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On October 17th, 2005, comedian Steven Colbert introduced to America the 
concept of “truthiness”: the quality of feeling that something is true without any 
need to resort to facts or evidence. As he later explained, the intention of the term 
was to highlight a malaise he feels is endemic in America today: 
 

Truthiness is tearing apart our country…. [I]t doesn't seem to matter what 
facts are. It used to be, everyone was entitled to their own opinion, but not 
their own facts. But that's not the case anymore. Facts matter not at all. 
Perception is everything. It's certainty.1 

 
“Truthiness” resonated with the authors of the articles collected in this 

journal. As students in my advanced undergraduate seminar, they found 
themselves grappling with some of the most important debates in the field of 
global history: the causes of the industria l revolution, the question of European 
exceptionalism, the nature of the slave trade, and many more. If there were so 
many debates, was it enough to simply present both sides? If not, how should one 
decide which was closer to the truth?  

A student mentioned the concept of “truthiness,” and we located Colbert’s 
original clip on YouTube. We watched and laughed, but the video struck a chord. 
Colbert’s satire suggested that it is not enough to “feel the truth in our gut” or to 
simply present two sides of a debate and leave it at that. It is our duty as informed 
citizens to do our best to sift through the data we have and make conclusions based 
on logic and evidence.  

So we are proud to dedicate this first volume of Emory Endeavors in Global 
History to the concept of “truthiness,” and to the concept’s progenitor, Steven 
Colbert. We suspect he wil l be proud to receive the honor, for, as he recently wrote 
to the Associated Press, upon hearing the word “truthiness” had been chosen as 
Merriam-Webster’s 2006 word of the year, “Though I'm no fan of reference books 
and their fact-based agendas, I am a fan of anyone who chooses to honor me."2  

I’m happy to report that a l l the articles in this volume are also part of 
the “fact based agenda.” They range in topic from the h istory of chocolate to the 
Rwandan Genocide, but they al l have in common a respect for evidence and logic, 
and a commitment to the practice of historical research. They are, to my mind, 
models of undergraduate scholarship. So, without further ado, let me introduce 
each of them briefly, in the order of their appearance in the journal.  

                                                
1  Interview with Steven Colbert, 25 January 2006, The AV Club, Published by the Onion, 

http://www.avclub.com/content/node/44705, retrieved on 9 December 2006. 
2  “'Truthiness' Is the Word of the Year,” CNN.com, 9 December 2006, 

http://edition.cnn.com/2006/SHOWBIZ/TV/12/09/word.year.ap/, retrieved 9 December 2006. 



Joseph Onorati’s article is focused not on history itself , but on a central 
problem to global historians: how do we compare the economies of “primitive 
peoples” to those of advanced market-based societies such as the United States? 
He focuses on a key debate in economic anthropology: the substantivist-formalist 
debate. The formalists are the classic Smithians, who argue that the laws of 
economics can be derived from the supposition that economic actors are rational 
individuals who seek to maximize uti l i ty. They are the proponents of the idea of 
homo economicus, or economic man. The substantivists, on the other hand, argue 
that where there are no formal markets, there is no homo economicus. In simple 
societies, such as foragers or early agriculturists, there is no economic decision 
making: decisions are based not on individual self- interest but are instead 
influenced by the structures of society in which the individual finds himself 
embedded: kin networks, agnatic structures, and the like. Onorati sensitively 
evaluates both sides of the debate before ultimately rejecting the substantivist 
school and arguing – quite persuasively, it seems to me – that economic man 
prevails even in simple societies.  

Meghan Weddle’s fascinating article on the African kingdom of Dahomey 
focuses on a key moment of the kingdom’s history. Before the nineteenth century, 
Dahomey’s royal government drew its revenues from the slave trade, buying 
slaves in inland Africa, or, more frequently, taking captives in mili tary clashes 
and then sell ing them to European slave traders. In the course of the 1800s, 
however, the abolition of the slave trade removed this source of income, and the 
kingdom had to find other sources of revenue. The one i t found was palm oil. But 
the production of palm oil was quite different from that of slaves, and Ms Weddle 
does a masterful job of analyzing the ramif ications of the transition, deftly 
engaging the historiographical debates and concluding that there was indeed a 
“crisis of adaptation” in the Dahomey Kingdom, with deep consequences for 
Dahomey and its people. 

Jovonna Rodriquez’s contribution focuses on the issue of AIDS in Zimbabwe, 
asking the question, Why have HIV prevention and AIDS treatment fared so 
poorly in this African country? She analyzes the various factors that hinder 
AIDS awareness and treatment, treating sexuality, the issue of polygamy, and, 
perhaps most importantly, the atti tudes of Zimbabwe’s Prime Minister, Robert 
Mugabe, whose dilatory approach to AIDS has significantly slowed its 
prevention.  

Moise Jean’s excellent article asks the question: What caused the 
Rwandan Genocide? Why in the spring of 1994 did members of Rwanda’s main 
ethnic group, the Hutus, begin systematically kil l ing Tutsis (and some other 
Hutus)? He explores two approaches to the issue: the symbolist approach, which 
pins ethnic violence on culture; and the rational choice approach, which holds 
that ethnic violence is stirred up by eli tes as an attempt to maintain power. Moise 
favors the latter approach, carefully analyzing the economic and politica l roots 
of the confl ict. To be sure, its roots are deep, and he does not discount cultural 
factors, such as the creation myths of the Hutus and Tutsis, which justify each 
groups cla ims to precedence. But he feels that recent history is more important, 
and he shows convincingly that the decline of Rwanda’s economy in the 1970s and 
1980s, as well as the policies of its government, are the most important factors to 
take into account.  



Ian Deeks’s impressive piece looks at Jews in the Chinese seaport of 
Shanghai. Although the city was known for gambling and secret societies, 
perceived as a small international world of sin in a rapidly changing China, 
during the Second World War, it was one of the few places in the world that 
European Jews could go without a visa. The USA and other countries turned away 
thousands of Jews, forcing them to return to Germany and the gas chamber, but 
Shanghai became home to tens of thousands of Jewish refugees. Deeks asks why it 
was that the Jews were so welcome in Shanghai. His answer lies in the images of 
Jews in Chinese and Japanese culture. The Chinese and Japanese, l ike the 
Europeans and Americans, had stereotypes of the Jews, and these stereotypes were 
strikingly similar: in both East Asia and western culture, Jews were seen as good 
with money, as controll ing the global economy. But whereas in Europe these views 
were negatively tinged, in East Asia they were positively tinged. Both the 
Chinese and the Japanese felt that the Jews’ supposed connection to international 
financial circles might help them in their attempts at modernization and at 
catching up with an industria l ized west.  

Jackie Steinberg’s outstanding contribution looks at Jews on the other side 
of the world: Cuba. Why, she asks, did Jews leave Cuba in droves after Castro’s 
revolution? Was it because Castro’s ideology was anti-Jewish? Was it because the 
Jews had a natural preference for living under capita l ism? Steinberg’s rejects both 
interpretations and argues along more interesting lines. Drawn to Cuba in the 
nineteenth and especia l ly twentieth centuries, Cuba’s Jews found in the island a 
place amenable to business and entrepreneurship. Most of them had come from 
Europe, where, having been barred from participation in many parts of the 
economy, they had made their l ivelihood by means of entrepreneurship. They 
had thus developed cultural patterns of adaptation and a focus on economic self 
sufficiency, taking advantage of market opportunities. Castro’s ideology was not 
anti-Semitic. On the contrary, as Steinberg points out, Castro himself proudly 
admitted his Jewish heritage. But his socia l ist reforms removed the possibil i ty of 
economic independence for the Jews of Cuba, who, preferring freedom, left. 

Brendan Dolan’s superb article gives us a different perspective on Cuba. 
He focuses on Cuba’s fascinating and il luminating “Special Period,” the time after 
the collapse of the Soviet Union when the Cuban government had to find ways to 
cope with the sudden removal of subsidies from the USSR. The Castro regime 
undertook a variety of measures that smacked of capita l ism: dollarization, the 
legalization of small businesses, and marketization. Dolan analyzes these 
measures and assesses their effects upon Cuban society, contrasting them with 
Castro’s socia l ist ideology. His conclusion is significant: Cubans of al l stripes 
preferred the market-based policies, and their experience during the Special 
Period has paved the way for a possible wholesale return to market principles, 
possibly under Castro’s brother and successor, Raul Castro. 

Why are Venezuelans resistant to authority? Why does Venezuela have 
such an unstable political system, marked by coups and regime changes? Perhaps, 
as author Laura Kim suggests, the answers are to be found in the history of 
chocolate. In the 1600s and early 1700s, Venezuela was largely neglected by its 
colonial overlord, the Spanish crown. So its inhabitants traded their fine cacao 
beans to the Dutch and English, in clear contravention to Spanish laws. In the mid 
1700s, the Spanish cracked down on this smuggling by setting up a crown-



sanctioned monopoly company. But the company’s draconian policies prompted a 
rebell ion, led by a local chocolate baron, an event of great signif icance in 
Venezuela’s history. These experiences – on the one hand a tradition of ignoring 
crown laws to trade freely, and on the other an outright rebell ion against Spanish 
power – may have contributed in some way to Venezuelan national identity today. 
Thus, the chocolate may be viewed as the sweet, sticky source of Venezuelan 
national identity. 

Calley Hart’s compell ing and well-written article focuses on interactions 
between the Spanish and the indigenous peoples of Alta California during the 
1700 and 1800s. The main instrument of Spanish penetration was the mission 
system, which the Spanish crown encouraged in an attempt to extend Spanish 
sovereignty over California to foresta l l Russian and English domination of the 
region. The missionaries may have had good intentions, but as Ms Hart 
convincingly shows, the mission system was a disaster for the varied native 
peoples that were brought into it. Nor can the social and demographic collapse be 
attributed just to the Old World pathogens that the missionaries unwittingly 
brought with them. It is also to be attributed to the missionaries’ policies of 
conversion, housing, and agricultural tutelage. 

Scott Rosenberg’s outstanding article focuses on the USA’s invasion of 
Panama in 1989, placing it in the context of America’s long history of engagement 
with Latin America. President George H. W. Bush justif ied his intervention by 
declaring that the USA was acting to preserve Panamanian democracy and combat 
drug traff icking. Yet why did the invasion occur in 1989, when the US had known 
of Noriega’s drug connections and his repudiation of democratic principles long 
before? Rosenberg’s argument is persuasive: the USA was content to tolerate 
Noriega despite his drug trading and antidemocratic sentiments so long as he was 
compliant with US interests. Once he proved himself to be dangerously 
independent, the US made the decision to invade. But Rosenberg’s conclusions go 
beyond the invasion of Panama itself. He has much to say about the threshold for 
US intervention in general, and his musings are important for those who wish to 
consider the 2003 invasion of Iraq and the possibil i ty of future US involvement 
overseas.  

Colin Watterson examines one of the classic questions in global history: 
How did Englad, a small island nation from the fringes of Eurasia, come to control 
the Indian subcontinent, one of the wealthiest, most advanced, and largest areas 
of Asia? His supple article rejects monocausal explanations, instead basing his 
argument on a variety of factors: the decline of the Mughal Empire, the 
superiority of British naval and land warfare, and, most importantly, decisions 
made by the historical actors themselves, whether Indians, British, or other 
Europeans.  

Phil ip Goo’s inspiring article focuses on decline: America’s decline. His 
take off point is a discussion of two important works of global history: Kenneth 
Pomeranz’s Great Divergence, and Margaret Jacob’s Scientif ic Culture and the 
Making of the Industria l West. Both of these try to answer the question: why was 
England the first country to experience a take-off into sustained industria l 
growth? Their answers are different, but Goo shows how both shed light on 
America’s current predicaments. He argues persuasively that we may be at the 
beginning stages of a new Great Divergence: based on current trends in education, 



America may be making the wrong choices and in fifty years it may find itself far 
behind the dynamic economies of Asia.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


