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Malcolm Waters has suggested that “globalization [is] the concept….  By which we understand the transition of human society into the third millennium.”  That economic and cultural globalization have eroded the authority of the traditional Nation-State seems all but irrefutable.  Despite this, many disciplines in the humanities continue to structure themselves along national lines.  Further evidence for the continuing power of the nation-state is seemingly all around us, particularly, perhaps, in the example of the United States.  Indeed, almost a decade ago Arjun Appadurai cautioned that “any argument about the emergence of a postnational global order [would] have to engage its greatest apparent falsification, the contemporary United States.”  In this paper, I examine the status of the United States under globalization by mapping a critical topography of the methodological and theoretical orientations of contemporary American Studies.

In this analysis, I take the term postnational to mark a dialectical relation between the national and the extra-or trans-national which does not indicate (solely) a temporal departure from the nation-state as much as it highlights the always already contested nature of national space as cohesive, homogeneous, or unimpeachable.  As such, I argue, the postnational interrogates the hyphen that yokes the national to the state; the postnational stands as a produce of the state but in excess of ordering state formations.  Understood in this way, the postnational also flags a dialectical relation between the nation-state and competing articulations of subject identification.  In this way, I suggest, postnationalsim excavates a critical space within which American Studies is able to operate beyond the horizons of hegemonic nationalism.  As such, Postnational American Studies marks a contemporary field imaginary for the discipline with the potential to resist, subvert, and interrogate the field’s earlier nationalist impulses while continuing to draw on its significant legacies.

