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This volume had its beginnings in a Wenner- Gren workshop held in 
April 2011, in New York City. Fifteen of us gathered in the Empire State for 
several days of intense debate about U.S. empire. Since then, our conversa-
tions have continued over email and in panels at the annual American An-
thropological Association conference and elsewhere. And we have invited 
other colleagues to join in to help us extend the depth and breadth of our 
coverage of U.S. imperial reach. Like all ethnographies, this volume is a work 
in pro gress that draws on stories that continue to unfold, that are not yet over, 
that shift and duck and dodge at times, and that we hope speak boldly into an 
imperial wind tunnel whose effects may become strangely vis i ble if engaged 
creatively and carefully.

We are deeply grateful to the Wenner- Gren Foundation for Anthropolog-
ical Research for funding our workshop, and for its support in the years since. 
We also appreciate the support for our initial meeting in New York offered by 
the Union Theological Seminary and the Queens College and cuny Gradu-
ate Center Departments of Anthropology. Most of all, we thank the contribu-
tors to this volume, both the original workshop participants and  those who 
joined the proj ect soon  after. Your collective insights, commitments to the 
volume, and recognition of the importance of considering empire beyond 
individual cases or types  were crucial in building our overall arguments. 
Your scholarship makes up a formidable ethnographic force— impactful on 
its own, but truly power ful in this side- by- side format that pulls together so 
many perspectives on U.S. empire. The perspective achieved by juxtaposing 
and grouping  these ethnographies and histories has permitted us, as editors, 
to appreciate individual cases and their details in novel ways. We hope the 
same is true for readers of this volume. And we hope  those readers might 
begin to make out U.S. empire in its full and devastating— and thus at times 
partial and disaggregated— force across time and around the world: from the 
Mohawk and Osage Nations to Puerto Rico and Samoa, from the Philippines 
to Hawai‘i and on to U.S. military bases and prisons at home and abroad, to 
Tibet and “highland” New Jersey, to  Korea and Vietnam, to com pany towns 
in Suriname and rocket bases in Brazil, and to immigrants, refugees, and 
military dissenters in the United States.
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Duke University Press has been a generous partner throughout the pro cess 
of producing this volume. Thank you to all at Duke who made this volume 
a real ity, especially Elizabeth Ault and Editorial Director Ken Wissoker. We 
are grateful for your wisdom and patience, for your confidence in the impor-
tance of the text, and for engaging stellar reviewers who  were both critical 
and insightful in ways that improved the end result. Ben Joffe was an excel-
lent research assistant and Alison Hanson contributed detailed, thoughtful 
work on the entire manuscript.

 Here it is impor tant to note that the ideas for this volume were sparked 
well before 2011. Yet as ethnographers have emphasized in so many ways, 
the contours of historical events are typically open to disagreement, and too 
much of a focus on the event itself may obscure the pro cesses that cause that 
figure to take on its symbolic weight. A related insight girds our approach 
to empire and its ethnography, a journey that began in diff er ent forms much 
earlier, in Ann Arbor, Michigan, in the mid-1990s.  There, while students at 
the University of Michigan, we had the privilege of immersing ourselves in 
what was then called “colonial studies” in dialogue with Ann Laura Stoler. 
In spite of the fact that both of us worked mostly outside of the accepted par-
ameters of that colonial studies— Carole in Tibet and John in Brazil— Ann’s 
fearless, rigorous brilliance  shaped how we understood empire through both 
anthropological and historical perspectives, as well as how we understood 
anthropology through an uncompromising imperial critique. Ann has long 
thought through and beyond anthropology’s limits and possibilities, strug-
gling to make out archives as ethnographic spaces and always emphasizing 
the importance of forms of critique that depend on a constant turning over 
and refinement of one’s standpoints and fidelities. Within colonial studies in 
the 1990s, Ann’s work charted out especially new terrain that would mark 
the critique produced across multiple disciplines. Her analy sis brought the 
intimacies of race, class, gender, and sexuality into dialogue with intrusive 
colonial state policies marking who was “Eu ro pean” or “native”; opened a 
creative new page for analy sis of the presence and policies  toward white  women, 
 children, and poor white men in the Eu ro pean colonies; and highlighted 
(along with Fred Cooper in Tensions of Empire) the epistemological, and 
not just economic or po liti cal importance, of empire for the metropole. Or, 
put slightly better, Ann’s interventions into accepted ways of  doing colonial 
studies came to suggest not simply that intimate  matters are indeed  matters 
of state, but that empire as a po liti cal economic formation relies, and even 
piggybacks, on epistemological contests. For her students, Ann was, and re-
mains always, a generous mentor. Her scholarship grounds this collection in 
relation to attempts at thoughtful and sometimes devastating detail, as well 
as in the new terrain she has opened up, and on which contributors to this 
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volume seek to build. It was our honor and plea sure to have Ann participate 
in the initial Wenner- Gren workshop for this proj ect, and to conclude the 
volume with an afterword in the form of a conversation with her.

We dedicate this volume to the late Fernando Coronil— teacher, inter-
locutor, colleague, and inspiration. Fernando was one of our first professors 
in gradu ate school, coteaching with Nicholas Dirks “Traditions I,” or the 
theory seminar required of all incoming anthropology gradu ate students. In 
Fernando’s hands, anthropology included poetry and history as well as both 
classical and iconoclastic readings on capitalism and the state. His insights on 
U.S. empire  were both academic and personal, something captured power-
fully in his article from 1996 “Beyond Occidentalism:  Toward Nonimperial 
Geohistorical Categories.” Fernando was supposed to have participated in the 
original “Ethnographies of U.S. Empire Workshop” held at Union Theological 
Seminary. But illness prevented him from  doing so, and he passed away soon 
 after. Then as now, he is greatly missed. We are grateful for all we learned from 
him and touched to showcase the art of his daughter Andrea Coronil on the 
cover. With much respect, we offer this volume in the spirit of political 
intervention so clearly embodied in Fernando’s anthropology.

Fi nally, as is common at moments like this, we thank the members of both 
our families for putting up with the long hours spent crafting a volume that, 
in spite of its size and attention to comparison, never pretends to be encyclo-
pedic. Ana, John, Riley, Liya, and Gabriel— thank you. Thanks also to John J. 
Collins, whom the world lost as this book was nearing completion. Such 
thanks, and personal stakes, are emblematic not simply of the multiple influ-
ences and supporters that have structured this book, but of our hopes for a 
 future whose outlines must necessarily engage, and emanate in some way 
in relation to, the structures of U.S. empire we seek to make apparent in the 
pages that follow. A volume such as this one— necessarily flawed, partial, and 
scarred by the imperial formations it engages through an ethnography simi-
larly marked by empire— seems especially impor tant at a moment when U.S. 
electoral politics have come to turn ever more explic itly on a dizzying mix of 
foreign intervention and internal vio lence. It is our intention to make clearer 
not simply the components, but the often- missed pro cesses, sediments, and 
precipitations so much a part of empire as a poisonously productive ecol ogy 
of North American life.



INTRODUCTION Ethnography and  
U.S. Empire

john f. collins and carole mcgranahan

The United States of Amer i ca has long been an empire in denial. If Eu ro pean 
incursions into the “New World” so often rested on an imperial bravado in 
which inhabited territories  were construed as empty, available, or filled with 
ostensible primitives awaiting missionization, the foundation of the United 
States rested on a rejection of British rule and an inauguration of an anti- 
imperial politics that continues to do much to define the country and its 
discourses of freedom  today. Throughout U.S. history and historiography, 
then, po liti cal actions are often situated against empire and discussed in 
seemingly empire- neutral registers.1 Engaged from such well- camouflaged 
blinds, the occupation of Native American lands takes form as destiny or 
“expansion” rather than “colonization.” Attempts by the United States to 
piggyback upon Latin American in de pen dence movements become wars 
against Eu ro pean colonial powers rather than a usurpation of slaves’ and creole 
pioneers’ strug gles for emancipation. The cultivation of global influence dur-
ing the Cold War emerges as “politics as needed” rather than the seizure of 
a gap opened by decolonization. And overseas military interventions  were 
(and remain) a paternalistic or even “demo cratic” responsibility rather than 
linked strategies within shifting constellations of imperial aggression. None-
theless, in settler colonialism as in slavery, in territorial “acquisitions” and in 
hemispheric empire in the Amer i cas since 1898, and during the Cold and 
Vietnam Wars as well as the current period of renewed militarism around 
presidential decree, a series of contradictory imperial formations arise, struc-
ture po liti cal possibilities, and are nonetheless denied or rendered deniable. 
The imperial bluster evident during the early stages of Donald Trump’s presi-
dency seems to enunciate publicly the imperial volition we argue has so often 
been occluded. And yet, the Trump administration  couples imperial bluster 
and violent politics at home and abroad with a rhe toric of turning inward, 
of responsibility, and of caring for one’s own while excluding and leaving 
ostensible  others to what come to be configured as their self- adminstered 
fates. Once again, the fundaments and ongoing practices of U.S. nation- state 
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consolidation and imperial politics fail to cohere as a linear history of clear 
perception, easily partible epochs, stable forms, and heroic actors. Instead, 
they form something akin to what Ann Stoler, resituating Clifford Geertz’s 
insight, calls “blurred genres,” or an ensemble of colonizing practices and 
policies full of contradictions, hubris, and imperial refusals.2

If po liti cal discourse, academic geography, and historiography have con-
spired to energize and legitimate denials of empire that operate alongside the 
sporadic cele bration of the importance of empire to what the United States is 
and does, anthropology as a discipline has played at least a supporting role. 
Over the last  century our scholarship has engaged U.S. empire erratically and 
inconsistently. Empire hovers in the shadows of many ethnographies. It is 
untended to, even when hiding in plain sight or cohabiting with critique in 
murky bundles of practices and epistemological initiatives so much a part of 
the everyday life and disciplinary norms accepted as fully North American, 
and productive of new, even po liti cally aware, analy sis  today. Nonetheless, and 
in what might be read as yet another aspect of imperial formations’ ability 
to shape- shift so as to deceive while nonetheless motivating long- standing 
global inequities, over the last four de cades anthropology as a discipline has 
turned a critical eye  toward Eu ro pean empires. In conjunction with the work 
of Edward Said and the rise of postcolonial studies, anthropologists have is-
sued sustained and often searing critiques of the discipline’s imperial gene-
alogies.3 They have sought to expand and decolonize by rethinking accepted 
or acceptable subjects of research; subject/object binaries and the limits of 
the  human; repre sen ta tional strategies; methodological and theoretical ap-
proaches to the past; and personal relationships to, and especially researchers’ 
emplacements within, par tic u lar communities and intellectual traditions.4 
This work has added substantially to the interdisciplinary study of empire, 
especially in relation to the transport of ethnographic sensibilities to the 
writing of histories.5 Yet engagements with empire and its con temporary 
forms suggest a need to augment analyses of the past, even as analyses of the 
past are never simply interpretations of what has passed.6

For some time now, anthropologists have launched serious po liti cal pro-
tests against U.S. imperialism and the use of anthropological scholarship in 
war time.7 This has been most notable in relation to the Cold War, Vietnam, 
and the more recent invasions of Iraq and Af ghan i stan.8 And yet, in spite of 
this increasingly sustained disciplinary engagement with empire, the ethno-
graphic—as opposed to historical— scholarship on U.S. empire at home and 
abroad remains thin, at least in relation to the world historical gravity of its 
object of inquiry.

Contributors to the pres ent volume engage con temporary U.S. empire 
from an ethnographic perspective. This means that we hope to add field- 
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based anthropological research findings, questions, contradictions borne 
of embodied experience, and manners of examining systems of knowledge 
and social ontologies to the historical and po liti cal analyses that have domi-
nated the field of colonial and imperial studies. But it also means that we are 
seeking to do more than “add ethnography and stir,” or inject some facile, 
presentist perspective into the sort of interrogation that requires analysts 
to consider empire as not simply an object, but as an assemblage of shift-
ing conjugations that alter the grammars within and through which we find 
ourselves making claims. Therefore, in taking up calls for more and sharper 
ethnographies of empire, and in agreeing that empire “is in the details,” we 
seek to perform a collective double move.9 This involves bringing anthropol-
ogy and its established methods to bear on U.S. empire, but also consider-
ing carefully how empire in turn shapes and reshapes ethnography, and thus 
 those methods. What, we ask, does it mean to examine empire ethnographi-
cally? How might an apparently enduring or reanimated imperial pres ent be 
addressed and contested through painstaking, self- reflexive, and empirically 
grounded anthropological research; and what might empiricism look like in 
such contexts? How might anthropologists develop ethnographic questions, 
agendas, and methods adequate to considerations of con temporary imperial 
formations? What might such an anthropological proj ect mean in relation to 
broader politics and knowledge practices outside academia? Most basically, 
then, how does the study of empire alter what ethnography is and does, and 
how might such shifts contribute to po liti cal change in the world?

We seek to encourage, and perform, a social science that is up to the task 
of producing new knowledge about the diffuse and yet sometimes tightly 
bundled practices and phenomena that make up the slippery entity dubbed 
empire. In  doing so, then, we hope to inflect the very nature of ethnography 
and its place in imperial knowledge practices. This is not a detached activity 
or a historical proj ect that considers where we may have been and what we 
have gotten wrong so that we may seek absolution in the pres ent. It is instead 
a program undertaken in the pres ent that considers how we as ethnographers 
might alter what anthropologists think they know already, so as to clarify the 
stakes of that pres ent, the retrospective histories it produces, and the  futures 
it may engender. This effort involves taking into account the quandaries of 
a modern knowledge spawned by what is  today a United States– dominated 
imperial order, while continuing to develop the power ful forms of inter-
course, debate, embodied and affective practice, and personal engagements 
that are so much a part of con temporary ethnography.10

How might the ethnographic study of empire change ethnography with-
out  doing away with the incompletely and tentatively shared horizons of ethnog-
raphy’s diff er ent forms, or what we see as its ongoing and productively ragged 
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potential for questioning shifting po liti cal rationalities, and thus the “con-
temporary”?11 The authors included in this volume see ethnography as pro-
viding four much- needed methodological and theoretical approaches: (1) 
studying empire as it actually unfolds, (2) capturing the rhythms, sentiments, 
logics, and vio lence of U.S. empire as lived and experienced by its agents, 
subjects, and objects, (3) considering the historic and geographic range of 
U.S. imperial formations and the perspectives in the pres ent from which they 
arise and do so much to gird, and (4) revealing how arenas of North Ameri-
can life previously analyzed as separate from empire may both contribute to 
and develop from the United States’ role as an imperial power. This fourth 
point is especially impor tant in light of what Ann Stoler has referred to, in 
another context, as “historical negatives.”12  These are social forms, objects, 
and ideas whose very inconsequentiality, incompleteness, or subservience to 
habitual epistemologies or the business of empire might give rise to unex-
pected perspectives and deeper insights into the slippages that make empire 
both so invisible, and yet so easy to talk about. In this volume, then, we seek 
not only to read empire against the grain, but also “with the grain.”13 If the 
first approach is one of confronting empire, the second means getting inside 
it; both strategies are needed in order to ask and answer questions of U.S. 
empire and its multiple logics. In this way we strive to come closer to appre-
hending its contradictory, obvious, and yet so often easily deniable impacts 
on lives, institutions, politics, and the grounds from which they emanate.

At a juncture at which empire is more a “way of life” than a discrete as-
pect of foreign policy— even as it is fundamental to that policy— research is 
needed that  will enable us to assess empires in and as the pres ent, and not 
solely as  either precursors or novel entities to that pres ent or to a United 
States taken as a stable geo graph i cal entity onto which foreign ventures taken 
as the real or demonstrable form of empire boomerang, to return in new 
form.14 In bringing together an interdisciplinary group of ethnographers 
conducting fieldwork on empire, our intent in this volume is to tend to the 
specific formations and types of linked experiences engendered by empire 
on a global scale and within North American communities. We seek to inter-
rogate not simply the construction of the United States as an empire, but the 
extent to which this nation- state has become unthinkable except in relation 
to an array of patterned denials that appear to coexist with a scattered recog-
nition of what living in and with empire has wrought. Our focus is thus on 
classically “deep” fieldwork, rather than historical- archival research or a dis-
cursive analy sis of politics and readily available public repre sen ta tions. Such 
ethnographic insights, and engagements with the intimacies of everyday life 
and the production of shared repre sen ta tions, are needed in this current mo-
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Introduction
ment so as to sharpen understandings of U.S. imperial formations as they are 
forged, resisted, celebrated, and lived around the world.

EMPIRE AND ETHNOGRAPHY

Despite their similarities in modern En glish, empire and empiricism are not 
closely related in an etymological sense. However, in terms of a social, intel-
lectual, or po liti cal history, the two are bound tightly, and ethnography is 
thus, we hope, a disciplinary practice that might be put to use to confound 
the borders between social, intellectual, and po liti cal work without  doing 
away with existing insights. Anthropology’s relationship with empire dates 
to its earliest days as a discipline, when armchair anthropologists turned to 
reports and travelogues from colonial officials and informal agents such as 
missionaries, traders, and explorers. As it developed into a field- based science, 
anthropology relied heavi ly on relatively privileged, if often disaffected, access 
to colonial territories— Franz Boas among Native Americans, Bronisław Ma-
linowski in the Trobriand Islands, E. E. Evans- Pritchard in the Sudan, Al-
fred Radcliffe- Brown in India and  Kenya, Julian Steward in Puerto Rico, and 
Margaret Mead in American Samoa to name just a handful of well- known, 
pioneering fieldworkers. It is impor tant to remember that  these scholars did 
not necessarily see themselves as imperial actors any more than do scholars 
 today who head to the field with a Fulbright grant or other government fund-
ing. Such fieldwork, and associated insights and forms of blindness, have 
been a cornerstone of the discipline since its inception, weathering paradigm 
shifts and providing a consistent ground for a discipline often inconsistent 
in other ways. In short, “being  there” enabled and enables anthropologists to 
get at the quotidian, the lived, the vital, and, it has been argued forcefully, an 
elusive “real.”

If, as social scientists, we are committed to pushing social ontologies and 
modern institutions severed from empire and disaggregated from one an-
other back into a more global, albeit multiplex, field of analy sis, then em-
bodied, fieldwork- based attempts to disentangle naturalized evidentiary 
paradigms and truth claims would seem a power ful step. But in light of the 
well- developed lit er a ture on a “classical” Eu ro pean colonialism, one that has 
emphasized the extent to which colonists’ most modern of social scientific 
methods served as key accessories to colonial expansion, this ethnography 
cannot be simply a resolution or panacea for the contradictions faced by any-
one who analyzes empire  today.15 In this volume, then, we join  others in work-
ing to decolonize anthropology, and we do so through a study of empire itself.16
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The ethnographic turn enacted in this volume rests on recognizing that 

empire is a moving target and that this mobility is a prime source of its en-
during yet oft- denied influence. Imperial formations are always polities of 
deferral, dislocation, and dispersion, but not always polities of denial.17 Thus, 
one challenge involves thinking through and expanding collectively upon 
ways for uncovering—if this recourse to depth is  really the correct meta phor 
for the prob lem at hand— that which is not apparent.18 One strategy involves 
exploring the often contradictory matrices that gird historical junctures and 
the po liti cal rationalities that both structure and emerge from them.19  Here 
Eu rope and its possessions, economies and politics, metropoles and periph-
eries, and empire and the nation- state emerge as what pass for qualitatively 
diff er ent entities in spite of their coconstruction.20 One goal, then, is to make 
the historical sundering of empires’ complementary parts more clearly ana-
lyzable in relation to mobile techniques of governance, exploitation, and even 
enjoyment and emotional identification.

Yet an emphasis on mobility, however descriptive of actually existing em-
pire, seems also to require a certain temporal distance. How, we ask, does one 
make out movement when one is caught within that movement? Field- based 
ethnographic research on con temporary empire is not necessarily the same 
as mapping the shared logics of ostensibly competing agendas on the basis of 
work in colonial archives. But nor is it necessarily separate or separable from 
such tasks. One of our starting points is joining with E. E. Evans- Pritchard 
and his evocation of F. W. Maitland in asserting that anthropology must be 
historical, if it is to be anything.21 No ethnography of con temporary empire 
can ignore the past or claims about its influence and ongoing production in 
relation to presentist concerns. But how anthropologists might build upon 
such productive openings is something still to be worked out.

Basic to the approach we seek to put into practice across this volume’s 
chapters are issues of availability, appearance, and thus, at least implicitly, a 
“prob lem of presence” more typically ascribed to overarching, puzzling phe-
nomena such as religious belief and its material instantiations.22 While an-
thropologists have long defetishized, deconstructed, and denaturalized, it is 
clear that we continue to miss and misinterpret much that surrounds us, and 
much that we might other wise make apparent. If empire is indeed about a 
blurring of bound aries that plays out alongside the determined policing of 
 those borders, and thus involves, for example, the movements of capital and 
the machinations of cap i tal ists, the love of families, the very epistemological 
formations brought to bear in its analy sis, and the overlaps of differently con-
ceived forms of value, how might an engaged ethnography keep up with or 
describe such shifts in scale and object?
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Introduction
EMPIRE AS PO LITI CAL PHENOMENON AND ANALYTIC FRAMEWORK

Scholarship on U.S. empire, seemingly even more so than in many other areas 
of po liti cal analy sis, makes up a lit er a ture in formation. Newly energized in 
the post-9/11 period of roiling exceptions that when examined closely are not 
necessarily novel, and with a president who in 2016 argued that his pre de ces sor 
erred by not holding onto more of Iraq’s oil, anthropologists have increasingly 
applied an imperial framework to work on and in the United States.23 In so 
 doing, they bring into dialogue  peoples, places, and politics long considered 
in de pen dent of one other and subject to par tic u lar analytic frameworks in-
debted to more regional debates. We are not the first to make such connections. 
Indeed, one pivotal earlier moment was the late 1960s/early 1970s. Among a 
group of scholars calling attention to U.S. empire in that time was Vine Deloria. 
In Custer Died for Your Sins: An Indian Manifesto (1969), Deloria mocked 
President Johnson’s promises to Southeast Asian allies in the Vietnam War, 
positing them as the latest version of centuries of broken treaties the U.S. 
government made with American Indian groups. Out of this key moment 
in linking identity, territory, and empire in relation to the politics of the 
pres ent, scholarship expanded into formations such as the Black Atlantic or 
considerations of Aztlán.24 Yet such redefinition of world regions and schol-
arly intervention was not always approached ethnographically, or via an 
imperial lens. More recently, however—in ethnic studies and cultural studies, 
in anthropology and sociology, in history and lit er a ture— frames for investi-
gation have once again begun to congeal around empire through genealogies 
both shared and specific, such that we may now return in new ways to De-
loria’s prescient focus on imperial connections in the face of ongoing denial.

What new questions can we raise now about colonial experiences and 
exchanges, about citizenship and sovereignty, by apprehending empire as a 
po liti cal phenomenon and analytic framework that brings together osten-
sibly distinct topics and  peoples? A central ele ment in this move involves 
claiming U.S. empire historically as a colonizing force, as Alyosha Goldstein 
and a group of interdisciplinary scholars do in Formations of United States 
Colonialism.25 Colonialism was not solely the province of Eu ro pean empires. 
Other imperial polities  were colonial as well as imperial, including the 
United States of Amer i ca.26 A colony of the United States for almost fifty 
years, from 1898 through 1946, the Philippines now has both an imperial and 
postcolonial relationship with the United States of Amer i ca.27 The relation-
ship is postcolonial in its well- worn routes to and from former metropole 
and colony, in a linking of sensibilities and practices, and in the sense that 
an end of some sort was reached in the relationship. And it is imperial in 
that the relationship continues, not as a sort of benevolent colonialism, but 



8
as a  putatively friendly or generous form of assistance made manifest in 
 numerous national obligations and expectations, most visibly the massive U.S. 
military presence in the Philippines. As Vernadette Vicuña Gonzalez argues, 
the post-9/11 period has involved the reterritorialization of the Philippines 
as “an American laboratory for technologies and techniques of surveillance, 
discipline, and war.”28 For Filipinos, the colonial period might be over, but 
the imperial continues. And this insight might do something to resituate our 
interpretations of  Filipino President Rodrigo Duterte’s recent brutal, nation-
alistic, and U.S.- dea– snubbing shift in illegal drug policy.29

How might thinking of U.S. imperial and colonial formations alter con-
temporary approaches to belonging and po liti cal strug gle for  peoples of 
Native North Amer i ca, Guam, Hawai‘i, Puerto Rico, Samoa, and beyond, 
including most recently, Muslim immigrants to the United States?30 Could 
such a cross- border and imperial perspective be brought to bear more fully 
on class formation and  labor strug gle in ways that augment understandings 
of the making of par tic u lar working classes?31 Might this and other nascent 
strategies help social scientists, citizens, and policymakers think through 
experiences and histories that take shape around a U.S. military presence 
such as in Japan, Diego Garcia,  Korea, the Philippines, Vietnam, Iraq, and so 
many other places around the world? 32 One intellectual and po liti cal move 
we make in this volume involves presenting scholarship from across a breadth 
of U.S. imperial formations— settler colonialism, overseas territories, com-
munities throughout Latin Amer i ca impacted by U.S. military and cap i tal ist 
interventions, Cold War allies and enemies around the world and the post-
imperial milieu they now experience, the many socie ties and territories 
around the world occupied by the U.S. military, and most recently, new forms 
of U.S. empire  after 9/11. That we bring  these together in one analytical move 
is especially impor tant given the glaring omission of discussions of empire 
in related scholarship. Why has empire been so absent, in par tic u lar or even 
patterned ways, from our conversations?

Described by some as a phantom traveling in disguise, one of the many 
covers with which U.S. empire cloaked itself was decolonization.33 Cold War 
politics, for example, married anticommunist rhe toric with new global and 
older, North American anti- imperialist discourses.34 This period shelters 
forms of empire that boast most openly about its covert nature: cia opera-
tions; innumerable unnamed po liti cal and military interventions, assassina-
tions, and coups in corners of the globe far and wide; the development of 
nuclear power at home; and continuing from earlier periods, the cultiva-
tion of markets abroad; and certain nations or regions as “rent- capturing” 
or “nature- intensive” commodity producers.35 Many such endeavors involve 
unofficial agents of empire who, as with Eu ro pean colonialism, may be 
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Introduction
Christian missionaries, or other familiar figures of liberal humanism such 
as teachers, health professionals, or development workers.36 Living in empire, 
 after all, is not just something that happens elsewhere, but is rather something 
cultivated and normalized at home within the United States.37 At the same 
time, this everyday life of empire provokes a questioning of the bound aries 
of the nation- form that mimics the uncertain yet palpable borders between 
individual subjects and the imperial nation- state.38

In moving to apprehend distributed imperial experiences, we are in-
debted to scholars who have led the way in raising questions via cases that 
challenge the conventions of the imperial register. We think of Amy Kaplan 
and Donald  E. Pease’s groundbreaking volume Cultures of US Imperialism 
(1993), of Fernando Coronil’s per sis tent pressing on questions of capitalism 
and imperialism across the Amer i cas, of Ann Stoler’s provocative volume 
Haunted by Empire (2006), which set the predominantly European- focused 
colonial studies lit er a ture in dialogue with U.S. histories of empire, the Social 
Science Research Council’s volume Lessons of Empire: Imperial Histories and 
American Power, historical sociologist Julian Go’s work on thinking through 
colonized po liti cal culture in the Philippines and Puerto Rico, Greg Grand-
in’s historicization of U.S. hegemony in relation to what he describes as a long- 
standing development of techniques of imperial control across Latin Amer i ca 
in Empire’s Workshop: Latin Amer i ca, the United States, and the Rise of the New 
Imperialism (2006), and Alfred McCoy and Francisco Scarano’s volume Colo-
nial Crucible: Empire in the Making of the Modern American State (2009). We 
understand  these works in dialogue with numerous other examples of novel 
approaches to empire ranging from  legal studies to American studies, and on 
to a new roster of anthropological scholarship on militarism in the pres ent.39

The above- mentioned works help lay out U.S. empire in its sprawl and 
its histories of denial. They thus provoke the question: What sort of em-
pire is the North American variant? Is it even an empire? Or is this query, 
and its responses, yet another way of veiling the reach of imperial vio lence 
through a compartmentalization of terms and a dogged recourse to excep-
tionalisms?40 Can we as ethnographers make power ful contributions to a 
phenomenon we cannot define? If so, how might we conduct such an inves-
tigation? And if not,  shall we move to define it?

U.S. IMPERIAL FORMATIONS

 There is no single modality of U.S. empire. That is,  there is no unitary form 
or even genealogy of U.S. empire, but instead a series of chronological and 
coeval imperial formations. If we consider empires to be plural, and to rest on 
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diff er ent series of moving and even contradictory parts, then U.S. empire is 
plural in the most  simple of senses: it is composed of plural forms, strategies, 
justifications, and disguises. This is an empire in place, one in which settler 
colonialism obscures the very ground of imperial expansion in the form of 
the fifty states of the United States of Amer i ca. It is an empire abroad, one in 
which territories and  peoples are tethered to the metropole and suspensions 
of sovereignty mark indelibly the Native American communities directly and 
territorially incorporated into it. It is a military empire, claiming space 
and bodies and redefining territorial sovereignty in the name of democracy 
and freedom. In fact, imperial technologies cultivated over the centuries are 
familiar to students of empires, as well as democracies, across the globe. U.S. 
imperial formations drew, and continue to draw, on the spread of capitalism 
and Chris tian ity, on truncated possibilities for citizenship, on historiographic 
rewrites of par tic u lar po liti cal moments, and on a clunky flexibility, not so 
much agile in form as  adept in distraction, and thus skilled in redirecting 
narrative, attention, and desire. The United States is an empire still unfolding, 
with populations both colonial and imperial, in a world supposedly decolo-
nized and postcolonial.  Today’s U.S. empire is neither singular nor past, but 
instead persists, continuing to incorporate new  peoples and practices while 
leaving  behind  others, in ruins.

Our volume’s orga nizational logic is both chronological and thematic, 
designed to establish the diffuse and discrete parts of U.S. empire as impe-
rial and linked. This is thus an exercise in making U.S. empire recognizable 
and easy to think, albeit in new ways. We start with “Settlement, Sentiment, 
Sovereignty,” and essays on issues of settler colonialism, new indigenous de-
mands, and the empire that  will not go away. From  here we move to “Colo-
nialism by Any Other Name” and discussions of the territories of 1898 of the 
Philippines, Puerto Rico, and Samoa. Colonial in another era,  these polities 
and their residents remain imperial, though not directly incorporated into 
the United States as was Hawai‘i.

War, Chris tian ity, and capitalism have been central to U.S. imperial for-
mations from the beginning. Our next section, “Temporality, Proximity, Dis-
persion,” explores  these and other technologies of imperialism with essays on 
mining in South Amer i ca, Korean Christian proselytization in the Muslim 
world, Cold War empire, and time as an imperial standard. Making the world 
safe for U.S. corporate and government interests is the job of the military. It 
is a job it has long done without apology, and yet with sometimes devastating 
repercussions at home and abroad. The next section, “Military Promises,” 
takes an ethnographic approach to military empire, including the semantics 
and wordplay involved in military operations and ser vice. “Residue, Rumors, 
Remnants” next brings us to questions of an aftermath of empire that is not 
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Introduction
quite over, via con temporary explorations of the Korean War, cia involve-
ment in the Tibetan re sis tance movement, the Iran- Contra War, and per sis-
tent U.S. interventions in Latin Amer i ca. The final section is “9/11, the War 
on Terror, and the Return of Empire,” in which we directly confront subjects 
newly recognized as imperial: Muslim youth, Cambodian refugees, working- 
class white hunters in New Jersey, and po liti cal prisoners in the Global War 
on Terror. From settler colonialism to Guantánamo, the volume covers the 
pliant reach of U.S. empire, and does so through a methodological and theo-
retical commitment to ethnography demonstrated in each of its chapters.

Settlement, Sentiment, Sovereignty

Living within empire is not a singular experience. Of all North American 
 peoples, however, indigenous  peoples of what is now the United States have 
lived with the longest duration and closest proximity to U.S. empire. What 
are the effects of this duration and proximity? For the Osage, Jean Dennison 
shows that imperial authority works through both structural and affective 
forces. Osage modes of relations and governance are entangled with imperial 
ones in ways that foreclose alternative forms and  futures. Writing a Constitu-
tion, managing a mineral estate trust, trusting in the familiar, determining 
who is and is not Osage, and even what such a determination means, all re-
verberate with a fear cultivated over generations. This is a fear, Dennison 
claims, that is deeply rooted through domestication and discipline in which 
the language available to speak back to empire shifts over time. Claims to 
sovereignty return, and rights discourse is appropriated by colonizers, as 
J. Kēhaulani Kauanui demonstrates in the case of Hawai‘i.  There, New Right 
activists work in racist ways against the Hawaiian sovereignty movement, 
deploying a form of what Kauanui, building on the work of Renato Rosaldo, 
calls “imperial resentment.” What drives resentment among  these conserva-
tive activists, and what does that resentment perform in relation to national 
politics? Discourses of U.S. exceptionalism herald not only the desirability 
of association with the United States, but also a long- standing refusal to see 
Hawai‘i as a “site of ongoing colonial and racial domination.” Instead, Hawai‘i 
appears as “part of ” the United States, a designation which dismisses the 
imperial in  favor of the shared and the codified. It is,  after all, a right.

Nonetheless, the rights of settler socie ties are not  those of indigenous 
socie ties. Plowing through existing bound aries and communities, rewriting a 
history of conquest as one of discovery, and declaring an imperial society 
to be one of immigrants— these are the rights of settlers. This is true  in 
both Canada and the United States of Amer i ca, as experienced by the Kahnawake 
 Mohawk and  other peoples whose indigenous lands precede imperial 
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bound aries. Building in part on Patrick Wolfe’s scholarship, and joining 
Kauanui in refusing to reduce indigenous difference to a racial logic, Audra 
Simpson contends that the operations and secrets of dispossession that are 
part of settler colonialism are per sis tent structures, not one time events. The 
imperial work of keeping indigenous sovereignty in the past tense is ongoing, 
and is troubled by indigenous  peoples’ insistence in the pres ent that they are 
indigenous and not just Canadian or American. As Simpson shows from the 
standoff at Oka to the residential schools’ sexual abuse scandal to the need to 
perform forgiveness in the face of imperial apology, this is life lived through 
an “idiom of pain” that rejects the suggestion that the forms of settlement and 
attendant po liti cal technologies that have produced the United States pres ent 
liberal, representation- based resolutions to historical vio lence.

Colonialism by Any Other Name

Pain is often at the heart of empire. If colonialism creates certain sorts of sub-
jects, colonial discourses pathologize them in certain ways— the lazy, indolent 
native, for example, or ideas of poverty, lack of ambition, and addiction. In 
the case of colonialism denied, as Adriana Garriga- López argues for Puerto 
Rico, drug addiction is a part of the island’s colonial history. This is a history 
not located only on the island, but also in the well- worn routes connecting 
Puerto Rico to the U.S. East Coast and its illegal as well as corporate- led drug 
markets. Yet an ability to narrate this history, as well as possibilities for in-
de pen dence, is not held back by addiction. It is not necessarily drugs in one’s 
system that shut down narrative coherence, but the indeterminacy of a status 
neither in de pen dent nor fully incorporated. In this light, Garriga- López 
asks  whether numbness to empire might be a strategy of re sis tance. What 
possibilities exist for Puerto Ricans to engage the po liti cal in the neither foreign 
nor domestic space of the “oldest colony in the world”? Ambivalence, a register 
found not only in addiction, might be one available strategy.

Waiting is a well- honed practice of imperial subjects. Waiting for change, 
waiting for something better, waiting for in de pen dence. As an ele ment of 
decolonial praxis, Melissa Rosario suggests that at times Puerto Rican activists 
locate freedom in the apparent banality of waiting, developing anti- imperialist 
politics through individual autonomy and a valorization of pro cess as a cri-
tique of expected forms of re sis tance. In the case of activists squatting on 
a beach slated for private owner ship, activism “requires comfort with not- 
knowing, and not- deciding what the solution may be before arriving.” This 
is a protest composed not out of, but in the experience of the banal, of still- 
undetermined everyday life in a beachside camp.  Here, squatting in empire 
takes form as a passage that opens up an ambivalent but per sis tent call to re-
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Introduction
claim territory and time. Such structures of feeling are found across U.S. ter-
ritories. American Samoa, for example, shares issues of deferred possibilities 
and the par tic u lar pains of becoming certain sorts of subjects of U.S. empire.

What does empire look and feel like in “American” Samoa? Fa’anofo Li-
saclaire Uperesa contends that neither macroanalyses nor surface- level per-
spectives reveal “how empire is sustained in and through nonstate activities 
and micropractices of the body.” Turning to an ethnography of football, she 
asks how capitalism and colonialism collude to produce an unexpected range 
of imperial figures in the form of football coaches and clinics. Training for 
empire might be supported by diff er ent interests— Christian, humanitar-
ian, community— all maneuvering within a tight, but never  simple, space of 
imperialism. Samoans serve empire on the football field, or by performing 
exceptionalism through a cultivation of a certain type of masculine body. In 
the postcolonial Philippines, imperial ser vice is performed through similarly 
exceptional skills, in this case, the ability to speak En glish in a U.S.- friendly, 
and thus recognizable, affective register. In fact, Jan Padios argues that some 
seven de cades  after the end of direct U.S. rule in the Philippines, Filipinos 
are “still suspended . . .  within U.S. imperialism.” Call center  labor epitomizes 
this continuing relationship as desired qualities such as a certain accent or an 
ability to perform compassion are linked to both modern Americana and the 
ability to be oneself, to be Filipino. The creativity and exceptionalism— and 
thus, strangely enough, the recognizability—of the Filipino subject or the 
Samoan one or the Puerto Rican one “underwrites U.S. imperialism” in an 
impor tant way, and has since at least 1898.

Temporality, Proximity, Dispersion

The technologies of empire are no surprise: naming, mapping, converting, 
conquering, extracting, rewriting, recalibrating. They are not new, but instead 
shared and inherited across empires, generated in moments of comparison 
and competition within and across imperial formations. For example, U.S. 
empire and its reach stretch through multinational corporations, across the 
Amer i cas, to Mexico and Central Amer i ca, and on to Suriname and Maroon 
communities.  There, fieldwork among the descendants of escaped slaves rec-
ognized as indigenous  peoples of the Amazon by both the Dutch colonial 
state and the United Nations  today permits Olívia Maria Gomes da Cunha 
to write an ethnographic history of Ndyuka Maroons in Moengo, Suriname, 
as a formation drawn into, and yet capable of mobilizing in a very diff er ent 
vein, colonial activities as well as U.S. imperial history. Maroons drawn origi-
nally to Moengo by Dutch and U.S. bauxite mining, like their descendants 
 today, conceptualized the arrival from afar of an extractive industry not as a 
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circumscribed event, but as part of their own, ongoing reconfigurations of 
landscape, life, and spirits. Reflecting on such divergent ontologies, Gomes 
da Cunha’s ethnographic vantage point mitigates against both a facile enroll-
ment of Maroon histories into an ostensibly larger, global history of empire 
and an anthropological erection of a “radical opposition between the geomet-
ric, disciplinary, and colonial model of Moengo and the spatiotemporal con-
figurations of place in which spirits, kin, non- kin, and other agents dialogue 
with each other.” Even now, so many years  later, the territorializations that 
accompany and fill in empire in Suriname are not just about geography or 
spatial relations. Instead, Gomes da Cunha contends, they remain a sanction 
as well as an occupation of agency and of pos si ble modes of existence and 
enunciation that resist the totality of U.S. empire.

Imperial efforts to shape and order populations are often undertaken by 
imperial proxies, such as influential cap i tal ists. Yet of the many individu-
als and groups who have claimed to act on behalf of U.S. and Eu ro pean 
empires, one of the most per sis tent are Christian missionaries. But are all 
missionaries acting as imperial proxies? Ju Hui Judy Han contends that U.S. 
empire serves as catalyst for Korean evangelical Chris tian ity via a Cold War 
connection that grounds a certain sort of Korean Christian international vi-
sion. This is not just about religion. Han argues instead that the concept of 
“proxy” falls short in that Korean evangelicals are not seeking solely to carry 
Chris tian ity to new domains in a sort of postimperial ser vice to U.S. expan-
sion. Instead, Korean Christians’ goals extend to their own “neo co lo nial or 
subimperial ambitions.”  These goals include geopo liti cal reach, cap i tal ist gain, 
humanitarian ser vice, and a proselytizing heavi ly directed against Islam. As 
such, a twenty- first- century collusion between evangelical Chris tian ity and 
U.S. imperialism offers a wide- angle lens for considering the spaces opened 
for an at times surprising array of imperial actors. Korean religious designs 
provide an especially impor tant node for considering such imperial historic-
ity, as well as the almost mythic accounts of good, evil, and global redemption 
that seemingly do so much to motivate action.

Was the Cold War imperial? Occupying historically the space of Eu ro-
pean decolonization and post– World War II realignment, the Cold War is 
commonly portrayed as a  battle between two  great powers— the USA and the 
USSR. According to Heonik Kwon, such a portrayal misses two key compo-
nents: the plural and the global. Kwon identities  these as (1) local- level, ethno-
graphic experiences of the Cold War rather than just po liti cal or historical 
narratives and (2) experiences of the Cold War beyond Eu rope. His resultant 
reassessment of the Cold War through ancestor worship rituals in both  Korea 
and Vietnam aims to provide an ethnographic rendering of U.S. empire, and 
to raise questions about the social  orders, not only the geopo liti cal ones, of the 
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Cold War then and now. Kwon’s optic gathers together the imperial and the 
postcolonial in order to consider local efforts “to come to terms with the ruins 
and enduring wounds” of U.S. empire during the Cold War.

The “post” to U.S. empire is coterminous with the imperial. In an example 
of the sorts of braidings that, contradictorily, so often accompany moments 
of imperial aphasia, many of the chapters in this volume suggest that tem-
poral periods may be inhabited si mul ta neously. Perhaps unsurprisingly, one 
domain in which contests over empires’ temporalities come to the fore is 
time itself, or more specifically, the setting of “standard” time by means of an 
international proj ect dominated by the United States via satellites, gps, and 
computer networks and examined ethnographically by Kevin Birth. Birth ar-
gues that the politics of  actual time reveal impor tant facets of the scientific 
infrastructure of con temporary U.S. empire. Aligning his research among 
U.S. government scientists with Prasenjit Duara’s notion of a “new imperi-
alism” in  today’s historical moment, Birth finds ethnographic evidence of 
complicity and coordination, as well as po liti cal divergences, in the science 
under lying U.S. approaches to the time standards so impor tant to satellite, 
and thus financial as well as missile and cellular, technologies. The technolo-
gies of empire, then, are as impor tant as the institutions; the one requires 
the other.

Military Promises

The U.S. empire is a military empire. Has  there ever been a time this was not 
so? From the earliest days of settler colonialism on to the concrete lines and 
video cameras of Guantánamo Bay Detention Camp  today, this militarism 
has taken diff er ent forms. David Vine’s work illustrates how, and with what 
local effects, an extensive network of military bases grounds U.S. empire. This 
territorial model is not so much a new structure as a return to an earlier one, 
including that used by earlier Eu ro pean empires. In light of the spiraling pro-
ductivity of never- implemented colonial blueprints, of colonizing schemes 
gone array, and of impossible attempts to separate out  people and places, 
none of this can be taken as given: not the logics of bases such as Diego 
Garcia, nor the experiences of displaced and indigenous  peoples such as the 
Chagossians, nor the contradictions of the U.S. government officials involved 
in administering and planning such bases. A politics of concealment and 
linguistic sleight of hand often accompanies U.S. military bases overseas. In 
Manta, Ec ua dor, Erin Fitz- Henry was repeatedly told “ there is no U.S. mili-
tary base in Manta.” In fact, “legally”  there was no base in Manta, since the 
United States rented space from the Ec ua dor ian military. As Fitz- Henry ar-
gues, this was strategic ambiguity at work, a geopo liti cal “interpretive gap 
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exploited by agents of empire.” In spite of the U.S. troops and material,  there 
was no U.S. military base on Ec ua dor’s north coast. Such denial and word-
play have purchase in imperial politics and military theaters.

What sort of institution is the military? One might approach the U.S. 
military ethnographically as an institution of “hierarchy, coercion, and obe-
dience” in which an ironic rhe toric of choice also exists. This involves the 
“choice” to join, as well as the choice to leave and to choose dissent. Matthew 
Gutmann and Catherine Lutz argue that ideas of choice saturate U.S. dis-
courses of citizenship, empire, and masculinity, and  these play an impor tant 
role in assigning par tic u lar values to military “ser vice” to the nation, and 
the world. Why then, they ask, do U.S. soldiers abandon the military? What 
sort of moral and po liti cal crises and epiphanies arise for  these lowest- level 
agents of the imperial military missions? The repercussions for some of the 
soldiers who choose to step away from empire involve a type of imperial de-
bris, a state of cast- off being and, at times, uncanny insights.41

Residue, Rumors, Remnants

Militarized ecologies are an intrinsic, and yet thoroughly hybridized, part of 
empire.42 Generative and destructive at the same time, war wreaks havoc on 
the natu ral landscape, and empire provides a par tic u lar sort of narrative— 
and even presence— that accompanies  these destructive pro cesses. Draw-
ing on the work of Rob Nixon, Eleana Kim contends that the Demilitarized 
Zone, or dmz, between the  Koreas is still “armed and dangerous” due to the 
just barely concealed presence of landmines.  These lie as a material token 
of U.S. imperial power, and work unexpectedly to keep the peace through 
their “material and affective traces.” Even in its ruins, then, imperial power is 
efficacious, felt and feared, and generative of a range of responses including 
from the ethnographer. Ruined landscapes are also  human ones.

Ruins offer new opportunities for action. In 1959, some Tibetans escaped 
the invasion and colonization of their country by Mao Zedong’s  People’s Re-
public of China, fleeing to India, where they established a refugee commu-
nity  under the leadership of the Dalai Lama. Diff er ent groups mobilized to 
provide aid to  these new refugees, including the cia. Carole McGranahan 
explores the covert side of empire in assessing sympathy and sincerity in two 
cia- Tibet operations: (1) a homegrown citizens’ army that fought against the 
Chinese  People’s Liberation Army with help from the cia, including secret 
training in Colorado, and (2) the American Emergency Committee for Ti-
betan Refugees, a cia front operation that appeared publicly as a legitimate 
aid group. We cannot presume to know or to dismiss the sentiments involved 
in such covert humanitarianism, nor can we assign agency only to the cia. 
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Instead, McGranahan argues, we need to consider how although humanitari-
anism “provides cover for empire,” the covert is a space that is deeply  human.

“What kinds of life are pos si ble  under imperial conditions? And whose 
knowledge of that life counts?” Joe Bryan asks such questions in the case of 
Miskito former soldiers supported and then discarded by the United States 
during the Contra War in late twentieth- century Nicaragua. Miskito Indi-
ans are not just “indigenous  peoples,” as they are often named. They are also 
imperial subjects who recognize and respond to the geohistorical and dis-
cursive power of U.S. empire, albeit from a position of marginalization and 
abandonment that nonetheless takes very diff er ent forms in relation to dis-
tinct locations within, or at what pass for the edges of, U.S. empire. Life in 
the space of imperial discard and disregard on Nicaragua’s Atlantic coast thus 
involves continuing efforts to activate imperial connections, even  those that 
appear fleeting and out of reach. Such encounters with empire in the field, es-
pecially when an ethnographer is ostensibly researching something  else, have 
become an impor tant trope within a number of recent studies around the 
world. The discursive power inherent in renaming empire as anything other 
than empire  here becomes relatively more impor tant, as do the secrets and 
denials that have long supported U.S. imperial formations. The realization 
that “conspiracy disrupts this discursive economy” propels Bryan into an 
ethnographic account that “does not explain imperialism so much as provide 
pause for reflection on how knowledge of it adheres to a discursive economy 
that sets limits on whose knowledge counts.”

What, then, if one cannot visualize empire? In his research on Brazil’s 
spaceport and the circulation of accusations and disavowals of empire, 
Sean T. Mitchell explains that U.S. empire did not have a clear presence in 
his ethnographic data. In an argument reminiscent of Peter Redfield’s focus 
on scale and visibility in his ethnography of French rocket bases in French 
Guiana, Mitchell suggests that U.S. empire shape- shifted and came to impact 
unexpected pro cesses and relations in hard- to- trace manners.43 Specifically, 
U.S. imperial practices and discourses helped shape a nationalist and tech-
nocratic or military- linked paranoia about United States interference and the 
racial politics of Afro- Brazilian mobilization around the spaceport. Drawing 
on the work of Michel- Rolph Trouillot, Mitchell argues that postcolonial 
socie ties remain  under the discipline of foreign entities in ways that ethnog-
raphy helps us perceive as not just localized experiences, but as part of 
broader global epistemic conditions. In spite of, or perhaps due in part to 
its motility, the imperial remains a structural feature of the con temporary 
world system. As true of this is of places and  peoples incorporated into the 
imperial domain outside of the United States, it also remains true in the 
metropole.
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9/11, the War on Terror, and the Return of Empire

The events of 9/11 changed—or rendered more easily apparent— much about 
social power in the United States, perhaps more so for Muslim Americans 
than for any other group. How do Muslim youth experience everyday life 
in this po liti cal moment? What would it mean to put imperialism and its 
apperception, rather than ethnicity or religion, at the center of the story of 
Muslims in the con temporary United States? Drawing on ethnographic re-
search in Silicon Valley, which is now more timely than ever, Sunaina Maira 
shows that Islamophobia, racism, and imperial vio lence at home and abroad 
are vis i ble, tangible components of the lives of Muslim youth. This is not 
solely about being a target of empire, but also of building alliances within and 
against certain facets of empire. Maira argues that possibilities for po liti cal 
expression by Muslim youth in the United States take form around questions 
of empire, especially imperial intervention abroad. As such they exceed well 
established discourses of liberal “tolerance” and diversity that shape, as well 
as contain, cross- racial and interfaith affiliations. Such moments of excess 
beg for ethnographic analy sis, for a dedication to making apparent the con-
juncture of lived experience and cultural logics and po liti cal realities.44  Here 
ethnography would seem to have the potential to disrupt history, to open up 
national amnesias about past and not- quite- past moments and the imperial 
subjects created within them.

Immigrants and refugees are two types of subjects produced in and by 
empire. Soo Ah Kwon argues that Cambodian refugees in the San Francisco 
Bay Area, when disciplined into a familiar imperial mode of gratitude, oc-
cupy a precarious sort of deportable citizenship. But community efforts to halt 
deportations connect Cambodian youth activists with other immigration ac-
tivists revealing the broader scope of U.S. empire and tie Southeast Asians 
to the po liti cal strug gles of Central Americans and  others deemed “undesir-
able.” The imperial heartland is no easier a space to reside in than its fringes 
and, indeed, one of the proj ects of the pres ent volume is to peer into impe-
rial folds rather than define cores and peripheries. Through an example of 
how such doublings take form, Kwon documents how imperial statecraft is 
implicated not only in deportation regimes in the United States, but also in 
“producing the contexts of vio lence from which Southeast Asian refugees 
fled in the first instance.”

Soldiers and the nightly news bring war home with them too, from Viet-
nam and the Gulf, and from Iraq and Af ghan i stan. In this con temporary pe-
riod, how does empire arise as a way of life in  those parts of the United States 
usually not approached as imperial? In his research on human- animal relations 
among hunters of white- tail deer in New Jersey, John Collins considers how 
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an emotional ecol ogy tied tightly to empire permeates the changes taking 
place as diff er ent classes mark land in ways that halt the efforts of the  others 
not just to hunt, or to gather berries or hike, but also to be good  people in the 
ways they have been trained and forced by necessity to be, for so long. “It’ll 
be all right,” a grand father tells his grand son, easing the blow of a certain sort 
of pain. But, as Collins notes, “in an imperial United States” such an attempt 
at “making  things ‘all right,’ or livable, rests on dislocations of vio lence.” Vio-
lences of history, and vio lences of class, can be hard to transcend. Serving 
one’s country, helping the less fortunate,  doing good, making  things right: 
 these are not just fantasies or legitimating props put forth by  people invested 
in that which oppresses them, but moral discourses cultivated through impe-
rial sentiments and even potentially violent practices at home and abroad. 
Such hybrid and untrustworthy but nonetheless influential sentiments devel-
oped through violent and often unwanted juxtapositions—on the battlefield, 
in the news media, and in the space from forest to food bank— mark a nation 
in which many “us” and “them” groups coexist. This is part of knowing, being, 
and being po liti cal in a con temporary United States in which resentment too 
often seems to replace engagement. In response, Collins follows the hunting 
of deer and the exchange of meat in order to reveal how denials of codepen-
dence, and thus denials of a coconstruction of ethics and environments by 
 people who often configure themselves as standing on opposite sides of the 
hunt, are themselves effects of imperial vio lence, especially when they prom-
ise a neat redemption from that vio lence.

Claiming to be singular, to be exceptional, and then to produce such ex-
ceptions, has long been part of imperial formations from  England to China 
to the United States and beyond.45 As academics and citizens, we seem to 
know this. Yet we are still learning the ways in which such exceptions are 
forged anew in the twenty- first  century through new sorts of extraterritorial 
arrangements and extralegal statuses. Drawing on his research with “out of 
place Muslims” in Bosnia- Herzegovina, Darryl Li suggests that plural and 
external conceptions of sovereignty are at work in the Global War on Terror 
that “exceed” current anthropological theory. Given that the Global War on 
Terror is both everywhere and nowhere, relying on logics of circulation in 
moving other countries’ citizens through the well- traveled carceral routes of 
the post-9/11 world, U.S. “empire mobilizes multiple state sovereignties as a 
way of structuring and mediating unequal power relations.” Imperial sub-
jects recognized such connections and networks early on, without waiting 
for theorists to catch up with them. Meeting with Abu Hamza, a detainee at 
the Reception Centre for Irregular Mi grants outside of Sarajevo, Li finds him 
dressed in a bright orange jalabiyya, reminiscent of the orange jumpsuits pris-
oners at Guantánamo wear, and sporting a baseball cap with bosnatanamo 
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inscribed upon it. Forcibly taken from the Spanish, Guantánamo Bay became 
part of U.S. empire in 1898 and now hosts Muslim and other imperial prisoners 
in its new post-9/11 guise as gtmo. This is one return of empire that illustrates, 
as part of a broad historical arc, how analy sis of circulation may bring into 
clearer view the workings of the exception, and thus the inadequacy of that 
exception for explaining sovereignty in an imperial system in which power is 
so often exercised informally, and through third-party actors.

Fi nally, we close the volume with an afterword— Ann Laura Stoler in 
conversation with Carole McGranahan on disassemblage in rethinking U.S. 
imperial formations. How, asks Stoler, has the delinking of territories,  peoples, 
and practices come to define U.S. empire? Taking disassemblage as an object 
of inquiry reveals the relational histories that gird imperial politics. We see 
this for example in practices of proxy and surrogate colonialism, in the ways 
histories of Israel and Palestine have and have not been written, and in the 
framings of histories of racism and slavery in relation to capitalism but not 
necessarily to empire. Instead, Stoler suggests, “naming  those  things  we’ve 
been educated not to see allows us to get at the tensions of certain moments.” 
Naming directly challenges denial,  those denials of imperial actors as well as 
 those of scholars, including our own expectations of what empire is and does.

CONTINGENCY AND CONCLUSION: A CAUTION

In setting out the prob lems and questions above, we have suggested not sim-
ply the importance of understanding empire, but the need to expand what 
counts as empire. Yet this involves certain dangers. Princi pal among  these is 
a repetition of an earlier moment in which anthropological knowledge about 
putative  Others was understood as but a means of improving the lives and 
perspectives of  those within the metropole. While a duplication of such a per-
spective seems unlikely, or at least undesirable, in studying U.S. empire we do 
risk folding unrelated or par tic u lar strug gles into an umbrella that is already 
too power ful, if still relatively undertheorized and understudied (at least in 
terms of direct study). But this points to some of the challenges at hand: If, 
as historian Greg Grandin posits, strug gles in Latin Amer i ca served to de-
velop strategies  later deployed by the United States elsewhere in the world, 
including at home, then how does one begin to understand such contacts and 
confrontations as anything but components of U.S. empire?46  Here our study 
of empire touches upon familiar concerns enunciated in subaltern studies’ 
critiques of colonial power in that, just as writing histories that are more than 
par tic u lar instantiations of a Eu ro pean, Christian, universal history pres ents 
a new series of conundrums, so too does expanding what counts as empire 
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without adding to the power of imperial formations.47 This is a fear, and a 
challenge, that sticks with all contributors to this volume as we consider the 
details of, and possibilities brought forth by, an expanded ethnography of 
empire.

NOTES

1 Chang, The Color of the Land; Kaplan, “Left Alone with Amer i ca.” We empha-
size, however, that the widespread imperial myopia we associate  here with U.S. 
claims about the United States is often punctured by historical, and even popu lar, 
analyses from diff er ent world regions, especially Latin Amer i ca. See, for example, 
Escobar, “Beyond the Third World.”

2 Stoler, Haunted by Empire.
3 Said, Orientalism. For an influential example of pioneering anthropological 

 engagements, see especially Asad, Anthropology and the Colonial Encounter.
4 Dirks, Colonialism and Culture; Richard Price, The Convict and the Col o nel; Red-

field, Space in the Tropics; Stoler, Race and the Education of Desire; and Stoler, 
Carnal Knowledge and Imperial Power.

5 Cohn, An Anthropologist among the Historians and Other Essays; Cohn, Colo-
nialism and Its Forms of Knowledge; Comaroff and Comaroff, Ethnography and the 
Historical Imagination; Dirks, Colonialism and Culture; Etienne and Leacock, 
 Women and Colonization; Stoler, “Rethinking Colonial Categories”; Stoler, “Sexual 
Affronts and Racial Frontiers”; Taussig, “Culture of Terror— Space of Death”; 
Trouillot, Silencing the Past.

6 Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge; Stoler, “On Degrees of Imperial Sover-
eignty”; Stoler and Bond, “Refractions off Empire.” On empire and temporality, 
see especially Wilder, Freedom Time; Scott, Conscripts of Modernity and Omens of 
Adversity; as well as Stoler, “The Rot Remains.”

7 Diamond et al., “Anthropologists Speak Out on Nuclear Disarmament”; Frese and 
Harrell, Anthropology and the United States Military; Gusterson, “Anthropology 
and Militarism,” “Proj ect Minerva and the Militarization of Anthropology”; 
Gough, “Anthropology and Imperialism,” “New Proposals for Anthropolo-
gists,” “ ‘Anthropology and Imperialism’ Revisited”; Lucas Jr., Anthropologists in 
Arms; McFate, “Anthropology and Counterinsurgency”; Nader, “The Phantom 
 Factor”; David H. Price, Cold War Anthropology and “Interlopers and Invited 
Guests”; Weltfish, “Racialism, Colonialism, and World Peace.” For sociology, 
see Steinmetz, Sociology and Empire.

8 On the Cold War and  Korea, see especially David H. Price, Threatening Anthropol-
ogy; and Wax, Anthropology at the Dawn of the Cold War. Especially salient works 
related to the Vietnam War are Berreman, “Is Anthropology Alive?”; Sahlins, “The 
Destruction of Conscience in Vietnam”; and Wakin, Anthropology Goes to War. For 
more recent conflicts, ranging from Grenada to Iraq and Af ghan i stan, see especially 
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Gonzalez, Anthropologists in the Public Sphere and American Counterinsurgency; 
Network of Concerned Anthropologists, The Counter- Counterinsurgency Man-
ual; and Sluka, “Curiouser and Curiouser.”

9 Lutz, “Empire Is in the Details.”
10 On  U.S. geography and its imperial entanglements, see especially N. Smith, 

American Empire.
11 Rabinow et al., Designs for an Anthropology of the Con temporary.
12 Stoler, “Developing Historical Negatives.”
13 Stoler, “Developing Historical Negatives.”
14 Stoler, Duress; Williams, Empire as a Way of Life.
15 Asad, Anthropology and the Colonial Encounter; Comaroff and Comaroff, Ethnog-

raphy and the Historical Imagination; Dirks, Colonialism and Culture; Cooper and 
Stoler, Tensions of Empire.

16 Harrison, Decolonizing Anthropology.
17 Stoler and McGranahan, “Introduction: Refiguring Imperial Terrains.”
18 On the seductiveness, and importance to modern politics, of the repre sen ta tion 

of knowledge production as a hermeneutics of depth, see Collins, Revolt of the 
Saints.

19 D. Nelson, Reckoning; Stoler, Race and the Education of Desire; Stoler, Haunted by 
Empire; Stoler, “On Degrees of Imperial Sovereignty”; Wilder, The French Impe-
rial Nation- State.

20 Adelman, Sovereignty and Revolution in the Iberian Atlantic; Coronil, “Beyond 
Occidentalism”; Wilder, Freedom Time.

21 Evans- Pritchard, “Social Anthropology.”
22 Engelke, A Prob lem of Presence; Richard Price, Travels with Tooy.
23 Maskovsky and Susser, “Introduction: Rethinking Amer i ca.”
24 Influential works that mark and add to such redefinition of scholarly interests, 

po liti cal mobilization, and geographic areas include Anaya and Lomelli, Aztlán; 
and Gilroy, Black Atlantic.

25 A. Goldstein, Formations of United States Colonialism.
26 Stoler, McGranahan, and Perdue, Imperial Formations.
27 On the Philippines and U.S. imperialism, see Anderson, Colonial Pathologies; 

Choy, Empire of Care; David, “The Sexual Fields of Empire”; Espiritu, Homeward 
Bound; Go and Foster, The American Colonial State in the Philippines; Kramer, The 
Blood of Government; Manalansan, Global Divas; Rafael, White Love, “Translation, 
American En glish, and the National Insecurities of Empire,” and “Translation in 
War time”; Rosaldo, “Imperialist Nostalgia”; Tadiar, Fantasy- Production and  Things 
Fall Away.

28 V. Gonzalez, Securing Paradise, 219.
29 For a critical history of the importance to U.S. empire of efforts to control flows of 

illegal drugs, see Reiss, We Sell Drugs.
30 On colonialism and native  peoples of North Amer i ca, see especially Byrd, The 

Transit of Empire; Cattelino, High Stakes and “Anthropologies of the United States”; 
Dennison, Colonial Entanglement; A. Simpson, Mohawk Interruptus. Diaz, “Delib-
erating ‘Liberation Day,’ ” is a fascinating analy sis of politics in Guam, and Imada, 
Aloha Amer i ca, and Kauanui, Hawaiian Blood and “Colonialism in Equality,” offer 
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impor tant contributions in relation to the United States’ fiftieth state. Meanwhile, 
Derby, “Imperial Secrets,” and Silver, “ ‘Then I Do What I Want,’ ” offer critical per-
spectives on Puerto Rico as a territory, while Salesa, “Samoa’s Half- Castes and Some 
Frontiers of Comparison,” extends a complementary analy sis to American Samoa. 
For valuable perspectives on issues faced by Muslim and Arab Americans, see 
especially Abraham, Howell, and Shryock, Arab Detroit 9/11; Maira, “Belly Danc-
ing, Arab- Face, Orientalist Feminism, and U.S. Empire” and Missing; Mamdani, 
“Good Muslim, Bad Muslim”; Rana, Terrifying Muslims; Shryock, “Cracking 
Down on Diaspora”; and Shryock and Howell, “New Images of Arab Detroit.”

31 Chomsky, Linked  Labor Histories; Rodney, A History of the Guyanese Working 
 People.

32 For Japan, Frühstück, Uneasy Warriors;  Inoue, Okinawa and the U.S. Military; 
and C. Nelson, Dancing with the Dead. On Diego Garcia, see Vine, Island of 
Shame. For  Korea, Höhn and Moon, Over  There; J. Lee, Ser vice Economies; and 
Oppenheim, “On the Locations of Korean War and Cold War Anthropology.” 
For Vietnam, Espiritu, Body Counts; Kwon,  After the Massacre and Ghosts of War 
in Vietnam; and Schwenkel, “Recombinant History” and “From John McCain to 
Abu Ghraib.” Gutmann and Lutz, Breaking Ranks, deals with the trauma and the 
traumatic history of more recent conflicts in Iraq.

33 Ho, “Empire through Diasporic Eyes”; Stoler, Haunted by Empire.
34 Louis and Robinson, “The Imperialism of Decolonization”; McGranahan, “Em-

pire Out- of- Bounds.”
35 On interventions, Gill, The School of the Amer i cas; and McGranahan, Arrested 

Histories and “Truth, Fear, and Lies.” On nuclear development, Gusterson, Nu-
clear Rites; and Masco, The Theater of Operations and The Nuclear Borderlands. 
Mitman and Erickson, on markets, “Latex and Blood.” On ground rent, oil, the 
Venezuelan nation- state, and imperial in equality, Coronil, The Magical State and 
“ Towards a Critique of Globalcentrism.”

36 Collins, “ ‘But What if I Should Need to Defecate in Your Neighborhood, Ma-
dame?’ ”; Cueto, Cold War, Deadly Fevers; J. Han, “Missionary”; McAlister, “What 
Is Your Heart For?”

37 Feldman, “On Cultural Anaesthesia,” “Securocratic Wars of Public Safety”; Fos-
her,  Under Construction; Friedman, Covert Capital; E. Kim,  Adopted Territory; 
Lutz, Homefront; Nugent, “Knowledge and Empire”; Wainwright, Geopiracy.

38 Fanon, A  Dying Colonialism and Black Skin, White Masks.
39 See Burnett and Marshall, Foreign in a Domestic Sense in relation to critical  legal 

studies. For American studies as a discipline, some of the more helpful, recent 
works include Campomanes, “New Formations of Asian American Studies and 
the Question of U.S. Imperialism”; Fujitani, White, and Yoneyama, Perilous 
Memories; J. Kim, Ends of Empire; Rafael, “Translation, American En glish, and 
the National Insecurities of Empire”; and Shigematsu and Camacho, Militarized 
Currents. And, fi nally, on militarization, see especially Borneman, “Responsibility 
 after Military Intervention”; Forte, The New Imperialism, vol. 1; Kelly et al., Anthro-
pology and Global Counterinsurgency; Kosek, “Ecologies of Empire”; Lutz, “Mak-
ing War at Home in the United States” and The Bases of Empire; and Robben, Iraq 
at a Distance.
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40 Stoler, Haunted by Empire and “On Degrees of Imperial Sovereignty.”
41 See Stoler, “Imperial Debris,” and the collected essays in Stoler, Imperial Debris.
42 Kosek, “Ecologies of Empire.”
43 Redfield, Space in the Tropics.
44 Da Col and Graeber, “Foreword.”
45 Stoler and McGranahan, “Introduction: Refiguring Imperial Terrain.”
46 Grandin, The Last Colonial Massacre and Empire’s Workshop.
47 Guha and Spivak, Selected Subaltern Studies.
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