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Selected Key Tropes in Inter-American Studies:
Ways of Looking at Entangled Americas

WILFRIED RAUSSERT

What is termed globalization is the cultural process that
began with the constitution of America and colonial/modern
Eurocentered capitalism as a new global power.

Anibal Quijano, “Coloniality of Power, Eurocentrism,
and Latin America” (2000)

A look at the present and the past reveals that Inter-American Studies today is a
booming field with important predecessors in the 20th century. The field with its focus
on hemispheric Americas has gained new prominence, as global studies and trans-
national studies have moved to the forefront of academic endeavor. Inter-American
Studies have challenged the ways we think about the Americas. It is a fast developing
academic venture visible in the growth of academic centers, graduate and postgraduate
programs as well as associations. In sum, Inter-American Studies conceptualize the
Americas as hemispheric, connected, historically, and culturally entangled, and mutu-
ally dependent. More explicitly, it explores the ways in which places, regions, com-
munities, and nations in the Americas are embedded in a larger picture of global
(Transpacific and Transatlantic) processes of trade, exchange, and politics through an
inter-American lens that highlights itineraries, flows, practices, productions, and
hierarchies, as they emerge within the Americas. The ways in which societies develop,
pueblos, cities change and cultural productions take new turns, depend on the ex-
change between North and South, between the different Caribbean islands and their
links to the rest of the Americas, and on relations and differences along the South-
South and North-North divisions in the hemisphere. In its spatial orientation, Inter-
American Studies envision a post-territorial understanding of area(s) and share what
John Carlos Rowe points out in reference to the inherent problem with ‘area’ as a
structural, geographical, or conceptual unit:
We must begin to think less in terms of the pertinent “rims”—Pacific, North Atlantic,
mid-Atlantic, Caribbean—and more in terms of certain ‘flows’ describing the terrestrial,
maritime, modern avian, and postmodern transits of outer (military and communication
satellites) and inner (bodily prostheses and virtual realities) spaces. (Rowe 327)

The flows that Rowe refers to are bound to be explored in a diachronic and synchronic
fashion. With an intensified focus on the ‘inter’ within the Americas, more dialogical
paradigms are bound to emerge to add ‘optional’ narratives to Atlantic as well as Pa-
cific studies approaches to the Americas. One may add here that the focus on ‘inter’
within the Americas also provides a positive response to Winfried Fluck’s concern,
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that we should be careful not to risk “dissolving America” as emptied signifier in glob-
al studies approaches (Fluck 30). On the contrary, inter-American paradigms help
reveal the plurality and complexity within “America” and pushes America in its plural
version at the forefront of scholarly investigation.

With its critical positioning at the crossroads of cultural studies and area studies,
the field directs further the postcolonial, postnational, and cross-border turns in studies
of the Americas toward a model of horizontal dialogue between area studies, their
related cultures as well as disciplines such as Latin American Studies, Caribbean Stud-
ies, American Studies, and the Study of Canada through which they are studied. In the
process of unfolding a matrix for a critical epistemology of Inter-American Studies,
metaphors such as flows, itineraries, border, and entanglement move to the fore-
ground. Inter-American scholarship directs its focus to multi-layered connections,
multidirectional flows, conflicted and overlapping geopolitical imaginaries and com-
plex entanglements within the Americas. It rethinks spatial configurations that have
functioned as basis for framing areas studies in earlier decades also along temporal
paradigms. This includes the acknowledgement of simultaneity as well as the con-
flictive presence of linear versus non-linear time concepts as part of colonial and neo-
colonial encounters. Likewise, it aims at a critical knowledge production that revises
master narratives, canon-making, museolog(ies) from the vista of inter-American
relations. In a broader sense the project inscribes itself in a larger endeavor to de-
colonize concepts, perspectives on, and approaches to the Americas. A focus on inter-
American connectedness opens venues to look anew at the related histories, cultural
productions, and thought systems of indigenous, Afro Caribbean, African American,
and Afro Latina and diaspora cultures. This critical gaze looks beyond the Global
North-Global South divide and the Old World-New World axis and, thus, provides
alternative and additional insights into the Americas as to regionally and nationally
framed, or globally oriented transatlantic and transpacific studies of the Americas.

The dialogical paradigm that underlies any sincere inter-American scholarship
makes clear that no single scholarly positioning can capture the complexity of inter-
American connectivity. This is what Inter-American Studies share with Global Stud-
ies: A necessity to negotiate multiple and at times conflictive paradigms to tackle its
objects of investigation. In a by now famous quote, Fredric Jameson has called global-
ization an “untotalizable totality” (Jameson xii). Similarly, the interconnectedness of
the Americas in its totality escapes our comprehension. At the same time it helps us
focus on what connects and what divides outside closed concepts of place, city, terri-
tory, reservation, and nation. Let us presume that the prefix ‘inter’ refers to an un-
defined relationship to America/América and between the Americas. As Ana Luz
explains:

[Inter- is] a prefix that means overlapping, concurrence, layers of interaction, juxta-

positions, connectivity. It is not synthesizing two or more into one and it is not simply

mixing approaches or terminologies between areas studies and disciplines ... It is to

cross lines between, it is to express the lines of transition, it is to express multidimen-
sional connectedness and multidirectional flows. (Luz 146)





