
MHST 519: Jazz Outside the United States 
 

Week 1 Reading: Atkins, “Toward a Global History of Jazz” 
Key Terms, Concepts and Study Questions 

 
 
Hagiography (xi): Literally, a biography of a saint. Typically used to describe an 
uncritical history that treats its subject with undue reverence.   
 
Canonical (xi): Referring to a canon, which in literature means a set of books that are 
considered to define and represent the very best of a given field. In music, apart from 
Pachelbel and the like, a “canon” means something very similar: the “great works” or 
“great composers” that are considered to be the standard-bearers of the musical style. 
Jazz underwent a “canonization” process in the 1970s and 1980s, as it moved out of the 
clubs and dance halls and into concert halls and conservatories. 
 
Natural and unproblematic (xi) hints at a process we’ll come to again and again. 
Things we see as being “natural and unproblematic” are things that we take for granted, 
receive, or otherwise assume to be givens .One of our jobs here is to question our 
assumptions about jazz, history and music. 
 
Parochial (xi) originally refers to something related to a parish, or Christian church. But 
here, it’s used to mean a view that is restricted in terms of its scope or outlook.  
 
Nationalism (xi) can be used in various ways. At heart, it means a focus on the interests 
of one’s own nation, as opposed to international interests, and a kind of patriotism. But it 
also stands for a process and drive towards self-determination, as in countries seeking to 
overthrow Colonial rule or military occupation. An important theme in 20th century 
history. 
 
Subaltern (xiii) comes from military terminology, denoting someone who is lower in 
position or rank. In academic use, the term typically stands for a person or social group 
who are oppressed. 
 
American exceptionalism (xiii) is well defined by Atkins, but I want to draw your 
attention to it because it underlies a lot of what we’ll address in this class. Could jazz 
only have happened in America? Did it? 
 
Dogmatic (xiii) comes from the term dogma, which stands for a set of beliefs, principles, 
ideas, or options that are said to be true without question.  
 
Post-national, globalization (xiii). Atkins claims that jazz was an instigator of what we 
now call globalization. He argues that jazz transcended its national origins from its 
beginnings, and exists for people as both an American and an international music that not 
just crosses national borders, but transgresses (exceed, violate) our very idea of nation. 



He makes a strong point that jazz is an agent of globalization – not just a symptom of this 
process, but an active power in bringing it about. 
 
“Jazz represented nothing more profoundly than the coevalness of modern time” (xiv). 
Here, coevalness means the quality of something happening at the same time. Atkins 
means to say that people experienced jazz in very different places around the world, but 
their experience of the music allowed them to imagine that they were experiencing 
modern life together with people all over the world. 
 
Bourgeoisie (xvi) stands for the middle class: people who own property, whose behavior 
and attitudes conform to middle class values and conventions. In leftist use, it takes on a 
negative connotation. 
 
Hegemony (xix), used by Atkins here in the context of “white American hegemony” 
means the domination or excessive influence of one group over another, or others. 
 
Cosmopolitan (xix) describes an issue or state that has ties to many parts of the world. 
We might describe an issue as being of “cosmopolitan importance” because it applies all 
over the world. New York is described as cosmopolitan city because it has people, 
cultural influences and other elements from many different parts of the world. A 
cosmopolitan person is one who is at home, or conversant with, many different parts of 
the world. 
 
“Cultural imperialist notions” (xx) describes a way of seeing the world with the 
dominant powers at the center, and everything else at the margins. (Imperialism, related 
to empire, as it relates to history is illustrated in Winston Churchill’s quote, that “History 
is written by the victors.”)  
 
 
Questions for Study: 
 

1. How does Atkins characterize standard jazz history up to the end of the 20th 
Century? 

a. Hagiographic, narrow in focus, concerned with indentifying great figures, 
great works, and works of “genius”, linear stylistic evolution 

b. Jazz history is set in the US 
c. Confers “aesthetic respectability” for jazz, and a sense of American pride 

2. What does Atkins see as problematic in Colliers’ assertion that “Jazz…could only 
have happened here”? 

a. American exceptionalism: the same processes that gave birth to jazz and 
sustained it were in play in other parts of the world. 

b. It fails to represent the global significance of the music, and its role as 
instigating early processes of globalization and transgressing the idea of 
nation 

3. What early 20th century conditions does Atkins outline as preparing the ground 
for jazz to be spread with astonishing speed around the world? (p. xiv) 



a. Communications technology 
b. The peak of Colonialism 
c. A new spirit of international cooperation following WWI 
d. “Tumultuous social conditions” around the world, largely brought about 

by new communications media: “a willingness to question prior social and 
gender values” (xiv) 

4. What factors does Atkins attribute to jazz’s quick spread around the world? (xiv-
xv) 

a. Expanding American political power after WWI 
b. A new transnational recording industry 
c. Expansion of US economic interests in Latin American and the Caribbean 
d. Jazz emerged at the same time that Americans entered WWI 
e. Dance bands traversing the Atlantic, Pacific and Indian Oceans through 

the paths of international trade 
5. Jazz was not uncontensted. It was received in different ways, in different places, 

at different times. What are some of the responses Atkins outlines? (xv-xvi) 
a. Race: blackness received as a source of racial pride, or a cause for alarm. 

Jazz, seen through a racist conception of blackness, could be seen as a 
music that played on dangerous “primitive” human drives and threatened 
social and sexual morals. 

b. Jazz fans were the “bourgeoisie” – a middle class that could be attacked 
by the very left and the very right alike for either being too unconcerned 
with the struggles of common people, or too liberal and outward-looking 

c. The ubiquity and popularity of jazz could be seen to threaten fragile new 
national identities, erasing local musics and musical practices. 

d. Jazz could be seen as harming national unity and highlighting social 
tensions because of the way it plays up difference – difference in social 
class, in race, in uneven access to opportunity. 

6. How does Atkins claim that jazz was altered by its encounters with other places? 
(xvi-xviii) 

a. Efforts to “indigenize” jazz: to make it local by adapting it to local 
musical contexts and standards: e.g. use of local folk repertoire, 
instrumentation, scales, rhythms, etc.  

b. Atkins sees this not as “bad jazz” or failed attempts to imitate American 
music, but as attempts to “neutralize the (African) American pedigree of 
jazz” (xvi): to make it local, and thus less threatening to national identity. 

c. American jazz musicians deployed in the military, or hired by the US 
Secret Service were impacted by the encounters with foreign musics and 
musicians (e.g. Ellington, Brubeck). Many jazz musicians were overtly 
critical of US interests, and used their international performances and 
music as a platform to express criticism, solidarity and respect for musical 
heritages around the world. 

d. “The result was a considerable expansion of jazz’s sonic palette and 
expressive potential, and a multilateral, truly global exchange of musical 
ideas, inspiration and influence.” (xix) 



7. What does Atkins mean when he says, “jazz was a double-edged sword when 
brandished in postcolonial contexts and ideological skirmishes”? (xviii) 

a. Versatile symbolic utility – jazz could be seen as a music that uplifts, and 
expresses the unity and solidarity of oppressed people the world over. But 
the same ideas, expressed in different contexts by different people, could 
be seen as subversive, anti-American, or otherwise dangerous. 

b. “Jazz nationalism” as described by Yui Shoichi, sees jazz as a mechanism 
through which people can rediscover their own traditions. Jazz, an 
American music, becomes a tool by which non-American performers and 
audiences can access ideas of liberation from American domination.   

8. What does Atkins claim the importance of his book to be? (xx-xxii) 
a. Gain a more complete understanding of jazz as a both a sociocultural force 

and a musical idiom that is not possible when you look only at its 
American history. 

b. A way to test existing theories of globalization, and their bias towards the 
present moment. See globalization as a 20th century process that was well 
in play at the beginning of the century. 

c. Critique “cultural imperialist” notions that see jazz as flowing from the 
center (US) to the margins (the rest of the world).  

d. Address the limits of existing accounts of jazz history and globalization by 
convincing the reader that they are closely related. 

 


