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Some come to history through theory, some through experience. My interest in modern U.S. 

history stems in part from both: from a theoretical attachment to history as a discipline that 

acknowledges the limits of human knowledge without settling for complete detachment from 

what many of us call reality; from an experiential drive to understand the reality that I and others 

do and have lived. 

I came to history in college as the discipline that best addressed my concerns with other 

disciplines. I love history as a discipline because it allows for a pursuit of truth while 

acknowledging the problems with ever finding such a thing. I came to it in college after 

frustrations with literature and political science, frustrations with the unmoored feel of both that 

led to desperate clutching at rigid theories. Or at least it seemed to me then. I have a more settled 

sense of those disciplines now, and a better appreciation for what scholars can do with those 

tools to help us see the world with new layers. But I have continued to feel affinity for history’s 

flexibility regarding theory and its dedication to scraping out a messy heap of evidence to sort 

and parse without the instrumentalist’s distraction, without having to sculpt that mess into a 

predictive model. I am content with the task of better understanding the past. It is bold enough. 

History drew me too as a result of my particular experience as a teacher in a rural eastern 

North Carolina public high school and as a person who might be called a white southerner. I had 

focused on the nineteenth century U.S. South in college, but working in a struggling school that 

was 90 percent black and 5 percent American Indian opened up raw, pulsating questions about 

more recent history—about how inequalities in education persist in a state like North Carolina 
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that prides itself on its progressivism (or at least did until recently), in a nation that was 

professing to be postracial, in a world of human rights and global horizons. Little artifacts 

suggested that the schools had desegregated and resegregated. When I waited to make copies in 

the school’s office, I noticed the graduation pictures of past classes. They told me that Northwest 

High had actually become more and more integrated up until the 1980s, when segregation started 

waxing again. Why had the process reversed itself? Halifax County involved three separate 

school districts, contrary to the consolidation movement that had combined schools at a county 

level during the 1980s and 1990s. How had it resisted this trend? What effect did these 

circumstances have on the lives of those students, regardless of race, who came through the 

system? 

I tried to answer these questions on my own for a while, digging around in the UNC 

libraries and interviewing fellow teachers and falling in touch with a local community activist, 

Gary Grant. He runs a slew of organizations out of Tillery, North Carolina, devoted to racial and 

environmental justice as well as the sustenance of community to beat back rural isolation, and his 

continued devotion to this activism continues to be an inspiration to me. But the proper context 

for the educational struggles in Halifax County, I soon realized, wasn’t just local, and the 

daunting desire to drag out the larger canvas for Halifax County Schools led me back to my own 

education. 

My field work represents a considerable portion of my attempts to figure out that proper 

context. The social relations of people among the cotton and peanut fields of eastern North 

Carolina are rooted in a deep history of the United States. Understanding the inequalities of the 

present has required reckoning with the inequalities of the past, and the many attempts to 

perpetuate and redress them. This has meant digging back to the commodity once at the center of 
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economic production in Halifax County. Cotton connected the work of enslaved laborers to 

distant markets in New York and London and on to the tedium of young women in Lowell and 

Lancashire. Though slavery collapsed with the thousands of small blows from runaways and the 

monumental assault of the Union Army, patterns of human behavior etched over years persisted 

in many forms while being modified in others. This was not unique to Halifax County, and 

seeing it as part of the larger U.S. plantation belt has helped me think about changes beyond the 

local. My U.S. history field has had a substantive focus on southern history, but I have also used 

it to think about big economic, social, and political changes that have reverberated across 

regional lines. The rise of industrial capitalism, the construction of the New Deal order, the 

shifting notions of citizenship—getting a better handle on such changes has been crucial for both 

the dissertation and future teaching. 

In many ways, the school system and policy questions about education walk the line 

between the state and civil society, into a realm that traditional notions of politics do not always 

cover. Modern Governance is a field that takes a more expansive view of the meaningful people 

and institutions in the structuring and regulation of social order. Instead of just analyzing the 

actions of presidents and legislatures within narrowly defined categories of the state, as older 

generations of political historians have done, the governance framework allows us to see how the 

actions and beliefs of bureaucrats and certain “private” actors—such as businessmen, scientists, 

economists and other “policy entrepreneurs”—shape and constrain the state, business, and 

ordinary people. The actors who matter regarding school policy include presidents like George 

W. Bush and senators like Ted Kennedy as they hammer out legislation like the No Child Left 

Behind Act, but they also include academic professionals employed by think tanks who develop 

policy proposals, corporate lobbyists who find them useful for their industry’s agenda, and 
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leaders of social movements looking for alternatives to the status quo. Working through this field 

in conjunction with my main field has helped me see how politics and policy choices have 

shaped the economy. My focus on economic development came in part through archival 

observations about the rhetorical place of industrial and economic development in school 

desegregation court cases and in part through theories I have encountered in this field about 

business regulation.  

My topic—and, indeed, the work of a historian of the U.S.—requires a deeper 

consideration of race and ethnicity, and my field work here has expanded how I think about the 

construction and re-articulation of race, a process found in every day encounters as well as the 

very sinews of state and society. In college, after reading my first Barbara Fields essay, I eagerly 

adopted the social construction view of race. Like many breezy converts with a penchant for 

wishful thinking, I hadn’t fully grappled with the rest of Fields’ contentions, happy instead with 

the idea that race was but a figment of the collective imagination. Those who believed in race 

were deluded, I was enlightened, and the steady march of human progress would one day tug the 

rest of the world along until race no longer existed. Teaching high school where roughly 95 

percent of the students identified as either black or Indian quickly disabused me of any cavalier 

notions regarding race, and in Halifax County, I had to think about my own whiteness—which of 

course represented much more than pigment—far more than I ever had before. This field work 

has helped me consider the instability of these racial categories and the amount of work that goes 

into elaborating them. It has also provided me with nuanced examples of how to read archives 

with attention to the detail of how race is used and to what ends. 

My outside field has been the last that I added, and in many ways, it was the last that I 

would have considered entering the program. Coming to graduate school, I had no idea that 
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economic sociology was a disciplinary field at all, much less that it was as vibrant and attuned to 

the recent shifts in global trade and national development as it is. My work with Ed Balleisen led 

me to the ways that economic sociologists have been conceptualizing the trade linkages among 

firms, the development strategies among nations, and the roles of NGOs and other civil society 

organizations in constructing and regulating the modern global economy. Ed has also strongly 

pitched me on reasons for reaching beyond the historical discipline, and particularly given the 

proximity of my historical research to contemporary debates, it has only made sense to engage 

this rich work, particularly on global value chains. The modern corporation has played an 

instrumental role in the economic development of the United States, but gaining purchase on the 

meaningful actors and institutions in the modern U.S. is difficult without delving into the 

specifics of the changing structures of industries and the power dynamics among suppliers and 

with lead firms. This work has also been important for seeing the divergences among business 

interests, rather than automatically assuming a shared business vision. 

In short, my intellectual trajectory at Duke has been much wider ranging than I ever 

imagined it would be when I decided on graduate school here. It has pushed my research project 

from a narrow community study focused on local schools to a regional unit of analysis as a 

vehicle for gaining purchase on the development plight of poor communities across the globe. In 

the process, I have become conversant in scholarly conversations and debates that I could easily 

imagine occupying a lifetime. 


