolster’s influential work, historians have expanded their gaze away from a 

white-washed maritime world and have discovered that the Age of Sail and Steam 

factored greatly into the lives of Native Americans, Cape Verdeans, Chinese, and 

women.
7
 The sheer multiplicities of genders, races, and ethnicities present in maritime 

activity suggest to scholars that the maritime world created a communal culture that, to a 

certain degree, accepted diversity and promoted social equality.
8
 

 

But perhaps, the most popular theoretical framework within which to understand 

the maritime world was proposed by Daniel Vickers in his 1994 book, Farmers and 

Fishermen:  Two Centuries of Work in Essex County, Massachusetts, where he suggests 

that the maritime world was not a static labor environment; men moved back and forth 

between the sea and the shore constantly. This realization about the fluidity of labor in 

New England led Vickers to propose the most popular theory in modern maritime 

history; namely, historians can never understand a sailor’s life afloat without 

consideration of his life ashore. The two are inextricably linked.
9
 A comprehensive 

maritime history of the United States, therefore, needed to include chapters on blue water 

sailors afloat and their wives, tavern-keepers, and landlords ashore.
10

 Both the shore and 

the ocean, then, created the maritime community.
 11

 

 

But, maritime history is not the only contemporary historical field that studies the 

ocean. In fact, it is not even the most popular. Today, more scholars identify themselves 

as Atlantic World specialists than maritime historians. This may be due in part to the fact 

that unlike maritime history, the history of the Atlantic world does not lack a theoretical 

base. 

 

Proponents of the Atlantic World, namely Bernard Bailyn and Jack P. Greene, 

describe the field as an analytical construct that helps historians study important 

developments in the early modern era, such as the growth of the Atlantic basin as an area 

of exchange.
12

 These areas of exchange, when viewed through an interdisciplinary lens 

that combines the fields of historical demography, labor history, economic history, and 
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political history, emphasize the interconnectivity and the reciprocal relationship of 

colonial markets, governments, and political philosophy.
13

 Preceding generations of 

historians, argue Atlanticists, viewed the unprecedented imperial growth of the modern 

world solely through a specific colonial/national context. Hence, academics wrote 

British, Spanish, Dutch, Russian, and Portuguese imperial history, but never drew 

connections between imperial enclaves or between imperial enclaves and their “old 

world” equivalents. Many of the latest works classified as Atlanticist history aim to draw 

these connections by emphasizing the impact of single commodities on world markets, 

the rise of the Atlantic slave trade, the creation of a creole elite in a trans-Atlantic 

context, the transplantation of Christian ideology in the non-western Atlantic marchland, 

the fomentation of pan-Atlantic revolutions, and the intellectual origins of the concept of 

the “Atlantic Ocean”.
14

 Indeed, David Armitage has grouped these strands of inquiry into 

a tri-partite typology with which one might examine Atlantic history; namely, circum-

Atlantic history, a broad, transnational approach focusing on interconnectivity and the 

interdependence of the Atlantic basin; trans-Atlantic history, set in comparative studies of 

different polities within the Atlantic world; and cis-Atlantic history; which examines a 

specific region or nation within its broader Atlantic context.
15

  

 

 While proponents of the Atlantic World have consistently gained new scholarly 

followers with each passing year, not everyone in the academy accepts the conclusions 

drawn by these academics. Peter A. Coclanis argues that an Atlanticist perspective 

however enriching, is constricting interpretatively and 

somewhat misspecified analytically...By fixing our historical 

gaze so firmly toward the West, the approach may, 

anachronistically, give too much weight to the Atlantic Rim, 

separate Northwest Europe too sharply both from other parts 

of Europe and Eurasia as a whole, accord too much primacy 

to America in explaining Europe’s transoceanic trade patterns, 

and economically speaking, misrepresent through 

overstatement the place of Europe in the order of things.
16

 

Coclanis believes that suggesting that an integrated political, economic, and cultural 

world developed only on the Atlantic Ocean discredits similar “world” phenomena that 

occurred in the Pacific Ocean, the Indian Ocean, and the Mediterranean Sea.
17

 In 

agreement with Coclanis, J.G.A. Pocock desires “Atlantic History,” which he views as a 

synonym for “British history,” to expand both its geographical and intellectual 

boundaries to encompass a global perspective.
18

 Unlike Pocock, Ian Christie 

conceptualizes Atlantic history not so much as a continuation of the British imperial 

narrative, but as a cleverly disguised booster-shot to the long-held, though academically 

refuted, belief in American exceptionalism. “The early modern Atlantic,” Christie argues, 

“can even be read as a natural antechamber for American‐led globalization of capitalism 

and serve as an historical challenge to the coalescing New Europe. No wonder,” he 

continues, “that the academic reception of the new Atlantic history has been enthusiastic 

in the United States, and less so in Britain, France, Spain, and Portugal, where histories of 

national Atlantic empires continue to thrive.”
19  
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While some historians criticize Atlanticists’ theoretical framework, other 

historians question the interdisciplinary fields chosen for the study of the Atlantic World. 

These fields, they point out, are firmly oriented in political and diplomatic history and 

pay short shrift to social history. The geographic area where this social history/political 

history divide is most evident is in the dark, rolling waters of the Atlantic itself.  

Surprisingly, the “new” field, which derived its name from an ocean, seldom talks about 

life or war upon said sea.
20

 Though admitting that economic history and inter-oceanic 

trading ties will always have currency in the academy, N.A.M. Rodger suggests that 

Atlanticists should broaden their subject matter to include “war on and across the oceans, 

cultural exchanges, and the sea itself as a cultural influence.”
21

 

 

Perhaps the largest problem with the Atlantic perspective originates in its 

treatment of the indigenous population of North America. Writing in 1992, the year of the 

Columbian quincentenary, Alan Karras defined Atlantic history as a “unit of historical 

analysis, which takes the three broadly defined ‘cultural hearths’— of Amerindians, 

Africans, and Europeans—into account.”
22

 While recognizing that “indigenous peoples 

shaped the course of Atlantic history in the Americas,” Atlanticists, like Karras, often 

cast Native people in outdated roles in their histories, if they discuss them at all.
23

 And if 

they do paint Native Americans into the Atlantic picture, they apply the narrative of 

conquest to Native history with a very broad brush. Paul Cohen explored Native 

American history and Atlantic World history and concluded that the two disciplines, 

though sharing similar chronological origins, developed in dichotomous directions.
24

 

Atlanticists, Cohen argued, look for “the tipping point” in indigenous history, the point in 

time where Native people were displaced from their homelands and conquered by a 

superior European force, leading them to fade into the backdrop of history, while Native 

American historians argue that indigenous societies adapted to societal pressures and 

preserved both their cultural continuity and tribal sovereignty.
25

 While Atlanticists 

perpetuate outdated models of community death and displacement, particularly in the 

North American Northeast, Native American historians counter their arguments with 

study after study showing indigenous cultural unity and perseverance.
26

 Why then, does 

this disconnect between Native American history and the Atlantic World exist? Cohen 

argues that it boils down to historical methodology. Historians who study indigenous 

peoples have had their work informed by the ethnohistoric method, whereas Atlanticists, 

who previously had little exposure to the intricacies of indigenous history, conceptualize 

and frame their work in Euro-centric methodologies.
27

 

 

Ethnohistory, as currently practiced, was borne of the work done by 

anthropologists for the Indian Claims Commission, created by the United States Congress 

in 1946.
28

 Authorities formed the Commission in an attempt to determine whether 

indigenous tribes in the United States had received a fair price for their land at the time of 

its cession to either European settlers or government agents. Native American litigants 

had to prove that their tribes had occupied and had used ceded areas in question at the 

time of their tribal treaty ratification by the US Senate or at the time of the establishment 

of the US itself. Anthropological data describing the current dispositions and practices of 

the tribes proved inadmissible in court.  Justices required historical proof of tribal 

occupation. Anthropologists served as ‘expert’ defense witnesses, trying to prove that 
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tribes had historically occupied the territory under question. To gather such proof, 

anthropologists soon found themselves in the dusty recesses of the archives.
29

 And, 

hence, modern ethnohistory was born. Fledgling ethnohistorians began debating the 

defintion of ethnohistory immediately following its inception.
30

 They believed that 

ethnohistory could be defined as “the use of historical and ethnological methods to gain 

knowledge of the nature and causes of change in culture defined by ethnological concepts 

and categories.” Moreover, it differed from history since its “historical methods and 

materials go beyond the standard use of books and manuscripts. Practitioners recognize 

the utility of maps, music, paintings, photography, folklore, oral tradition, ecology, site 

exploration, archaeological materials, museum collections, enduring customs, language, 

and place names.”
31

 While the discipline of history, as currently practiced, utilizes similar 

evidence, ethnohistory pioneered the interdisciplinary evidentiary base. It also applied the 

anthropological concept of cultural relativism, wherein historians sought to understand 

indigenous beliefs and activities in terms of their own culture, to Native American 

history. 

 

On the surface, the core principles and interdisciplinary approach of ethnohistory 

seems analogous to the directive principles of Atlantic World history, yet the two 

approaches have not even started to reach a synthesis. Ian K. Steele believes that this will 

never happen because Atlanticists write biased imperial narratives and ethnohistorians 

have always proven to be “rightly suspicious” of such things.
32

 Nevertheless, Paul Cohen 

remains hopeful. He argues that not only do Native Americans need to be integrated into 

the Atlantic perspective, but also that Atlanticists must incorporate cultural relativism 

into their work, while ethnohistorians should weave trans-Atlantic linkages into their 

histories.
33

 However, Cohen laments that this will be easier said than done because: 

 

The very sinews of Atlantic history—transatlantic commerce, 

seaborne migration, the circulation of commodities, capital 

flows, colonial settlement, European geo-politics, the African 

slave trade, and the plantation complex—have left little space 

for Amerindians.  The Atlantic narrative has privileged 

maritime mobility and particular kinds of actors who in some 

way had a direct stake in the ocean itself—explorers, 

conquistadors, merchants, colonial settlers, seamen, African 

slaves, and Atlantic diasporas.  Relatively few Amerindians 

ever crossed the Atlantic; few Amerindians took direct part in 

transatlantic commerce; and no transatlantic Amerindian 

diasporas came into being.
34

 

 

Fortunately, Cohen is wrong. Native Americans did cross the Atlantic (and the Pacific) in 

significant numbers; they did participate in transatlantic commerce, both as 

crewmembers and as merchants; and, following the end of the Pequot War and King 

Phillip’s War, an indigenous transatlantic diaspora to the West Indies did occur. But it 

has been maritime historians—not Atlanticists—that have started quietly drawing these 

important connections.
35
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What, then, are the true differences between maritime history and Atlantic World 

history? Both types of history are clearly interdisciplinary, integrating many different 

fields; both have oceans and the human experience around and on oceans as one of their 

primary focuses, and both seek to show how humanity has been connected from one 

continent to another by watery linkages that do not necessarily conform to national 

boundaries. But apart from these similar goals, maritime history and Atlantic world 

history are oceans apart because they take fundamentally different approaches to a similar 

problem. Atlantic world historians write more about the economic and political 

connections of people or commodities around the Atlantic Rim and avoid, or only 

reluctantly discuss, life at sea. Maritime historians, however, immerse themselves in the 

oceans, lakes, and seas, examining how humanity has learned to live, thrive, work, and 

conquer the great waters. It would seem that the difference between Atlantic World 

historians and maritime historians is merely a watery reiteration of the methodological 

differences between political and social historians. 

 

 Can a synthesis of the two fields ever be reached? Or should a synthesis be sought 

at all? Although the organizing principles, or lack of principles, differ, I believe that 

maritime historians and Atlantic world historians can learn from each other and 

strengthen both fields in the process. Maritime historians, as Atlantic world historians 

have done, should spend more time discussing how their chosen field of study should 

define itself. While Atlantic world historians should follow maritime historians lead away 

from the land and bring the ocean and life on it back into their discourse, instead of solely 

viewing it as the wet means to a dry, continental end. Maritime historians and Atlantic 

world historians have a lot to learn from each other, but we can only begin talking to each 

other properly if we both know what we stand for.  
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