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M O U R N I N G  E M P I R E

We Americans are unhappy; we are not happy about America. We are not happy 
about ourselves in relation to America. We are nervous—or gloomy—or apathetic—

as we look towards the future—our own and that of others.
—henry luce, “The American Century”

The dead in this story come to me not so that I can speak of distant sorrows. /  
They come to me so vividly because they are my own sorrow: /  

I am the sister whose hands were tied by fear.
—Teresa ralli and José WaTanabe, Antígona

This book explores moments when the present is so bloated with dead 
bodies demanding mourning that their claims threaten to overtake life. I 
ask what kind of transformative politics is enacted when we name the deaths 
of those considered unworthy of mourning and remembering. Answering 
this question means finding out which lives count. Fundamentally, then, 
such mourning is potentially insurgent, challenging the liberal nation- state’s 
claim to sole right to violence. Postcolonial Grief: The Afterlives of the Pacific 
Wars in the Americas directs this inquiry by focusing on narratives about 
Korean and Japanese diasporas across the Americas, as well as how they 
intersect with other displaced and marginalized peoples. Although they are 
surrounded by unexpressed deaths and losses, as Lisa Yoneyama argues in 
Cold War Ruins, “the necropolitics of Asia are occluded” within knowledge 
production and erased from Japanese, U.S., and Korean national histories.1 
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Cold War U.S. liberal governance, its disavowal of military violence and 
colonialism, narratives of rescue and liberation, and monopolies over jus-
tice are enabled by the interimperial confrontation, connection, and com-
plicity between U.S. and Japanese imperialisms. This explains how the vio-
lence in the Pacific Arena is compelled to silence, despite the intimate and 
deeply embedded nature of U.S. imperialism there. Instead of disappearing, 
this violence emerges as a bloated, palimpsestic haunting. Rather than just a 
bad memory that cannot be shaken, this describes living with the fear that a 
future of violence is inevitable.

This book is part of a long tradition of critiques of colonialism and war, 
challenging the ways that mourning and melancholia are theorized. From 
Sigmund Freud’s reshifting of his notion of melancholia to Fanonian anti-
colonial psychoanalysis, which arises in the midst of insurrection against 
French colonialism in the 1950s, to feminist and queer anti- neoliberal re-
conceptualizations of mourning, loss, and trauma in the twenty- first cen-
tury, I direct my inquiry into the long history of American militarism in the 
Pacific Arena. In the nineteenth, twentieth, and twenty- first centuries, the 
United States has been in a constant and accelerated state of opening mar-
kets, war making, and empire building in the Pacific Arena, spanning the 
continents of Asia, Australia, the Americas, and the islands in the Pacific, 
including Guam, American Samoa, the Commonwealth of Northern Mari-
anas, Hawai‘i, the Marshall Islands, Okinawa, and Pitcairn. America’s trans-
pacific empire is constituted by a “homogenizing force and collaborative 
alliance among various colonizers at different historical moments under 
shifting geopolitical configurations.”2 Judith Butler has argued that we are 
a “public created at the prohibition to mourn” those whose deaths impli-
cate the nation- state.3 This prohibition to mourn American empire build-
ing in the Pacific Arena is structured by historical amnesia and upheld by 
the ritualistic production of the Asian body as one in pain and in need of 
rescue.4 The dead victims of American military violence in the Pacific Arena 
are rendered unmournable as “spectral being[s], between real and unreal.”5 
However, this prohibition to mourn is occurring at the height of the signi-
fying power of the Pacific in the U.S. geopolitical imaginary. The pressure of 
these spectral beings whose death is the condition of possibility for Ameri-
can prosperity in the twentieth and twenty- first centuries may cause an “in-
surrection at the level of ontology.”6 Their names, claims, and stories are at 
the center of the creative and political engagements and narratives on which 
Postcolonial Grief is based.
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Given the interimperial and interracial entanglements I engage with in this 
book, I turn to the aesthetic and creative works of the Japanese and Korean 
diasporas in the Americas to map how they engage and contest postcoloni-
ality and the deferment of decolonization.7 The memories of those murdered 
come unbidden in Hisaye Yamamoto’s short story “A Fire in Fontana” (chap-
ter 1); grief threatens to turn into morbidity in Dai Sil Kim- Gibson’s film Sa- 
I- Gu and Héctor Tobar’s novel The Tattooed Soldier (chapter 2); colonial vio-
lence willed into disappearance haunts the American imaginary in the genre 
of noir (chapter 3); and the disappeared refuse burial in Teresa Ralli and José 
Watanabe’s play Antígona (chapter 4). In these works, living closer to death 
also means living closer to statelessness, marked by the shifting of status from 
citizen to more liminal categories such as “enemy non- alien,” “kibei,” “zani-
chi,” “refugee,” and “undocumented.” Mourning them makes the present feel 
risky and creates a sense of uncertain futures.

The epigraph from Henry Luce’s “The American Century,” with which 
I begin this book, captures how melancholy violence is constitutive to the 
American Century. This document seeks to direct U.S. consciousness away 
from Europe and toward the Pacific Arena. Through taking leadership over 
new markets and fallen empires, Luce argues, American lives will come to 
have value and matter over all other bodies. Luce was the head of a pub-
lishing empire and one of the most influential Americans of his time. “The 
American Century” sought to spur an American internationalism that 
urged a reluctant President Franklin D. Roosevelt to enter World War II.8 
This article foreshadows Luce’s association of the American Century with 
the Pacific Century and his sense that the United States must step up to its 
destiny as the commander of Asia, which is only possible by dominating the 
Pacific world. “The American Century” is a cipher for an American colonial-
ist vision, here particularly the lure of Chinese markets that would expand 
American power and might. A policy document and cultural text, this essay, 
along with Luce’s lobbying, profoundly influenced U.S. priorities within the 
Pacific Arena during the Cold War and continues to inspire reflection in 
the neoliberal period. Published on February 17, 1941, just months before 
the bombing of Pearl Harbor by the Japanese Imperial Army would propel 
Americans into World War II, Luce begins his essay lamenting American un-
happiness: “We Americans are unhappy; we are not happy about America. 
We are not happy about ourselves in relation to America. We are nervous—
or gloomy—or apathetic. . . . As we look toward the future—our own future 
and the future of other nations.”9 His gloominess stems from the diagnosis 
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that Roosevelt’s refusal to enter the war means the loss of an immense op-
portunity and possibility. He continues, “Now all our failures and mistakes 
hover like birds of ill omen over the White House, over the Capitol dome 
and over this printed page.”10 Racial anxieties expressed through the lan-
guage of negative affect pervade the text. Here the image of hovering black 
birds threatening the white symbols of U.S. imperium heightens the sense 
of pathos that will define the American mind should the United States fail 
to take the helm as the new global arbiter. For Luce, the decline of European 
empires in the Pacific Arena means the Third World is threatened with a 
potentially dangerous interregnum in which Communism may take root. 
Roosevelt’s failure to prime the nation for international involvement and 
global investment, especially in light of the opportunity provided by the de-
cline of European empires, particularly the British in Asia, has created an 
America of mental ill health.11 Repeatedly using the words sickness and fail-
ure as cognitive anchors throughout the article, Luce seeks to move a cur-
rently impotent people into leadership. Luce highlights that without enter-
ing the war and conquering Asian markets, the United States would decay 
in significance in the modern world.

Luce’s American Century further develops the intractable idea that the 
future of the Pacific is meant to be an “American Lake,” as termed by the 
nineteenth- century expansionist Whitelaw Reid. The Pacific’s draw and 
luminosity as the oceanic extension of the American western frontier has 
been represented in fiction and in political and economic treatises by Robert 
Louis Stevenson, Mark Twain, Herman Melville, Henry Luce, and numer-
ous American politicians. As a source of creative engagement and shoring 
up of national ideologies, the idea and image of the Pacific Ocean as an 
American Lake reemerges again and again in the American canon as an ab-
stract space outside of history where American enterprise can flourish. The 
dominant U.S. representation of the Pacific is as the engine for a future of 
capitalism everlasting.12 This has meant that the Pacific is forcefully evacu-
ated of meaning for itself, existing only for others.13 On Luce’s account, for 
example, the entirety of the Pacific Ocean disappears under the lure of con-
tinental Asia. Ronald Reagan’s declaration in a 1984 presidential debate 
that the Pacific Basin “is where the future of the world lies” is haunted by 
previous and future utterances.14 Former Secretary of State Hillary Clin-
ton similarly situates the Pacific in the future in her 2011 statement that the 
“American future of prosperity lies in becoming a Pacific power.”15 In 1903 
Theodore Roosevelt also envisioned the Pacific as a future site of American 
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capitalist rejuvenation, remarking that “the Mediterranean Era died with 
the discovery of America; the Atlantic Era is now at the height of its devel-
opment and must soon exhaust the resources at its command. The Pacific 
era, destined to be the greatest of all, is just at its dawn.”16 In 1944, General 
Douglas MacArthur told a group of war correspondents, “The history of the 
world for the next thousand years will be written in the Pacific.”17 What is 
shared across these statements is that the Pacific must remain free in order 
for free- market capital to flourish and innovate, and, in order for the Pacific 
to remain free, it must be an extension of the U.S.

It is remarkable that Luce’s brief opening paragraph, comprised only of 
two sentences, reveals the biopolitics and bioeconomics that will structure 
U.S. investments in the Pacific Arena in the period following World War II. 
Luce’s article anticipates U.S. modernization programs and containment 
policy where the uplift of Asia was imagined as a necessary counter to an 
insidious Asian Communism led by Mao Zedong.18 Christopher L. Con-
nery argues that this uplift was a collusion between states’ interests and that 
of U.S. financial markets, concluding that “the particularly Cold War ide-
ologies of internationalism and containment theorized and practiced by 
Acheson, Kennan, Forrestal, Dulles, Rusk, Nitze, Harriman, among others, 
[has a] root in their own careers on Wall Street and in other institutions of 
U.S. financial capital that stood to benefit from an international economy 
free of trade barriers, anchored by strong regional economic powers.” Cen-
tral to the accompanying “Cold War geo- imaginary” was a psychologism 
that tended to pathologize Asian Communism and that was “shared by the 
psychic structures of the most developed stage of international capitalism. 
This kind of essentializing psychologism combined with the strategic char-
acter of nuclear warfare to de- spatialize the globe.”19

This Manichean and binaristic Cold War psychic structure is anticipated 
by Luce, who manages to connect bodies across immense scales, starting 
from the American self to global others, and to demand a commitment to 
a world order– structure in which only the mental health of the American 
self ensures the future health of the world.20 For the rarely mentioned Asian 
bodies in his essay, unhealthiness, illness, and brokenness define their ex-
perience of living through the violence of U.S. wars and the institution of 
capitalism in the region. The “others” referenced in this essay float variously 
between a Europe besieged by Hitler and an Asia that “will be worth to us 
exactly zero—or else it will be worth to us four, five, ten billions of dollars a 
year. And the latter are the terms we must think in, or else confess a  pitiful 
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impotence.”21 Luce cannot imagine a space or quantity that is between noth-
ing (down there) and infinite and ever- expanding fullness. The American 
self is forebodingly described as a person in deep depression and driven only 
by negative affect—unhappy, nervous, gloomy, apathetic—and only by find-
ing its release for its frustrated desire for enterprise across the Pacific Arena 
can Americans regain happiness.

Asian diasporic literature is bloated with the pressure that the dead put 
on the living due to the afterlives of Japanese imperialism and American 
World War II– era war violence, ongoing war, settlement, and expanding 
U.S.- led militarism and capitalism in the Pacific Arena imagined as neces-
sary for American survival. There are shared themes in how various U.S. wars 
in Asia and the Pacific Arena are represented in American popular culture 
as a rare opportunity for Americans to rejuvenate and gain new vitality. This 
rejuvenation is so tied to American hegemonic influence over the Pacific 
that, even when there is no one to rescue, an Asian figure in distress must 
be produced again and again, to be rescued or destroyed again and again. 
This Asian figure in need of rescue is not unique to the World War II era 
or Korean War but is a structure of feeling across the transpacific. In the 
context of the Vietnam War, for example, U.S. cultural politics fixates on 
the “figure of the Vietnamese refugee,” whose imagined rescue by the U.S. 
military “has been key to the (re)cuperation of American identities and the 
shoring up of U.S. militarism in the post– Vietnam war era.”22

The repeated destruction and rescue in popular cultural representations 
of war and Asian bodies function to affirm Ann Laura Stoler’s argument 
that the colonizing presence is not automatically recognized as a colonizer 
but must be made into one through fantasy: “Their identity as a colonizer 
needs to be repeatedly affirmed in the fantasized situations of colonial en-
counter.”23 Elaborated and made into fantasy, most prominently through 
the medium of film, the “microphysics” of war—that is, the specific encoun-
ters that happen during the time and space of combat and occupation—
shape the colonizers’ sense of their dominance. These are national fantasies. 
These conditions make more salient the ways that literature, film, and the 
arts are a critical alternative archive for the recuperation of the forgotten, 
the unseen, and the unhealed. The analyses in Postcolonial Grief span the lan-
guage of treaties and policies to literary and filmic archives because ruptures 
and abject subjects can only be seen and heard when disciplinary constraints 
are transgressed. This requires epistemological practices that reassemble 
places and meanings previously taken for granted.
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Literature and film are central to building a national consciousness and 
are imagined to aid in the cultivation of a self who cares for an other, can feel 
for an other whose experience they do not share but with whose difference 
they can empathize and sympathize.24 However, Postcolonial Grief reveals a 
desire not only to expand contacts with the Third World other, but also to 
set limits within what seems (as a result of the erosion of former boundaries) 
like an infinite and uncontrollable contact. This requires that neoliberal cul-
tural politics “set the limit of how much otherness is required, as opposed to 
how much is excessive, disruptive, disturbing, in ways that damage us, rather 
than enhance our lives.”25 Under such conditions, unless contested, empa-
thy finds its limits in narratives that enhance the life of the First World over 
all others.

In Luce’s reflections on the American Century, obviously missing is the 
recognition that the American Century can only be built on the ruins of 
Japanese imperialism. By the time Japan bombed U.S. naval bases at Pearl 
Harbor on the island of Oahu on December 7, 1941, almost all French, 
British, and Spanish territories had come under Japanese control. In the 
period after Japan surrendered to the United States in August 15, 1945, the 
United States gained possession of Japan’s former empire in the Pacific and 
Asia. Luce refuses to see the United States as absorbing Japan’s dominion 
and represents the collective will that seeks to render the recognition of U.S. 
imperialism in the Pacific Arena verboten. But Naoki Sakai cautions that 
unless we recognize how “Japanese imperialism was grafted into American 
imperialism . . . we will remain enslaved to the legacies of past colonialism in 
East Asia.”26 Like the missing Asian bodies in his text, Luce’s refusal enables 
empire to be reframed and energized as a matter for health and happiness, 
demonstrating the colonialist investment in narrating the history of empire 
and imperialism in affective terms.27 Luce rhetorically positions colonies as 
necessary for the sublimation of American unhappiness. Only once these 
colonies have been established can Americans tend to the unhappiness of 
these Others, now under American dominance, by transforming the poten-
tial zero value of Asia to “four, five, ten billions of dollars a year,”28 a positive 
effect for U.S. racial colonialism.

These closing sentences of Luce’s essay are the most famous, but this tri-
umphant tone comes only after much tortured treatise on the threats of de-
cline and the emasculated future awaiting America: “[I envision] America 
as the dynamic center of ever- widening spheres of enterprise, America as 
the training center of the skillful servants of mankind, America as the Good 
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 Samaritan, really believing again that it is more blessed to give than to re-
ceive, and America as the powerhouse of the ideals of Freedom and Jus-
tice. . . . It is in this spirit that all of us are all called, each to his own measure 
of capacity, and each in the widest horizon of his vision, to create the first 
great American Century.”29

Luce describes colonialism in terms of universal human liberation. The 
American Century seeks to shape not only the biopolitical—bringing 
others the gift of freedom—but also the production of the bioeconomic 
and the raising of American human value as homo oeconomicus across the 
globe.30 U.S. visions for the Pacific were always stated in terms of “capitalist 
rejuvenation,” whether through capital from new markets and consumers 
or through the idea of “free enterprise and progress” (fundamental to U.S.- 
led capitalism).31 However, as I explore in this book, this racial capitalism 
is anchored to a racial- colonial logic and to structures of white supremacy. 
There are moments in the U.S. colonial archive when the colonial project 
is codetermined, if not primarily determined, by the racial substructure of 
American “civilizing missions,” of which capitalism is a component.32 Here, 
the conquest period in the post- 1898 years of the U.S. colonial invasion of 
the Philippines is instructive. It was generally the case that the archipelago 
was less important for its capitalist potentials than it was as a material tem-
plate for the making of modern American racial civilization into a global 
work- in- progress.33 Hence, the frequent destruction of ecology, land, and 
people was not centrally guided by the imperative of preparing the colony 
for capitalist relations, but was structured by both pacification and assimila-
tion as violent—and empowering—racial- colonial logics.34

The power of Luce’s call for war as an injunction against a feeble future 
forcefully demonstrates how narratives of wounds stand in danger of being 
co- opted to uphold military nationalism as well as a regressive rhetoric of 
therapy that encourages individuals to focus on themselves as opposed to 
addressing structural problems. The biopolitics and bioeconomics of neo-
liberalism fetishize vitality and flexibility, against which grief appears as a 
melancholic attachment and as an unhealthy hyperremembering of a past 
best forgotten.35 However, this is premised on a temporality of neoliberal 
reason that ignores the “palimpsest” between the United States and the 
Pacific Arena. Colonial forms never die out but are adapted or go into fugi-
tive mode.36 The present time in the Pacific Arena is one in which post-
colonialism, settler colonialism, military occupation, and liberal nation- state 
forms coexist concurrently. This palimpsest challenges a neoliberal tempo-
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rality that fetishizes closure and linear progress, thus seeking to force a re-
fusal to see how the past, present, and future exist simultaneously. 37 But that 
simultaneity is impossible to ignore when thinking of how past wars and the 
violence of colonialism shape the postcolonial present. Thus, although the 
political form and political imaginary encouraged by neoliberalism prom-
ise to secure freedom and reinvigorate the body politic, they end up under-
nourishing it and placing it in ever more precarious states.38

Postcolonial Grief

Mourning is described as occupying a spatiality and temporality of ambiva-
lence because it is not a state that one is supposed to maintain. Mourning 
is meant to be a temporary journey, wherein the grieving self must learn to 
replace a loss. Grief, when thought about in the most liberal and positivist 
way, can be linked to the liberal humanist process of reconciliation—that is, 
the notion of letting go of the attachment to grief as like letting go of griev-
ance, which is resolved through a new attachment to a proper replacement. 
However, as my turn to melancholia demonstrates, this replacement may be 
impossible, as some losses cannot ever be replaced, but rather are erased or 
lived as loss. It is, for instance, important for a state waging war that people 
do not replace their loss of loved ones or homeland with resentment for the 
nation- state.

My discussion of postcolonial grief, afterlives, and the related terms of 
mourning, loss, and melancholia emerges from several intellectual shifts and 
interventions. These revolve around a radical critique of liberal humanism 
and its attendant institutions through grief, grievance, loss, and injury as 
central rubrics. I follow two particular and related iterations of this critique 
that are connected in their emergence of a theory of grief and mourning. 
These are rooted against war, militarism, and colonial and liberal state’s vio-
lence: Fanonian anticolonial psychoanalysis and twenty-first- century trans-
national feminist and queer challenges to neoliberal statecraft and escalating 
wars.39 Postcolonial Grief covers new ground by offering a comparative look 
at mourning practices at different sites within the Pacific Arena. Politiciz-
ing the structure of grief simultaneously requires the recognition that the 
force of grief does not itself imagine or desire freedom. And yet it is impos-
sible to think about grief and mourning without imagining freedom from 
loss and thus the impasses and the incommensurability facing the insurgent 
drive for freedom.
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Engaging with mourning and loss means negotiating memory. It is 
through the terrain of both personal and cultural memory that survivors 
and others negotiate their traumatic past. I focus on how this unresolved 
violence and loss create a fear and dread of an uncertain future, in a sense 
drawing one’s memory forward. Based on her sociological study of how the 
trauma of the Korean War is silenced within the Korean diaspora, Grace M. 
Cho terms this fear of an uncertain but violent future “dread forwarding”: 
“Just as a new trauma can trigger an older one, inducing a flashback, it can 
also flash forward, projecting itself into a future haunting.”40 Dread as an 
orientation toward the future is painful. Dread creates intense anxiety and 
makes the future feel unbearable. Depending on the depth of dread and 
the nature of that which is dreaded, some people would do anything, even 
experience great pain, rather than have to live with dread of the thing they 
fear. Abating this dread forwarding requires addressing the conditions that 
caused this fear in the past. The narrative blocks, limits, and incommensura-
bilities I describe in the texts I study mirror the impasses found within trans-
pacific redress movements in the 1990s and the twenty- first century. In their 
attempts to address the violent past, Korean comfort women and Korean 
forced workers, for example, have consistently encountered obstacles and 
the fact that war reparation issues against Japan and the United States have 
already been “settled.”41 As affective presences, the unmourned dead and  
the fear of a future return of violence make the particular memories held  
by the Japanese and Korean diaspora potentially insurgent. But the refusal 
of the dead to leave also makes the present melancholy.

David L. Eng and David Kazanjian’s edited volume Loss exemplifies the 
shift in discourse and the kinds of intellectual and political communities 
that are forming around the reconceptualization of loss that I have been dis-
cussing.42 Eng and Kazanjian identify a compulsion of the “regressive fate 
of historicism,” which demands that subjects “resolve” their loss through 
the adoption of a new object of desire. This call for resolution sees “proper” 
mourning as leaving behind historical memory. Eng and Kazanjian’s text is 
prescient in its intervention against a regressive rhetoric of therapy that we 
have seen in particular since 9/11, one that authorizes more violence. Argu-
ing that the individual and the West are traumatized by the violent insertion 
of Others into the Self, this regressive rhetoric of therapy creates a value and 
hierarchy out of our trauma.43 The wounded Western self is named as pre-
emptive war is enabled. Preemptivity is a continuation of détente upheld by 
the stockpiling of a nuclear arsenal. Under certain conditions melancholic 
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subjectivity becomes a valued positionality for the U.S. military hegemon. 
This means that we are living in a time when we are encouraged to be in a 
state of melancholic attachment to our own sense of loss as opposed to the 
loss we cause others.

In the twentieth and twenty- first centuries, defined by “historical trau-
mas and legacies of, among other things, revolution, war, genocide, slavery, 
decolonization, exile, migration, reunification, globalization, and aids,” the 
rendering of certain subjects as melancholic and affective means not only 
silencing the historical conditions that led to the loss, but also pathologizing 
that which “remains”—that is, the present and future shaped by the loss.44 
Defined in relationship to their loss and its unhealthiness, these melancholic 
subjects are also pushed toward the liminal borders of society as unfit. Eng 
and Kazanjian revise this dominant idea in politics and culture, which con-
tinues to render certain subjects and their losses inarticulable.45 A critical 
lens situated around mourning is a rejection of the precepts that underlie 
psychoanalytic theory and neoliberal biopolitics.

Residing in loss is dangerous not only because it is imagined to lead to 
a state of melancholic, unending mourning, but also because of the prox-
imity such a state allows between violence and insurgency, death and the 
living, the past and future. Thinking too much about loss generates a state 
of morbidity and grotesque attachment in which the dead are allowed to 
dictate present and future relations. This is what happens when grief is in 
and for itself, when it does not “seek,” but sits in the morass of melancholia, 
or never- ending mourning. The dialectical temporality of historical materi-
alism can also lead to what Wendy Brown cautions is “a certain narcissism 
with regard to one’s past political attachments and identity that exceeds any 
contemporary investment in political mobilization, alliance, or transfor-
mation.”46

Rather than engaging mourning and melancholia as a general condi-
tion of possibility for subjectivity, I focus on how the “politics and ethics 
of mourning lie in the interpretation of what remains—how remains are 
produced and animated, how they are read and sustained” in part by think-
ing about grief and loss temporally (as memories that return unbidden) and 
spatially (across different kinds of states and being).47 Postcolonial grief is 
pathologized as a kind of mental and physical contagion that should be 
avoided because it is insurgent in the context of a postcolonial and settler 
colonial Pacific Arena that, in the twenty- first century, has remained “locked 
and loaded.”48
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Postcolonial Incommensurabilities

Given America’s variegated empire across the Pacific Arena, Postcolonial 
Grief analyzes the loss and its disavowal in the postcolonial period by put- 
ting the experiences and representations of Korean and Japanese diasporas 
in the Americas in conversation with a large constellation of actors and his-
torical situations that are not obviously postcolonial. Throughout this proj-
ect, postcolonialism refers to the complex processes through which decolo-
nization is deferred after formal colonialism ends. Although they may not 
be populated by American racial others, Pacific Islanders, and the Korean 
and Japanese diasporas evenly or in the same way, when we start our inquiry 
with America’s “empire of bases” and move toward the U.S. continent, we 
can see how military occupation, settler colonialism, and postcolonialism—
as states and in terms of governance—operate palimsestically in the hetero-
geneous temporality that is the U.S. liberal nation- state.49

Drawing on a specific Third World postcolonial genealogy that insists on 
the “living on” of colonialism in all arenas, including the field of postcolo-
nial studies, I treat “deferred decolonization” and postcolonialism as inter-
changeable terms. “Living on” describes the dialectic between the living on 
required of the survivor and the living on of colonialism in the postcolo-
nial period. Addressing this dialectic requires a way of meaning making that 
generates “commensurabilities from incommensurability” in attempts to re-
solve the damages related to the violence of the past and ongoing violence.50 
This way of treating “what remains of loss” means that what is to come does 
not have to be defined solely by what was lost.

From the onset of the field in the 1970s, postcolonial studies was not 
concerned with the settler colonial states in the Americas, Australia, and 
the Pacific; it focused instead on British, Dutch, and other European fran-
chise empires that sought to extract surplus value from their raw material– 
rich colonies in Africa and Asia.51 Postcolonial theory is inherently frag-
mented, emerging from anticolonial and anti- imperialist struggles in the 
African continent and diaspora, on the one hand, and from the heritage 
of Western philosophy and of the disciplines that constitute the European 
humanities on the other.52 Scholars from the global south, including Gaya-
tri Chakravorty Spivak, Néstor García Canclini, and Sylvia Wynter, have 
continually critiqued how Euro- American humanities produce differential 
levels of humanity.53 Within U.S. scholarship Anne McClintock’s “Angel 
of Progress and Pitfalls of Postcolonialism” is fundamental to rejecting the 
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conservative consensus in postcolonial studies, arguing that “post” should 
not be temporalized as meaning “after,” but to define an altered state of colo-
nialism where colonial domination lives on. Otherwise colonial domination 
becomes replicated by the field’s refusal to hear this criticism from Third 
World feminist and global south scholars.54 Ann Laura Stoler terms this on-
going status “ruins.”55

What is to be gained by starting from the premise of living on as a con-
dition of resisting deferred decolonization in the Pacific Arena? For one, 
it is the recognition of a radical intimacy—due to the temporal heteroge-
neity and spatial dislocation that is a condition of shared being—between 
the postcolony and the U.S. liberal nation- state.56 In describing the condi-
tion of contemporary South Korea as postcolonial Chungmoo Choi argues 
that the “actual landscape of the postcolonial space is a contestatory one” 
where postcolonial subjects understand the colony to be inferior to the 
metropole.57 This is not to say that the postcolonial is not different from the 
colonial period, as U.S. Cold War liberal governmentality “relied on a new 
technology of governance that targets life and the bodies without territo-
rial possession or coercive force.”58 But, this noncoercive force is upheld by 
territorial occupation that enables U.S. military dominance and unfettered 
access to Asian, Pacific, Oceanic, and Pacific Rim markets, revealing the in-
tractability of old forms at the same time that new forms of domination are 
instituted.59

It is not enough to say that this living on of colonialism in the Korean and 
Japanese diasporas in the Americas and the Pacific Arena impacts American 
racial others and Pacific Islanders passively. Instead, these U.S. racial others, 
which include displaced peoples and descendants of slaves, were always 
imagined to have a role to play in the domination of native lands within 
the continental United States, as well as in the colonies. Candace Fujikane 
asks are, “[Migrants’] descendants are not settlers?”60 For critics of Asian 
settler colonialism in Hawai‘i, Asian migrants and their descendants “are 
beneficiaries of U.S. settler colonialism . . . and early Asian settlers were both 
active agents in the making of their own histories and unwitting recruits 
swept into the service of empire.”61 In Hawai‘i, Asians and Asian Ameri-
cans have often gained political and economic dominance due to their over-
whelming population and the need for their labor by the capitalist leaders 
on the island and mainland. Their political and economic needs often, and 
sometimes deliberately, seek to erode native Hawaiian articulations for po-
litical sovereignty. The goal of settler colonialism is the total and complete 
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eradication of indigenous beings and total occupation of their land.62 The 
native population is not necessary for producing surplus value; territorial 
occupation is most significant.63 Eventually, memory of the people and the 
land should also ideally disappear. Not denying the important histories and 
legacies of interracial solidarities and alliances, I agree with Fujikane that 
“settler status is a mixture of both self- determination and structural con-
tingency.”64

The beginning of Craig Santos Perez’s From Unincorporated Territory 
[Guma’] describes Guam’s necropolitical connection to the United States 
and highlights the ongoing expansion of its military dominion over the 
Pacific Arena: “Guam is ‘Where America’s Day Begins.’ . . . Guam is a U.S. 
citizen ever since the 1950 Organic Act. . . . Guam is an acronym for ‘Give 
Us American Military.’ . . . Guam is America’s front porch to Asia. . . . Guam 
is no longer ‘Guam.’”65 He powerfully illustrates how rethinking postcolo-
nialism in the twenty- first century in the U.S. context requires taking stock 
of the breadth and scale of ongoing U.S. military occupation in the Pacific 
Arena into which almost all facets of American being is conscripted. Evok-
ing where and how Chamorro culture and history is threatened through-
out From Unincorporated Territory this ongoing U.S. aggression is always 
already positioned in relation to Guam’s history before its entanglement 
with the U.S. This means that what came before Guam became a “U.S. citi-
zen in 1950” is central to what Guam’s future beyond the U.S. can be.66 As 
with Guam, the installation of U.S. military bases throughout Asia and the 
Pacific Arena at the end of World War II means that other former Japanese 
colonies have “never had an opportunity to decolonize in the true sense of 
the word.”67

U.S. and Japanese empire building in the Pacific are shaped by intertwined 
forces.68 America’s empire across the Pacific begins to consolidate after 1898: 
Hawai‘i’s monarchy is overthrown and the island nation made into a U.S. 
territory; additionally, seized from Spain after the Spanish– American War, 
Guam becomes an unincorporated territory.69 Meanwhile, Japan’s formal 
empire building began “in the wake of the Sino– Japanese War in 1894 and 
1895 with its colonial expansion into Taiwan and Korea, building on Japan’s 
annexation of Hokkaido (1869) and Okinawa (1879).”70 Beyond territo-
rial overlaps Takashi Fujitani compares the treatments of Koreans by the 
Japanese Empire and Japanese Americans by American Empire during the 
World War II era to argue that their treatment of racialized others becomes 
increasingly similar to that of the other.71 This wartime racial management 
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cannot be seen as solely connected to the World War II era but as build-
ing on pre– World War II– era imperial entanglements between Japan and 
the West. Japan, for example justified its empire through the attempt to 
overcome the Euro- American empire in the Pacific under the “Greater East 
Asia Co- Prosperity Sphere” and called for “pan- Asian solidarity.” Starting in 
1914, Japan formalizes its empire in the Pacific with the purchase or acqui-
sition of former German colonies in Micronesia, which included the Caro-
line, Marshall, Palau, and Northern Mariana Islands. These territories are 
then seized during World War II and legally acquired by the United States 
through a successive series of defense- and security- geared treaties related 
to the San Francisco Peace Treaty and the division of the Korean peninsula, 
among others. This is what enables a South Korean citizen who is a resident 
of the United States (a Green Card holder) to live in South Korea but up-
date their right to U.S. residency by stepping foot on the U.S. territory of 
Guam (rather than traveling to the continental United States). The Ameri-
can “empire of bases” has created specific and new conditions for deferment 
of decolonization.72

The culture of loss and mourning studied here demonstrates that this 
past violence requires addressing the impossibility of making up for what 
was lost. This is clearly the case with any kind of battle for reparations or 
restitution. However, what is to come does not have to be defined solely 
by what was lost. Jodi A. Byrd and Michael Rothberg argue for the need to 
“generate commensurabilities from incommensurability,” as “decathecting 
from empire is a multi- levelled process that involves confronting head on 
the fact that the logics of colonization are often contradictory and even in-
commensurable.”73 By “incommensurable,” they are pointing out how “both 
‘subaltern’ and ‘indigenous’ name problems of translation and relationality; 
or, to put it slightly differently, subaltern/indigenous dialogue is, among 
other things, a dialogue within and about incommensurability.”74 When 
both sides recognize that the two sides do not share the same language—
both in terms of that which is being referenced (variant genealogies) and 
the symbols used—there is potential to destabilize meaning and the system 
in which it is made. “Incommensurability” means recognizing that things 
will never quite be okay because of what happened and that something will 
always remain broken. Thus, the economy of incommensurability is drasti-
cally different from liberal humanist representations that see “proper” heal-
ing in terms of a moving on from the regrettable past by bringing the two 
communities together into a new collectivity.75
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It is particularly urgent to think about incommensurabilities given the 
necessarily relational, comparative, and critical juxtaposing nature of de-
colonial and antiracist scholarship and activism that is required across the 
transpacific. The bitter history of Japanese imperialism and inter- Asian 
racisms, in addition to the immense physical distance between places, has 
proven a significant barrier in forming and sustaining transpacific move-
ments in support of anti- base and decolonization movements. In light of 
this, Setsu Shigematsu and Keith L. Camacho argue that it is “imperative 
to understand local demilitarizing efforts in relation to other movements 
to decolonize Asia and the Pacific Islands,” pointing specifically to Presi-
dent Barack Obama, who in 2010 authorized the move of 8,000 to 55,000 
American military personal and hardware from Okinawa to Guam.76 Since 
2007, the growing majority of residents in the small village of Ganjeong 
in Korea’s Jeju Island have maintained a relational movement with other 
antimilitary activists in Okinawa and Guam, as well as the United States, 
against the establishment of a naval base there—a global movement sus-
tained in part by the refusal to allow the U.S. Navy to establish a foothold 
in the Korean peninsula.77 Anticolonial alliances span Oceania that requires 
actively defying the U.S. formulation of the Pacific as an “American Lake.” 
For example, on October 2012, when the Rapa Nui Council, a representa-
tive of the indigenous people of the island of Rapa Nui, also known as Easter 
Island, filed a lawsuit for independence and sovereignty from Chile, “they 
drew inspiration from similar movements elsewhere in Polynesia,” identify-
ing with the peoples and movements across Polynesia bearing the scars of 
competing European, New World, and Asian imperialisms.78

Stoler’s edited volume Haunted by Empire is guided by her development 
of intimacies and comparisons as conceptual frameworks, arguing for an 
innovation in how we organize our archives of study and asserting that only 
by moving away from discrete cases to “lumpy comparative analytics” can 
we expose the links that may have been previously erased, as between the 
liberal nation- state and postcoloniality.79 Yen Le Espiritu calls for a criti-
cal juxtaposing in her formulation of critical refugee studies: “Whereas the 
traditional comparative approach conceptualizes the groups, events, and 
places to be compared as already- constituted and discrete entities, the criti-
cal juxtaposing method posits that they are fluid rather than static and need 
to be understood in relation to each other and within the context of a flex-
ible field of political discourses.”80 All three perspectives—relational, com-
parative, and critical juxtaposing—exhibit a utopic belief that the attempt 
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to make commensurability out of incommensurabilities does not have to be 
defined solely by what was lost.81

Postcolonial grief describes a structure of feeling across the Pacific Arena. 
The growing body of cultural products that attempt to reckon with state 
violence and military imperialism across the Pacific Arena cross- reference 
each other’s histories and aesthetics, giving shape to postcolonial grief as a 
structure of feeling.82 This is why the story of Antigone, the sister who defies 
the state to embrace and bury her brother’s body—left publicly to rot by a 
despotic king (Creon) in order to terrorize—is resonant across the trans-
pacific, including the United States, Peru, and South Korea.

Postcolonial Space: Perverse Archives and Dossiers

The question of terminology and terms of engagement over the study of 
the transpacific is neither settled nor neutral. In addition to the idea of the 
“American Lake,” the “Pacific Rim” is another dominant powerful U.S. eco-
nomic imaginary and utopic discourse that draws on the Pacific as a rejuve-
nating site for U.S. capitalism.83 The term first emerged in the 1970s to try to 
describe a new capitalist global relation that includes formerly communist 
countries, most notably China, back into relationship with each other and 
the capitalist economies under free- market terms. The Pacific Rim discourse 
and idea is “a celebration of the end of the Cold War, but it is also an anxious 
discourse that attempts to rim in that which is unknown. It is anxious about 
third spaces and non- alignment.”84 Primarily an American idea, the cultural 
imaginary around the term also negotiates the rising anxiety in the seeming 
decline of U.S. hegemony globally faced at the end of the 1970s, connected 
to domestic racial unrest, loss of the Vietnam War, the Saudi Oil Embargo, 
and the end of the gold standard for the U.S. dollar.85 The idea of the Rim 
soothed these anxieties. As Connery has described it “The Rim is a hori-
zon, a thin line that connects spaces along the rim, but also implies a lack of 
center.”86 It appears as a homology for a “decentered unity” that enables an 
enlightened mode of capitalist relations that defies older models of colony/
metropole and center/margin binaries. However, the centrality (geographi-
cally and geopolitically) of the United States also allows for new forms of 
hegemony over Asia, the Americas, and the Pacific.

To draw attention to this ongoing contested process, I develop the term 
Pacific Arena. Arena references the tendency to refer to zones of combat as 
theaters of war. Unlike a theater, however, an arena more accurately  describes 
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the conditions of war and the ways that it is made into violent fantasy for 
consumption. Arena historically references the Roman Coliseum and is 
physically a large amphitheater with raised seats and a field in the center 
where sports games or large concerts are showcased. Figuratively, arena ety-
mologically refers to a “place of combat” or “scene of contest,”87 and the 
term’s meaning is laden with histories of violence. One root of arena may be 
in Latin (harena) for the sand that cleaned up the blood of gladiators in the 
Roman Coliseum. The physical structure reinforces this relationship: the 
arena is circular, and the spectators not only watch, but encircle and bound 
the play happening on the field below. As a metaphor for the space and his-
tory I describe, arena seeks to make visible how the extant economic geo- 
imaginaries like “American Lake” and “Pacific Rim” are a part of a larger dis-
cursive field that upholds Cold War knowledge production that forswears 
colonial atrocities and ongoing militarized occupations.

While taking a transpacific approach may make it appear that I treat 
the Pacific Islands, Asia, and the Americas evenly, this work is weighted 
toward processes that occur in the Americas and Asia. In the process of re-
vealing the links between and across the transpacific, I hope to demonstrate 
how “Asia, Americas, and Pacific Islands are themselves problematic terms, 
whose boundaries and locales have been shaped by competing histories of 
colonialism and militarism.”88 Los Angeles is the critical node through 
which the book enters and engages the militarized Pacific Arena. Starting 
from Los Angeles enables exposing how militarized encounters exist not 
only across the Pacific Ocean, but also within the Americas and along the 
Pacific Rim.89

As I explore in chapters 1 and 2, Los Angeles is produced through en-
counters that invite comparisons between American militarism in the Asia- 
Pacific and in Latin America, comparisons that bring “into ‘sharper reso-
lution’ the kinds of knowledge generated—and on which people might 
draw—across imperial terrains and within them.”90 In addition to studying 
the links between U.S. and Japanese empires, this book considers how U.S. 
military intervention in Latin America and Central America shapes the in-
junction to prohibit mourning that is linked to U.S. Cold War liberal gov-
ernance and resistance to it in Asia, the Americas, and across the Pacific 
Islands. Theodore Roosevelt’s vision of the Pacific as an American Lake free 
for American dominance by growth of the U.S. Navy is central to establish-
ing U.S. dual geopolitical power in Latin America (as seen in the seizure of 
the Panama Canal Zone in 1903) and across the Pacific to Asia. The history 
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of covert wars in Latin America, like the American empire of bases across 
the Pacific and Asia, is denied and willed into invisibility. The Asian/dias-
poric literary and cinematic texts analyzed here make visible the centrality 
of the Pacific Arena to U.S. global hegemonic influence and a consistent and 
systematic erasure of this imperialism.

A key tension that arises in Postcolonial Grief is between the reassembly 
of the Pacific Arena into shared memories and desires for futures, defined 
by retribution, closure, and justice and my understanding of the productive 
nature of unresolved or unresolvable grief. The reassembly is not guided by 
my detection of a vindicated future within the archive, but by the political 
vision(s) we read and imagine through it.91 The colonial archive is important 
not only in terms of its evidentiary value—for example, when it is used as 
evidence during special commissions and assemblies to assess the success of 
the colonial project—but also in terms of creating new colonial controls.92 
The archive is not a disinterested organizing of the past and present; it is a 
site through which colonialism attempts to gain control over the future of 
human relations and knowledge production. Thus, if the colonial archive 
functions to measure and assign place to the colonial subject, then the post-
colonial archive has the double duty of unmooring and unsettling colonial 
common sense and making the future an a priori, contested project. Colo-
nialism functions in part by not enabling the colonized to keep or maintain 
an archive.93 This means that decolonization efforts have had to turn to the 
perpetrator’s archive, what Rosanne Kennedy calls “perverse archives,” in 
order to fill in gaps and produce evidence to support the reconstitution and 
rehumanization of the colonized.

The reconstituted dossier imagined by Fanon is an example of such a per-
verse archive and practice.94 Fanon describes Toward the African Revolution 
as a dossier that emphasizes the “rottenness of man, of his dreadful failure” 
against which even the dead are exhorted to speak:

I offer you this dossier so that no one will die, neither yesterday’s dead, 
nor the resuscitated of today.

I want my voice to be harsh, I don’t want it to be beautiful, I don’t 
want it to be pure, and I don’t want it to have all dimensions.

I want it to be torn through and through, I don’t want it to be en-
ticing, for I am speaking of man and his refusal, of the day- to- day rot-
tenness of man, of his dreadful failure.

I want you to tell.95
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The dossier is a key component to state surveillance archives against insur-
gents and revolutionaries—a record that, in the case of the Algerian rebel-
lion against the French (the context in which Fanon was writing), meant 
that a subject of a dossier was also someone likely marked for death or dis-
appearance. While the surveillance and record may be detailed, they are not 
publicly available.96 Fanon imagines the dossier as a record of the dead who 
sustain the living. Fanon’s reconstituted dossier tells the stories of those who 
are supposed to be annihilated and only represented through the state’s nar-
rative. To tell is a dangerous refusal against the state injunction to look away 
from disappearances and violence. To tell is also a reminder of the respon-
sibility of those who witnessed the event, those who might be considered 
bystanders to the “day- to- day rottenness of man, of his dreadful failure.” 
Fanon describes insurrection as facing and managing death. His is an ethics 
of death that comes out of conditions of occupation and decolonization 
and challenges the legitimacy of a state grounded in genocide and ongoing 
occupation. The reconstituted dossier is an archive of insurrection that may 
prevent the future return of violence “so that no one will die, neither yester-
day’s dead, nor the resuscitated of today.”

The Japanese and Korean diasporas in the texts I study seek to tell the 
violence of Japanese and American militarism in the Pacific Arena. Each 
chapter of Postcolonial Grief becomes progressively more transnational in 
its scope, moving outward from Los Angeles to Japan, Peru, and South 
Korea. Chapters 1 and 2 focus on Los Angeles. Chapter 1 argues that the 
cultural politics around redress for WWII- era Japanese American intern-
ment reveals who is considered redressible and who is not given the right to 
bear grievance. I start this chapter with a close reading of Fanon’s “Colonial 
Wars and Mental Disorders” from Wretched of the Earth, to understand how 
melancholia becomes pathologized by the colonial state. I continue with an 
analysis of Hisaye Yamamoto’s singular short story and memoir, “A Fire in 
Fontana,” published in 1985 at the height of the Japanese American fight for 
reparations, to rethink the relationship between violence and postcolonial 
grief within a neoliberal context in which the state seeks to co- opt narra-
tives of racialized injury.

Chapter 2 maps postcolonial grief through the Los Angeles Riots of 1992 
and reveals the intersections of American military violence and neocolonial-
ism in Guatemala and South Korea with Black struggles against deindustri-
alization and segregation in Los Angeles. Creative engagements with the 
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1992 LA Riots imagine the kind of political transformation enabled by 
melancholy violence that arises during an interregnum, when normal law 
and social order cease to exist. Through analysis of Sa- I- Gu and The Tattooed 
Soldier this chapter argues that making sense of the violence of colonialism 
and militarism in the Pacific Arena through the LA Riots requires racial 
cognitive remapping and a rethinking of Los Angeles’s place in the world.

Chapters 3 and 4 focus on and illustrate afterlives as abject ghosts and 
conjured spirits. Chapter 3 turns to disruptive Koreans, who highlight the 
continuity between Japanese colonial domination and American military 
occupation of Korea. The grief and resentment they carry—their han—
not only impact the Korean landscape, but also haunt the American popu-
lar imaginary. I focus on the margins, border zones, and minor subjects of 
noir—one of the most enduring and popular American genres—to reveal 
and remap the anxieties of modern noir and exhume the figures of colonial 
conflicts at the heart of the genre and its ordering of the world.

Following Antigone along the Pacific Rim, chapter 4 discusses the at-
tempts to produce a “Pacific Rim imaginary” which positions the United 
States and Japan as psychic and economic centers of a transpacific partner-
ship. This imaginary is contested by transnational feminist aesthetic projects 
that link this history to the genocidal history and decimation of Indigenous 
cultures connected to the colonialization of the Americas. Through analysis 
of Teresa Ralli and José Watanabe’s Antígona (1999), set in the aftermath of 
Alberto Fujimori’s right- wing terrorist Peru, this chapter considers how U.S. 
neoliberal regimes colluded and created conditions abetting the refusal to 
see state terrorisms in the Pacific Arena. In doing so, this chapter contributes 
to attempts at destabilizing the colonial grounds on which Asia, the Ameri-
cas, and the Pacific are produced as sites to be known and studied.

The epilogue posits “watery graves” as a geopolitical and aesthetic chal-
lenge to militarist neoliberal accountings that have arisen to deal with haunt-
ings. I moor the book’s theoretical reach to a twenty- first- century context 
where U.S. militarization across the Pacific is expanding, occurring at the 
same time as a transpacific decolonial imaginary and aesthetic challenges 
this military dominion. My conceptual framework of watery graves is devel-
oped by considering how the protests against Barack Obama’s historic visit 
to Hiroshima as well as accounts of bones that rise from the seas between 
Japan and Korea are parts of an unsettling and insurgent cultural force that 
is the undercurrent across the transpacific.
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Making Meaning out of Our Pain

A new critical analytic is necessary for exposing and addressing how liberal 
nation- states silence the violent past and enable the return of violence in the 
future. However, this is not the only way this violence is silenced—there is 
a policing of speaking of loss that criticizes the colonial past and postcolo-
nial present within diasporic communities.97 I came to understand the idea 
of loss on multiple levels when I was an undergraduate English major at 
Columbia University in the 1990s. After a vigorous student- led strike to 
establish an Ethnic Studies Program, the university had a successful search 
for an Asian Americanist in literary studies, hiring David L. Eng. After the 
strike, one of the most public events that brought us together was when Eng 
spoke to a large room about what it meant that over a period of a year over 
six Asian and Asian American students and members of the community 
had died or committed suicide. No one in the administration or community 
reached out to us to recognize our collective pain or thought this was a prob-
lem to be addressed. The idea that for Asians there is no pain to overcome 
and that discussing our pain was ungrateful and unbefitting is what Eng has 
termed “racial scapegoating.”98 At the same time, liberal humanist models 
for reparations have made pain almost verboten to radical political positions 
because it brings up the positivist idea of recognition. American popular 
culture is replete with representations of dead Asians and Asian bodies in 
pain. That pain is sensationalized, aestheticized, and reproduced as a desired 
image in American popular culture and politics.

I wrote Postcolonial Grief because it is clear to me that death surrounds 
the Asian diasporas in the Americas and across the Pacific Arena. It is a 
past of deaths unaddressed and threatens a future of violence. However, 
this book is not for healing, at least not in the sense of closure. Grief and 
loss turned to melancholia challenge the idea that the past is closed, even 
as those who refuse to forget may be called crazy and unfit. If we refuse to 
deal with pain, then we are in danger of letting violence define our future 
relations with others. The temporality of pain—its recurring nature, resis-
tance to being forgotten, the ways it takes over the body—should inform 
how we theorize political violence and transformation. Such a critical proj-
ect means helping to ensure that all who died and disappeared have a name 
and identity.99
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