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SEA AND OCEAN BASINS AS FRAMEWORKS
OF HISTORICALANALYSIS
JERRYH. BENTLEY
Since the mid-nineteenth century,historians have taken national states as the
principalfocus of their scholarship.Sincethe mid-twentieth century,they haveincreasingly
recognizedthe importanceof large-scalehistoricalprocessesthat transcendthe boundaries
of national states,and they have identifiedlarge-scalezones of interactionthat help to bring
these processesinto clear focus. Sea and ocean basins show considerablepromise as frameworks for the analysisof some historicalprocesses.Theywould not servewell as the absolute
or definitive categoriesof historicalanalysisbecausetheir contours and characteristicshave
changed dramaticallyover time with shifting relationshipsbetween bodies of water and
masses of land. But they areespeciallyuseful for bringingfocus to processesof commercial,
biological, and cultural exchange, which have profoundly influenced the development of
both individual societies and the world as a whole. Keywords:
economicintegration,historical
analysis,maritimeregions,oceanbasins,sea basins,social integration.
ABSTRACT.

'For more than a century European and Euro-American scholars have treated history as a property belonging almost exclusively to national states. Leopold von Ranke
and his followers lived in an era of dynamic state building, and they focused their
scholarly attention on the institutions, constitutions, foreign policies, and political
experiences of national communities. Even though more recent scholars have
broadened the scope of historical analysis to include social, economic, and cultural
themes, they have most commonly placed their studies in the framework of national
communities. By the early twentieth century, scholars in China, India, and other
lands had begun to adopt the European and Euro-American view of history as the
property of coherent national communities in the analysis of their own historical experiences (Duara 1995).
Since World War II historians and other scholars have become increasingly aware
that the focus on national communities distracts attention from large-scale processes
that have deeply influenced both the experiences of individual societies and the development of the world as a whole. In combination, mass migrations, campaigns of
imperial expansion, cross-cultural trade, biological exchanges, transfers of technology, and cultural exchanges have left quite a mark on the world's past. Adequate study
of these processes requires historians to recognize analytical categories much larger
than national communities, and a growing body of scholarly literature demonstrates
the usefulness of such large-scale approaches to the past (Bentley 1996b). The recognition of large-scale economic regions, for example, has been a foundation for the investigation of cross-cultural trade and the formation of world systems (Wallerstein
1974-1989; Curtin 1984). Similarly, the recognition of large-scale ecological zones has
underwritten influential studies of biological diffusions and their consequences
(Crosby 1972;McNeill 1976;Crosby 1986). Though less developed as an approach, the
*'
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analysisof large-scaleculturalcommunitiesalso showspromisefor purposesof understanding processes of cultural exchange (Bentley 1993;Voll 1994).

On the next-to-last page of their criticallook at conventionalmetageography,
MartinW. Lewisand KarenE. Wigen raisedthe possibilitythat "maritimeregions"
and "communitiesorientedaroundthe world'smajorseas"might serveas alternatives to national states and the various other terrestrialconstructs that scholars,
public officials,and the generalpublic havetraditionallytakenas naturalor coherent world regions (Lewis and Wigen 1997, 204). This suggestion was not entirely

new: It came almost fifty yearsafterthe originalpublicationof FernandBraudel's
analysis of the Mediterranean basin (Braudel 1949, 1972). Braudel's vision of the sea

as an avenueof integrationhas had considerableinfluenceon historicalscholarship
and has inspiredothersea-basedstudies,suchasthose of K.N. Chaudhurion the Indian Ocean basin (1985), Anthony Reid on island southeast Asia (1988-1993), and

Philip D. Curtinon the AtlanticOceanbasin (1998). But it has not prompteda generalreconceptionof socialspaceor historicalgeography,so an effortto provokefurther discussion seems very much in order.Moreover,the suggestion of Lewisand
Wigen arisesin the context of contemporaryinstability,as establishedgeopolitical
blocs dissolve,new formationsemerge,and globalinteractionsundermineeven the
world'sfundamentalunit of politicalorganization,the nationalstate.Freshconceptions of social spaceand historicalgeographymaywell improveon receivedcategories in reflectingthe dynamicsthat have shapedthe world'sdevelopment.
Grantingthat receivedconstructssuch as continents,civilizations,areas (as in
"areastudies"),and even nations are exceedinglyproblematic(Rafael1994;Duara
1995; Palat 1996; Lewis and Wigen 1997;Wallerstein 1997;Cumings 1998), can alter-

nativeconstructsorganizedaroundsea or oceanbasinsserveas more usefulcategories for purposes of conceptualizing the world and understandingits historical
dynamics?Scholarsat Duke Universityhavelauncheda genuinelyexciting project
entitled "OceansConnect:Culture,Capital,and Commodity Flows acrossBasins"
to explore alternativesto traditionalgeographicalconceptions and conventional
frameworksof historicalanalysisby focusingon interactionsacrossthe world'smajor bodies of water and integrationaroundsea and ocean basins.The Web site for
this initiative, [http://www.duke.edu/web/oceans/],highlights"trans-oceanicrelationships and exchanges"in explainingits approach,andthe OceansConnectsubtitle specifies"culture,capital,and commodity flows"as majorthemes of the project.
This approachhas strongpotentialto dissolveartificialand sometimes absurddistinctions among supposedly coherent and ostensibly distinct regions (Europeor
Asia) by drawing attention to systematic and long-term interactions conducted
acrossbodies of water (the MediterraneanSeaor the BlackSea).Attentionto maritime regions is a welcome developmentbecause it helps bring focus to historical
processesof commercial,biological,and culturalexchangethat other geographical
constructs often obscure (Bentley 1996a, 1998).

Yeteffortsto view the worldthroughthe optic of seaand oceanbasinsmust consider problems inherent to the projectas well as limitations to its usefulness.The
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contours and characteristicsof maritime regions sometimes change dramatically
with shifting relationshipsbetween bodies of water and masses of land. Thus sea
and ocean basins come into clearfocus as units of analysisto the extent that human
societies engagein interactionsacrossbodies of water,and they become a less useful
focus as societies pursue their intereststhrough other spaces. From the sixteenth
through the eighteenth centuries, for example, the Atlantic Ocean basin was a
tightly integratedzone of communicationand exchange,as triangulartradeslinked
societies and economies in Europe,Africa,North America,South America,and the
Caribbean.During the nineteenth century,however, after the abolition of slave
trading and the establishmentof independentsocieties throughout the Americas,
Europeanpeoples increasinglypursued mercantileand colonial interestsin Asian
and Africanlands, while Euro-Americanpeoples turned their attention to the development of interior continental regions. Interactionsacrossthe Atlantic Ocean
did not come to an end by anymeans,but they did not influencethe developmentof
European,African, and American societies as deeply as they had in the previous
three centuries (Karras 1992;McNeill 1992). Given the constantly changing relation-

ships between bodies of waterand massesof land, therecan be no question of reifying maritimeregionsinto permanentandstableunits of historicaland geographical
analysis.
Likeother approaches,maritimeanalysesarealso susceptibleto partialandpartisan uses. Braudelhimself undertookhis famousstudypartlyout of regionalpride,
seeking to counterbalancescholarlyassumptionsthat in the sixteenth centurythe
Mediterranean was becoming a backwater to the Atlantic (1949, 1972). Recent stud-

ies on the Atlantic Ocean basin also indulge in partial analyses.Paul Gilroy has
offered a penetratingstudy of the Africandiasporaunder the rubricof the "Black
Atlantic"(1993),which in fact in Gilroy'streatmenttakesthe form of a blackAnglophone Atlanticthat does not considerthe quite differentexperiencesof blackLusophone, Francophone,and Hispanophone communities. Meanwhile,historians of
"GreaterBritain"and Europeanexpansionposit a de factowhiteAtlanticthatbrings
British imperialismand migration into clearfocus but makeslittle or no place for
peoples of Americanor Africanancestry(for only a few prominentexamplesof this
body of scholarship, see Bailyn 1986a, 1986b, 1996; Canny 1994; Armitage 1999; Po-

cock 1999).The point hereis not thatpartialperspectivesareuseless:Tothe contrary,
they havegood potentialto castimportantissuesin high relief.Byindulgingthe particular interests and concerns of specific ethnic or racialidentities, however,they
also occlude the largerhistoricaldynamicsthat arisefrom interactionsamong peoples of differentsocieties.
While recognizing the difficultiesposed by these analyticaland interpretative
snares, I concentratehere on severalother problems:the temporalboundaries of
large-scale maritime regions, their spatial boundaries, and the relationships of
maritime regions both to each other and to the largerworld. These problems are
thorny and would probablystymie anyeffortto makesea and ocean basinsthe fundamentalcategoriesof historicaland geographicalanalysis.In fairness,it should be
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pointed out that no one has called for a totalizing metageography based on maritime
regions: It would be pointless to do away with the myths of continents, civilizations,
areas, and national states only to replace them with an equally misleading myth of
sea and ocean basins. But even if there is no effort to make sea and ocean basins a
holy grail of historical and geographical analysis, any project to construct maritime
regions needs to devote careful consideration to the relationships between individual regions and the larger world.
One issue that calls for attention has to do with the temporal boundaries of sea
and ocean basins. At what point would it be reasonable to posit meaningful integration of "maritime regions" and "communities oriented around the world's major
seas" (Lewis and Wigen 1997, 204)? There is abundant evidence that humans plied
the world's waters at early dates and initiated exchanges that shaped the societies of
all peoples linked. Analysis of stone tools on Flores Island (Indonesia) strongly suggests that Homo erectus used watercraft as early as 800,000 to 900,000 years ago
(Morwood and others 1998), although, admittedly, large-scale trade, migration, and
interaction did not begin until much later. Archaeological evidence shows that during the third and second millennia B.C.E., trade passed regularly between the Indus
River Valley and Mesopotamia, some of it probably through the Arabian Sea (Ratnagar 1981).The eastern Mediterranean was a busy avenue of trade from the third millennium B.C.E. (Casson 1991), and commercial records report a fleet of forty ships
transporting cedar logs from Lebanon to Egypt about 2600 B.C.E. (Rowlands,
C.E., Austronesian
Larsen, and Kristiansen 1987). Between 1500 B.C.E. and ooo1000

sea-

farers undertook a remarkable series of voyages and migrations that enabled them
to establish communities from Rapa Nui (Easter Island) to Madagascar. Captain
James Cook called their Polynesian descendants "the most extensive nation on
earth," and Cook did not even know about the Polynesians' cousins in Madagascar
(Lewthwaite 1967; Bellwood 1987; Finney 1994b).
Do early migrations and trade warrant the establishment of sea and ocean basins
as categories of historical analysis for ancient times? The issue hinges on the degree
of social and economic integration between human communities over the waters.
"Integration" is a frequently invoked but particularly loose and undertheorized concept. There is no conventional standard, such as the Richter scale or Moh's scale of
hardness, by which to measure social and economic integration, even on a relative
rather than absolute basis. Yet the major themes of the Oceans Connect project"trans-oceanic relationships and exchanges" and "culture, capital, and commodity
flows across basins"-presume some degree of social and economic integration. In
the interests of forging a rough working tool-if not a proper standard-it may be
useful to think of integration as a historical process that unfolds when cross-cultural
interactions bring about a division of labor between and among interacting societies
or when they facilitate commercial, biological, or cultural exchanges between and
among interacting societies on a regular and systematic basis.
Undoubtedly, some early maritime interactions had extensive repercussions
that fueled processes of incipient integration. In the Mediterranean basin, for exam-
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pie, Phoenician, Greek,and Roman merchantssuccessivelyorganizeddistribution
and exchangenetworksthatencouragedthe buildingof statesand the division of labor long before Braudel's age of Philip II (Cunliffe 1988; Casson 1991;Aubet 1993;
Sherratt 1993a, 1993b). Similar processes of incipient integration may be datable to

the late centuriesB.C.E. in the South ChinaSea (Wang1958)and to the seventhcentury C.E. for the larger Indian Ocean basin (Chaudhuri 1985; Hall 1985; Hourani
1995).

In the Atlanticand Pacificbasins,however,it is muchless convincingto posit any
significantdegree of social and economic integrationbefore the sixteenth century
C.E. Despite spiritedargumentsthatwestAfricanmarinerstraveledfrequentlyto the
pre-ColumbianAmericas(VanSertima1976),it seemslikelythat the only recurrent
transatlanticvoyagingbefore 1492was that of Scandinavianmarinersand perhaps
Europeanfishermen, and whatevercontacts they produced did not generatesustained interactions(Phillips1988,164-184). Sporadicencountersundoubtedlytook
place,but they did not resultin a division of labor,nor did they lead to regularcommercial,biological, and culturalexchanges.Thus,by the guidelinesuggestedabove,
the Atlantic Ocean basin began to move toward social and economic integration
only in the sixteenth century.
The PacificOceanbasin was the site of frequentinteractionwell beforemodern
times-much more so than was the Atlantic-although my sense is that the Pacific
also did not experiencesocial and economic integrationuntil modern times. Austronesian mariners populated almost all of the habitable islands of the Pacific
Ocean,and in most of them they introduceda distinctivecomplexof food cropsand
domesticated animals, including taro, yams, bananas,breadfruit,dogs, pigs, and
chickens (Bellwood 1987).Moreover,their descendants,conventionallyreferredto
as Polynesians,Micronesians,and Melanesians,interactedboth among themselves
and with peoples in eastAsia,southeastAsia,andSouthAmerica.IslandersfromSamoa, Tonga,and Fiji traded,intermarried,visited, allied, and fought with one another for centuries before European mariners ventured into the Pacific Ocean.
Some Micronesian and Melanesianpeoples traded frequentlyand perhaps even
regularlywith merchants from Malaya,Indonesia, the Philippines,Taiwan,Okinawa, the Ryukyu Islands, and possibly Japanas well (Lewthwaite1967).On the
other side of the ocean, inhabitantsof RapaNui had at least sporadiccontactswith
the peoples of coastal South America,especiallyPeru.Betweenabout 400 and 700
C.E.-long before most scholarswould recognizean integratedPacificOcean basin
-sweet potatoes reached the Pacificislands from South America.Sweet potatoes
quickly spreadthroughout Polynesiaand beyond to New Caledoniaand Vanuatu.
They found a place in diets throughout the Pacificislands,and they were crucially
importantto the Maoripopulation of New Zealand,wherethe staplecropsof tropical Polynesiadid not flourish (Yen1974).In spite of these transoceanicinteractions,
however,it would be prematureto speakof an integratedPacificOceanbasinbefore
modern times. Though frequent,earlyinteractionstheredid not generatea division
of labor,and outside the centralPacific(embracingthe Samoan,Tongan,and Fijian
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archipelagoes)long-distance transactionstook place mostly through down-theline networks ratherthan direct interactionsthat might have facilitatedcommercial, biological, and culturalexchangeson a regularand systematicbasis.
Thus, for the Atlanticand Pacificregions,thoroughgoingsocial and economic
integrationis a processof modern times. By the late sixteenthcenturySpanishand
other Europeanmarinerswerebeginningto establishdirectconnectionsamong the
subregionsof both the Atlanticand PacificOcean basins.By the mid-seventeenth
century triangular trades were linking the fortunes of Europe, Africa, and the
Americas, and the Manila galleons had forged a slenderbut significantbond between the economies of SpanishAmericaand east Asia.By the nineteenth century
whaling, plantation agriculture,and tradein sandalwood,sea slugs, and labor had
broughtalmostallof the PacificislandsandAustraliainto alargeroceaniceconomy.
Forscholarswho dealwith the period afterthe sixteenthcentury,however,when
both the Atlantic and PacificOcean basins were showing clear signs of social and
economic integration,the problem of temporalboundariesfadesbefore the problem of spatial boundaries. Likethe issue of temporalboundaries,the question of
spatialboundariesposes difficultiesfor effortsto view the world primarilythrough
the lens of sea and ocean basins.Overlapbetweenmaritimeregionswas alreadyan
old storyby the sixteenthcentury:Hellenisticmarinersspilledout of the Mediterranean into the Indian Oceanby the thirdcenturyB.C.E.; and, accordingto Strabo,in
the earlyfirstcenturyC.E.as manyas 120 ships a yeardepartedRomanEgyptfor India (Miller 1969; Casson 1989; Begley and De Puma 1991;Casson 1991).Another old

storywas the organizationof largemaritimeregionsinto subdivisionsthat allowed
marinersto takebest advantageof winds, currents,and climaticconditions. By the
eleventh century merchantswere organizingmaritime trade in the largerIndian
Oceanbasin aroundthreecoherentsubregions-the ArabianSea,the Bayof Bengal,
and the China seas (Chaudhuri 1985;Abu-Lughod 1989).

But afterthe sixteenthcenturyglobal interactionsincreasinglyunderminedthe
coherence of distinct maritimeregions,makingthe problemof spatialboundaries
much more acute.J.H. Parryresolvedthis problemby enlargingthe writ of Europe:
"Allthe seasof the world areone,"he declared,and in his treatmentEuropeanmarinersmergedthem all into a globalEuropeanlake(Parry1981,xi). Withoutendorsing
Parry'sEurocentrism,I agreethat the opening of the world'swatersand the globalization of exchange afterthe sixteenth century complicatesefforts to construe the
world in termsof distinctivesea and oceanbasins:To some extent,maritimehistory
after the sixteenth century resolves into global history. Recent researchon silver
flows highlights the significance of interoceanic exchange in the early modern
world. Dennis O. Flynn and Arturo Giraldez have argued that the amount of
Spanish-Americansilvertransportedby galleon from Acapulcoto Manilaroughly
equaledthat shipped acrossthe Atlanticand throughthe IndianOcean,while even
largerquantitiestraveledoverlandfrom Europeto points east (Flynnand Giraldez
1994, 1995a, 1995b). A large but indeterminate percentage of world silver mined between 1500and 1800 flowed ultimatelyto Chinain exchangefor silk,porcelain,and
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lacquerwarethat made its way to Europeand the Americasas well as to lands of the
Indian Ocean basin (Bjork1998;Frank1998).In this light, the earlymodern world
was not so much a collection of distinct,bounded sea and ocean basinsas the site of
intricateemergingnetworksof global communicationand exchange.Indeed,from
this point of view, effortsto constructdistinctsea and ocean basinsas the principal
geographicalunits of modern historymayeven appearto vergeon a functionalreinscription of the myth of continents, by which the Atlanticworld signifies greater
Europe,the IndianOceanbasin representsgreaterAsia,and the Pacificbasin figures
as the exotic playgroundof intrepidEuropeanexplorersand whalersdisplacedby
Euro-Americanand east Asian capitalists.
Although they would be awkwardas the fundamentalcategoriesof historical
and geographicalanalysis,maritimeregionsneverthelesshavetremendousvalue as
constructs that bring large-scalehistorical processes into clear focus. Alternative
frameworks,including continents,civilizations,areas,and most especiallynational
states,have structuredconceptions of the world so thoroughlythat scholarsgenerallydo not even recognizethe depth of theirinfluence.Butthese receivedconstructs
make limited provision for processes of commercial,biological, and cultural exchangethat haveprofoundlyinfluencedthe developmentof human societies-or at
least scholarswho employ these frameworkshavenot usuallypreferredto examine
processes of exchange. Sea and ocean basins, however,have figuredhistoricallyas
some of the principalavenuesof commercial,biological,and culturalexchanges,so
judicious deploymentof maritimecategorieshas strongpotentialto highlightthese
processesand their effects (Finney1994a).Maritimeoptics bring focus to processes
such as the Columbian exchange (Crosby 1972; McNeill 1994), the Atlantic slave
trade (Conniff and Davis 1994; Thornton 1998), the organization of plantation so-

cieties in the Americasand Oceania (Curtin1998),the formationof diasporacommunities (Gilroy1993),migrationsof Europeanpeoples to the Americasand other
temperateregions (Crosby1986),indentured-labormigrationsof mostlyAsianpeoples to the Americasand to tropicalregionsaroundthe world (Emmer1986;Emmer
and Morner 1992;Northrup 1995), and the construction of global networks of trade,

communication, and exchange (Frank1998).
Furthermore,sea and ocean basinssometimesserveas a contextin which the experiences of local maritime regions take on greaterclarityor deeper significance.
James FrancisWarren'sanalysis of the Sulu sultanate illustratesthis point (1981,
1998).During the eighteenthand nineteenthcenturiesthe SuluSeawasa bufferzone
between the Dutch-dominated waters of Indonesia and the Spanish sphere of
influence in the Philippines.Warrentracescurrentsfrom severaldifferentwatersin
showing how Taosugmarinersbuilt and maintaineda maritimebufferstate based
on trade and slave raiding until Spanishnaval campaigns,Britishsteamships,and
Chinese migration transformedthe conditions that enabledthe sultanateto flourish. Seaand ocean basinswould also makeappropriatecontextsforthe studyof local
maritime regions in the Baltic,the Mediterranean,the BlackSea,the Caribbean,the
China seas, the Indian Ocean, and other waters.
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If areastudies offereda vision of the world that reflectedthe political,military,
and economic concerns of the cold war era, as many critics have charged,studies
that revolve around maritime regions and emphasize processes of exchange no
doubt mirroran eraof globalization.Accordingly,analysesthatfocus on the historical experiencesof sea and oceanbasinshavethe potentialto serveaslegitimizinggenealogies of contemporary globalization. Some scholars may well exploit this
potential and make studies of historicalglobalizationthe handmaidento an ideology of globalism that endorses or promotes the contemporarycapitaliststyle of
globalization.That, however,is clearlynot the only option availableto students of
maritime regions.If large-scaleprocessesand cross-culturalinteractionshavelong
been importantingredientsin the developmentof humansocieties,they aresusceptible to analysisand critiqueas globalrealitiesthatconstitutea partof the longerhistorical context of contemporaryglobalization.
Perhapsthe challengefor studiesof sea and ocean basinsis to probethe connections and dynamicsfuelingprocessesof integrationin individualmaritimeregions
without losing sight either of local experiencesor of the global interactionsthat
sometimes conditioned the experiencesof the regionsthemselves.Afterall, history
unfolds on differentlevels-local, regional,continental,hemispheric,oceanic, and
global-and processes of integrationand differentiationmaintain a tension at all
levels. In the lack of stable,nailed-downcategoriescapableof supportinghistorical
and geographicalanalysisat all times and places,sea and oceanbasinsofferparticularlyuseful alternativesto earlierconstructsbecauseof theircapacityto bring focus
to so many large-scaleprocessesof social and economic integration.
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