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Beyond the “Empire of Jim Crow”:

Race and War in

Contemporary U.S. Globalism

Nikhil Pal SINGH*

INTRODUCTION

Across the empire of Jim Crow, from upper Dixie to the lower Delta, the descen-

dants of slaves shamed our nation with the power of righteousness, and redeemed 

America at last from its original sin of slavery. . . . By resolving the contradiction 

at the heart of our democracy, America fi nally found its voice as a true champion 

of democracy beyond its shores.

Thus, spoke U.S. secretary of state Condoleezza Rice in late October 2005 

in a speech at the University of Alabama, where Gov. George Wallace once 

famously vowed “segregation now . . . segregation forever.” Before her 

speech, Rice visited the segregated school she attended as a girl, dramatically 

pronouncing Alabama “light years” ahead of those bygone days. She ex-

pressly claimed her personal experience as a “bridge” to those in the world 

who perceive American professions of “democracy promotion” as little more 

than hypocrisy and the arrogance of power. While the George W. Bush ad-

ministration generally adopted a posture of tough-minded “meritocracy” and 

color-blindness when discussing issues of race, here Rice was enlisted as the 
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administration’s highest-ranking black offi cial in order to claim the moral 

authority of the African American civil rights movement for the controver-

sial—some would say failed—foreign policy of preemptive war, occupation, 

and nation building in the Middle East.1

The daughter of an ordained minister and child of the churchgoing black 

petite bourgeoisie, Rice is clearly well versed in the forms of civic religiosity 

and prophetic Christianity that from abolition onward have animated strug-

gles for black equality in the United States. Additionally, she adeptly draws 

on the rhetorical tradition that Mary Dudziak terms “cold war civil rights,” in 

which domestic advances against racial oppression are heralded (against a 

familiar litany of embarrassing racist incidents) as proof of the superiority of 

American democracy and the legitimacy of U.S. global leadership in the 

struggle against Communism.2 Indeed, Rice’s might be considered a mature, 

even hyperbolic, example of the latter discourse—not only because her infl u-

ence and position is now presented as a sure index of racial progress—but 

because, unlike during the cold war, there are today few publicly visible al-

ternative representations of the relationship of U.S. struggles for racial justice 

and U.S. foreign policy.

Coming in the aftermath of the racially signifi cant embarrassment of Hur-

ricane Katrina, controversies about falsifi ed intelligence, revelations of tor-

ture and worsening security in Iraq, as well as another close, controversial 

presidential election in which 90 percent of African American voters op-

posed the ruling party, it would be easy to dismiss her carefully staged ap-

pearance as one more cheap publicity stunt. This would underestimate its 

meaning and import. The stubborn political dissent of veteran civil rights 

leader Rev. Joseph Lowery and others that punctuated the funerals of black 

freedom movement heroes Rosa Parks and Coretta Scott King made clear 

that the passing of members of its leading generation risked opening up all-

too-live public contention over the meaning and memory of the African 

American civil rights movement. Similarly, hip-hop artist Kanye West’s blunt 

political provocation during a telethon for Katrina victim relief—“George 

Bush doesn’t care about black people”—briefl y cut through the abject imag-

es, paternalist utterances, and bureaucratic ineptitude that cast blacks as a 

problem people, adding insult to the injury and devastation of New Or-

leans.3

These, however, may be the exceptions that prove a racial rule of the 

post–civil rights era: widening the bandwidth of elite discourse and interac-

tion across the color line generally forecloses more radical, egalitarian inter-

pretations of racial inequality and demands for its redress.4 To put it another 
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way, the political narrative of race in the United States remains too far-reach-

ing in its implications, and too unstable in its raw forms, to be taken “off-

message” or to be left to amateurs. Governmental performances like Rice’s 

might thus be viewed as offi cial bids to enclose a messy terrain of cultural-

political confl ict. They highlight a shared archive of contextual knowledge, 

only to reverse the diffi cult “secularizing moment of doubt” demanded by 

meditation on serious, unresolved historical and political questions.5 In the 

case of Rice, conventional tropes of American exceptionalism—anti-imperi-

alism and democracy, innocence and providence, boundlessness and desti-

ny—are enlisted to align the civil rights movement with the global projection 

of U.S. state power. Her maneuver consciously depoliticizes the domestic 

history of racial subordination and resistance by consigning it to the past, “a 

vestige,” as she described Katrina’s baleful effects, of the “Old South.”6 At 

the same time, it draws energy from the historical legacy and ordinary hero-

ism of black freedom struggles in the explicit interest of freeing the contem-

porary state of war from the “contradictions” of race and empire.

In the remainder of this article I refl ect further on how histories of U.S. 

racial construction and contention traverse the domains of the foreign and the 

domestic, and disrupt their neat separation. I have already begun to suggest 

some of the ways domestic racial contexts can be used to index the articula-

tion of U.S. foreign policy. How does the practice of U.S. foreign relations in 

turn reshape the domestic narrative and common sense understanding of ra-

cial divisions? Have the links between race and foreign policy, particularly in 

the arena of black-white relations, been substantially altered during the post-

civil rights era? More pointedly, how historically and politically distinguish-

able is what Rice calls the “empire of Jim Crow” from Thomas Jefferson’s 

vaunted claim that the United States was “an empire for liberty”? To what 

extent does culturally and historically dense racial animus rather than more 

recent expressions of antiracist hope limn projections of U.S. power abroad? 

What is the actual the historical relationship between the civil rights move-

ment and U.S. foreign policy? Finally, what intellectual traditions and his-

torical precedents might inform alternative, more egalitarian ways of posing 

the relationship between race, justice, and power in the U.S. domestic arena 

and in the world at large?

I. THE “ANTIRACISM” OF U.S. GLOBAL POWER

In previous work I have argued that U.S. racial formations—particularly 



92   NIKHIL PAL SINGH

surrounding the constitution of black life—are at once smaller and larger 

than the nation-state.7 As a form of exclusion that has been elaborated within 

the ostensibly universalizing domain of national citizenship, histories of ra-

cialization in this sense constitute a limit internal to the nation-state that has 

had a wider, global signifi cance. In some sense, this is related to what politi-

cal theorists from Hannah Arendt to Etienne Balibar have recognized as the 

paradoxical universalism of the modern nation form: the citizen-subject as a 

bearer of human rights and national sovereignty as the ultimate guarantor of 

a “right to have rights.” The modern form of the nation, in other words, is 

both particular and universal: universal in the idea of “the people” as the 

original locus of sovereignty and the idea of “humans” as the bearers of 

rights, particular in the sense of being a specifi c people, constituted through 

particular cultural discourses and institutional practices of boundary draw-

ing.

Racial ideologies and distinctions are lodged at the center of this para-

dox—they both defi ne national particularity and constantly threaten to undo 

and overspill its boundaries. As Balibar writes, “racism” can be understood 

as a “supplement” internal to the nation and nationalism that is “at once in 

excess of it, but indispensable to its constitution.”8 This can be observed in 

relationship to the peculiar oscillations of racial discourse that have charac-

terized U.S. nationalism, and specifi cally notions of U.S. exceptionalism. 

Historically, the notion of “America as the cause of all mankind” (Thomas 

Paine) was rooted in avowedly white supremacist conceptions of the human 

individual. In its contemporary articulation—only added to by the Barack 

Obama presidential victory—the United States is the world’s exceptional and 

exemplary nation-state because it represents a triumphal overcoming of racial 

divisions. As one commentator put it, in no other advanced country, not Brit-

ain, not France, not Germany, not Canada, would a black person be elected 

head of state. Or, as Obama put it in his acceptance speech on election night, 

“if there is anyone out there who still doubts that America is a place where all 

things are possible, who still wonders if the dream of our founders is alive in 

our time, who still questions the power of our democracy, tonight is your 

answer.”9

Since World War II numerous commentators have plumbed the contradic-

tions between the political universalism of what Gunnar Myrdal famously 

called “the American Creed” of liberty and democracy for all and what, de-

spite their historical dominance, would subsequently be regarded as provin-

cial, particularistic U.S. “folk traditions” of white supremacy. Generally, 

these discussions have been governed by an intellectual procedure separating 
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a “good, enduring, civic nationalism” from a “bad, departing, racial national-

ism.” They are ruled, in other words, by a clear hierarchy of value and teleol-

ogy of progress. Moreover, since Myrdal so powerfully trained his gaze on 

the importance of the American Creed for the ordering of international af-

fairs, few commentators have considered whether U.S. racial nationalism qua 
collective racist feeling has had any signifi cant global reach. Considerations 

of the unprecedented U.S. atomic bombing of Japan occasionally threaten to 

breach this consensus; this is usually either soothed with the balm of relativ-

ism—was it really worse, some will ask, than the fi rebombing of Dresden or 

Tokyo, or the war crimes of the other side?—or the discussion is simply fore-

closed, as with the Smithsonian controversy some years ago.10 Even the U.S. 

war in Vietnam, in which atrocious tactics and effects against a backdrop of 

extensive antiwar protest yielded consistent charges that it was a criminal and 

racist war, continues to be widely understood in terms of a zealous, if possi-

bly misguided, anti-Communism, or worse, as a cautionary tale about mili-

tary restraint and the failure of national will.

Since World War II the enduring rhetorical thread of every U.S. military 

intervention abroad is that it represents the fi ght against a tyranny that poses 

a threat to humanity itself. Thus, the wars against fascism, communism, and 

now “terrorism” all share essentially the same narrative structure of positions 

and habits of perception: these are epochal, civilizational struggles to pre-

serve liberal democracy against enemies bent on imperial expansion and po-

litical domination, including criminal potentials for extermination, enslave-

ment, or torture that mark the threshold of the modern concept of human 

rights. Indeed, even when (as is sometimes the case today) the words imperi-
alism or empire are admitted into the lexicon of concepts—such as, hege-

mony, global leadership, indispensable nation, world-ordering power, even 

globalization—most often used to publicly defi ne and explain the goals and 

orientation of U.S. foreign policy, they are either metaphors or decidedly 

“soft power” concepts: the United States is an “empire-lite” in Michael Igna-

tieff’s memorable formulation.

In his famous defense of the violent and globally unpopular U.S. invasion 

of Iraq in 2003, Ignatieff was emboldened to amplify this claim, arguing that 

even if the United States does preside over a kind of overseas empire—like, 

for example, what Chalmers Johnson has termed an “empire of bases”—it is 

nonetheless an exceptional empire because it is categorically unlike “those of 

times past built on conquest and the white man’s burden.”11 Here again we 

observe the foundational importance of antiracism and an imagery of racial 

inclusion as legitimating rubrics for U.S. global power. Just as the fi gure of 
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Colin Powell was enlisted to sell the Iraq war to an incredulous United Na-

tions, Condoleezza Rice has cast herself as a bridge to a hostile and skeptical 

world. The idea that the United States might engage in forms of racist war-

fare—let alone anything approximating “race war”—is, in this context, intel-

lectually, politically, and morally out of bounds. The indefensibility of such a 

charge is demonstrated, not only by the fact of a racially integrated, now 

“multicultural,” U.S. military establishment and political leadership cadre, 

but also by longstanding U.S. commitments to decolonization and national 

sovereignty around the world.

As historically unprecedented and signifi cant as Obama’s electoral victory 

is then, it is important to recognize how easily it has been folded into a much 

longer history of invocations of a demonstrated racial transcendence as the 

cornerstone of the “power of American democracy.” Indeed, such discourse 

is certainly at least as old as the cold war—a moment in which racial division 

at home was repeatedly described as the nation’s “Achilles heel” in the 

struggle against Soviet Communism and in defense of the “free world.” In-

deed, the 2001 terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon 

actually heightened tendencies to promote the transcendence of racial divi-

sion, as African Americans and Latinos were seemingly incorporated into the 

cultural citizenship of nationalist sentiment (even as Arabs, Muslims and 

South Asians were being subjected to new forms of racial profi ling). A spate 

of newspaper articles prominently testifi ed to a new, unprecedented comity 

between black, brown, and white—including most improbably, new levels of 

trust between black communities and the New York City Police Department 

(NYPD), despite raw memories of the police killing and torture of unarmed 

black criminal suspects such as Amadou Diallo and Abner Louima in 1999.12 

As U.S. historian John Gaddis put it in a telling formulation, 9/11 had “irradi-

ated” all Americans, altering the “DNA in our minds” with “consequences 

for years to come.” Or as Brooklyn-based rapper Talib Kweli put it with 

greater irony: “We saluting fl ags, wrapping them around our heads, when 

niggaz ain’t become American till 9/11.”13

II. RACE AND WAR: THE HIDDEN CONTINUUM

A problem for all formulations of America’s racial transcendence is that 

historically durable domestic racial divisions and inequalities, in housing, 

education, life expectancy, employment, policing, and wealth, have persist-

ed—and not only as a memory or “vestige”—even after the civil rights 

achievement of full legal status for black people. Despite comforting imagery 
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and public relations conventions, the public policy agenda of the last quarter 

century, from the criminal justice system to education and social welfare, has 

moved in a consistent and uniformly hostile direction against the needs and 

interests of poor communities of color. Legal citizenship even when married 

to cultural citizenship—Americanness, if you will—has not been a reliable 

bulwark against durable forms of racial stigma and its ill social and political 

windfalls. Thus, as one of the earliest and most thoroughgoing liberal defend-

ers of the Bush administration’s foreign policy, the domestic racial division 

and neglect that Hurricane Katrina revealed to the wider world understand-

ably exercised Ignatieff:

The most terrible price of Katrina . . . was not the destruction of lives and prop-

erty, terrible though this was. The worst of it was the damage done to the ties that 

bind Americans together. . . . The future of confi dence in American government 

will depend not on the leaders who failed their trust but on the foot- soldiers who 

did not. . . . Millions of acts of common decency and bureaucratic courage will be 

necessary before all Americans, and not just the storm victims, feel that they live, 

once again, in a political community and not in a savage and lawless swamp.14

Signifi cantly, what vexed Ignatieff and commentators like him is the vio-

lence that images of racial disparity revealed by Hurricane Katrina’s after-

math had done to faith in Myrdal’s American Creed (that is, the idea of the 

nation as a “political community”) or the weakening of public trust in, as well 

as the cultural and affective underpinnings of, U.S. citizenship as a space of 

equal and universal social protection. In contrast to Rice, he acknowledged 

the contemporary (rather than atavistic) cultural force of antiblack racism as 

one of the sources of this violation. It is important to notice, however, that 

this recognition in the quoted passage is quickly overwhelmed by, and slides 

almost imperceptibly into, a very different type of cultural investment in the 

restorative potentialities of military humanism: a martial vision of “citizen-

soldiers,” sent into an abject space, to “once again” raise a civilization from a 

“savage, lawless swamp.”

If one reads “Iraq” in place of “Katrina,” Baghdad and New Orleans sud-

denly blur in a zone of indistinction. War is still the answer, but the racialized 

cast of the war at home cannot be hidden from view. Once again, Kanye West 

was even closer to the mark in his now infamous, unscripted intervention:

I hate the way they portray us in the media. If you see a black family, it says, 

“They’re looting.” You see a white family, it says, “They’re looking for food.” 
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And, you know it’s been fi ve days . . . with the way America is set up to help the 

poor, the black people, the less well-off, as slow as possible. . . . We already real-

ize a lot of people that could help are at war right now, fi ghting another way. And 

they’ve given them permission to go down there and shoot us!15

In the context of New Orleans, an extant national narrative of racial prog-

ress, common citizenship, and militarized foreign policy turned on itself like 

a snake eating its own tail. From all-too-familiar corruption and cronyism, 

including half-billion dollar, no-bid contracts awarded by the U.S. Navy to 

Halliburton subsidiary Kellogg, Brown and Root (KBR) in the immediate 

aftermath of the storm to the indiscriminate violence perpetrated by merce-

naries from the Blackwater corporation deployed by the Department of 

Homeland Security to secure New Orleans’ higher ground against predation 

from below to plans to permanently redzone (i.e., redline) the city’s new 

swamplands in order to make New Orleans safer, smaller, and whiter—what 

Naomi Klein has called “disaster capitalism”—consistently brings home un-

pleasant comparisons with the theater of war. What few commentators fully 

observe is that the social contexts of racial(izing) division at home and 

civil(izing) warfare overseas do not only exist as uncanny parallel universes, 

they are in important respects aspects of the same economic, cultural, and 

political logic.16

In light of this discussion, it is worth meditating on how compulsively 

celebrations of overcoming or “getting beyond” race are tied to a reinscrip-

tion of the continuously threatening, menacing, and violent potency of “ra-

cial” division. Both Ignatieff and Gaddis, for example, fuse an image of U.S. 

sovereignty as a sphere of biopolitical regulation and self-defi nition (“the 

DNA in our minds”) with an image of apocalyptic or decivilizing violence, 

lying either just beyond or perhaps even within the civil order. In other words, 

the image of racial comity (those “ties that bind”) are continuously consti-

tuted by and slide almost imperceptibly into a very different racialized imag-

ery and lexicon: existential fear, anarchy, savagery, extermination, lawless-

ness, swamps. Lest we forget, following the Obama victory, the Associated 

Press reported that the “election . . . spurred hundreds of race threats, 

crimes.”17 Indeed, on election night, Obama himself rhapsodized the vindica-

tion of the “founding” behind bulletproof glass, implicitly linking one of the 

greatest moments of racial overcoming in the country’s history with one of its 

greatest racial crimes.

African American collective existence has long manifest and negotiated 

the uncanny proximity of racism and war in American life. For African 
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Americans participation in the nation’s wars has been understood as one of 

the surest routes to full citizenship, from the Civil War’s famous black regi-

ment to the frontier war’s Buffalo soldiers to promised rewards for black 

participation in the twentieth century’s world wars, best epitomized by W. E. 

B. Du Bois’s call to “close ranks” during World War I. At the same time, 

black communities have just as frequently conceived warfare abroad in its 

intimate relationship to a persistent, ongoing, often undeclared race war at 

home. Thus, even as military service has been a means to imagine and a path 

to enact a movement from racial to national belonging, it has just as fre-

quently amplifi ed their disjuncture.

Thousands of slave men and women fl ed to the British side during the 

Revolutionary War. Indian country held promise of freedom from slavery for 

those who dared to cross its threshold. A century ago, black publics could 

hardly help but view the Philippine insurgency through the lens of domestic 

racial subjection; while bitter memories of the post–World War I Red scares 

and racial pogroms led to calls for a “double victory” against racism at home 

and fascism abroad during World War II. Indeed, World War II encapsulated 

the full range of contradictory possibilities within the race-war relation for 

African Americans, as race riots rocked the home front, while a heightened 

emphasis on cultural pluralism and modest efforts at domestic racial reform 

sought to highlight the difference between the world’s democratic peoples 

and fascism.

By the 1960s, the sense of the intimate proximity of violent racial abjec-

tion, that is, “race-making” at home and war-making overseas had become 

integral to sophisticated black critical discourse. Radical activists such as 

Jack O’Dell argued that the contempt bred by familiarity with violating black 

life was the link that connected “Selma and Saigon.” Soon, Dr. King would 

famously observe that the promises of the Great Society had been shot down 

on the battlefi elds of Vietnam and lament, “My own country is the greatest 

purveyor of violence in the world today.” Two decades later, when George W. 

Bush was “kicking the Vietnam Syndrome once and for all,” rapper Ice Cube 

linked it to the epidemic of premature death in America’s inner cities, memo-

rably described the fi rst Gulf War as a giant “drive-by shooting.” (Kanye 

West’s off-message remarks during Katrina relief were previously quoted.) 

While, most recently, the acquittal of the New York City police offi cers who 

killed an unarmed black man, Sean Bell, in a hail of gunfi re last year prompt-

ed the family’s minister to remark, “Here it’s just like Iraq, we don’t have any 

protection.”

In these examples, racialized existence itself comes to be viewed as indis-
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tinct from a warlike relation. They illuminate, I believe, in a concrete and 

compelling manner Foucault’s famous inversion of Clausewitz’s maxim: 

“War is politics by other means.” Foucault suggests that modern politics itself 

operates under the logic and norm of war. Thus, he writes:

While it is true that political power puts an end to war and establishes or attempts 

to establish the reign of peace in civil society, it certainly does not do so in order 

to suspend the effects of power or to neutralize the disequilibrium revealed by the 

last battle of war. According to this hypothesis, the role of political power is per-

petually to use a sort of silent war to re-inscribe that relationship of force, and to 

re-inscribe it in institutions, economic inequalities, language, and even the bodies 

of individuals. What is at work beneath political power is essentially and above all 

a warlike relation.18

Foucault associates the development of the modern concept of race with 

the idea of warfare that constitutes a traumatic division within a population 

that comes to share a single sphere of political representation. We might say 

that race becomes the “name” for manifestations of divided collective experi-

ence that are, as he puts it, “anchored in a certain relationship of force that 

was established in and through war at a given moment that can be histori-

cally specifi ed.” At the same time, rather than tracking the concrete historical 

permutations of modern racial orders, Foucault suggests that by the late nine-

teenth century, “race war” had been absorbed by state regimes of biopolitical 

regulation, through which a military or warlike relationship is transformed 

into a biological, or quasi-biological, one. At this point, he writes that “the 

enemies who have to be done away with are not adversaries in the political 

sense of the term; they are threats, either external or internal, to the popula-

tion and for the population.” Biopolitics, in his account, functions along a 

continuum of managing social risks, birth and death, public health, criminal-

ity, and so forth, in the interests of ensuring life. Racism, in this account, only 

“breaks out” at the moment it becomes necessary for the state to kill in order 

to preserve life. Racism alone, Foucault writes, justifi es the “murderous func-

tion of the State.” It is “the mechanism that allows biopower to work.”19

It has been commonplace to observe that racism and xenophobia are arti-

facts of war—integral to demonizing adversaries or enemies to justify killing 

them—a process that frequently draws from a historical reservoir of racist 

stereotypes and habits of thought. Many accounts of U.S. war-making em-

phasize the specifi c historical dimensions of this process in which an older 

racist vernacular is cut and mixed, transferred from one theater of war to an-
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other or “exported” and “re-imported” across domestic and foreign ter-

rains—from promising Filipino “gu-gus” the “home treatment” that was 

meted out to “colored peoples” inside the United States to the indistinction of 

the Japanese as an “enemy race” at home and abroad during World War II 

that underwrote internment at home and exterminist nuclear warfare in the 

Pacifi c Theater to descriptions of Vietnam as “Indian country” to Orientalist 

generalizations about the “Arab mind” or “Muslim rage” that have provided 

so many intellectual prerequisites for the new “long war” on “terror.”

On the one hand, such accounts tend to see racism as something that is 

almost natural and inevitable (as in the idea that war requires dehumaniza-

tion) and, at the same time, as something contingent or extreme, a means of 

justifying wars that are actually fought for more important and ultimately for 

more rational or pragmatic reasons. Thus, while I fi nd much that is fascinat-

ing about Foucault’s account of biopower, in the end, his account of modern 

racism remains wedded to this rather conventional functionalist separation of 

racism and war. This is perhaps because, with the exception of his discussion 

of National Socialism, he fails consider the actual scene and spaces of racial 

and colonial violence and their major permutations within twentieth-century 

war-making. Foucault’s fi xation on National Socialism as the apotheosis of 

“race war,” moreover, subtly recapitulates the founding gesture of the post–

World War II era in which the idea of “race war” marks the absolute boundar-

ies of political rationality and the antithesis of the practice of liberal-demo-

cratic society, rather than its most enduring open secret.

III. FROM RACE WAR TO THE “WAR ON TERROR”: 

A BRIEF AND TENTATIVE HISTORY

At this point, it might be fruitful to consider one of the earliest elaborations 

of the fi gure of “race war” in U.S. political culture: Jefferson’s claim that the 

“deep rooted prejudices entertained by the whites: ten thousand recollec-

tions, by the blacks, of the injuries they have sustained” would eventually 

lead to a war of “extermination of one or the other race.”20 Race war in Jeffer-

son’s account is explicitly imagined as civil war—a recurring trauma associ-

ated with a divided collective experience that continually threatens an other-

wise regulated civil life. In this sense it is also something that operates at the 

boundary and limit of sovereign power as a space of political representation 

and self-regulation, requiring the development of a separate security regime 

based on disciplinary administration, surveillance of populations, and control 

of borders. Indeed, even as he lamented the Indian removals for which he was 
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responsible, Andrew Jackson, described it as an inevitable process that oper-

ated beyond the reach of any human laws (much as today’s “terrorists” and 

“enemy combatants” are imagined and constructed by the United States as 

the perpetrators of a global civil war and who therefore operate and exist 

outside the laws of war).

The point is that the wars of conquest and subjugation that founded the 

U.S. republic were elaborated contemporaneously with fi gures of human in-

commensurability that would only gradually be grouped under increasingly 

dense rubrics of race. Before it becomes a fi gure for science and biopolitical 

regulation, racial difference is largely conceptualized as a domain of recur-

rent and continuous warfare. As Paul Kramer notes in his important account 

of the Philippine-American War as a “race war,” this was true even at a mo-

ment in which racial fi gures and frameworks were readily available for “ex-

port” into foreign terrains of U.S. military intervention. What Kramer’s care-

ful analysis shows is how state violence was advocated and expanded less in 

relation to the presence of a preexisting stable order of racial meanings than 

on the grounds that the Philippines was an irrevocably fractured, divided, 

nonsovereign space and thus always already a zone of ineluctable violence. 

As the antithesis of civil order, Philippine space was in need of vigilant inter-

vention, surveillance, and regulation.21

War, in sum, is an exemplary practice of “race-making.” Yet, an interesting 

question that remains embedded and thus far unexplained is how wars come 

to carry, transfer, and reconstitute historical inventories of racial meanings 

and racializing practices fashioned in other domains, including prior wars. As 

Amy Kaplan observes with respect to the Philippines, U.S. wars have a way 

of continuing the wars that preceded them. It is thus perhaps not surprising 

that a putatively “founding” logic of frontier violence is often the most usable 

of usable pasts. In an infl uential account of the cultural and intellectual tradi-

tions informing the making of U.S. foreign policy, Walter Russell Mead, for 

example, denominates Jacksonianism as the most infl uential strand of all. 

Less a set of conceptual arguments than an arena of popular affect and com-

munal feeling, Jacksonianism, according to Mead, crystallizes those mo-

ments when U.S. nationality and citizenship have been mobilized not as a 

shared set of political traditions but rather as a form of imagined kinship. 

Mead argues that Jacksonian dispositions, forged in the context of frontier 

warfare, have been generalized over time into a set of cultural codes around 

honor, revenge, communal self-protection, and rough justice that now have 

wide currency among U.S. publics.

While he vaguely acknowledges their white-supremacist origins, Mead 
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nevertheless believes that Jacksonian sensibilities are now widely available 

and widely shared within U.S. political culture, particularly as formerly sus-

pect minorities have learned and mastered the codes through demonstrations 

of martial prowess and military service. His account in this sense relies on a 

tacit racial bargain: Indian removal was a tragic, inevitable part of the civiliz-

ing process without any contemporary political effects, meanings, or implica-

tions, while racial slavery was a wrong that has been righted.22 I would sug-

gest, however, that Mead’s use of Jacksonianism as threshold fi gure for those 

moments in which U.S. foreign relations become warlike actually reveals 

more than he supposes. Above all, Mead overlooks what actually constituted 

the signifi cance of the Jacksonian synthesis in the fi rst place: it articulated the 

regional nationalisms of the U.S. South and West—slave ownership and fron-

tier expansion—into a single national complex.

As Michael Rogin observed years ago: Jacksonianism represented perhaps 

the fi rst majority “Southern strategy” in U.S. political history, as it sought to 

emphasize the interests that the South shared with the rest of the country. 

This meant minimizing the importance of slavery while nationalizing expan-

sion as an enlargement of the area of freedom. Although the Jacksonian syn-

thesis forestalled and deepened the confl ict over slavery, it also provided a 

quasi-spiritual model for national rebirth in the fact of the race and class con-

fl icts of U.S. capitalist development: “regeneration in Western violence.”23 

Given this context, it is fascinating to consider John Gaddis’s account of the 

deeper historical traditions that he suggests inform contemporary U.S. na-

tional security doctrines:

The United States had vast borders to defend, but only limited means with which 

to defend them. . . . There were, as well what we would call “non-state actors”—

native Americans, pirates, marauders and other free agents—ready to raid lightly 

defended positions along an advancing frontier. . . . An expanding “civilization” 

spread out along an insecure frontier had the right of preemption. . . . In respond-

ing to the horrors that took place on September 11th, 2001 . . . the Bush adminis-

tration, whether intentionally or not, has been drawing upon [this] set of tradi-

tions.24

Racial nationalism, I would argue, forged in wars of removal and expan-

sion, remains the term that best defi nes the Jacksonian articulation of culture, 

kinship, and nationality within an ideology of American freedom. To be more 

precise, we might identify the decisive contribution of the Jacksonian (for-

eign policy) tradition to the reproduction of the distinctively “American” 
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(fi ctive) ethnicity and governmentality that furthers the development of the 

United States as a racial state, that is, the transference of culturally and bio-

logically derived conceptions of kinship onto the empowering abstractions of 

nationality, and the concomitant accrual of governmental powers to monopo-

lize distribution, recognition, and violence in the development of separate 

and unequal populations within a single space of political representation.

Undoubtedly, there is a risk of theoretical abstraction here, as well as of 

assuming sweeping continuities across time. To address this we might begin 

by considering how the fusing of the regional nationalisms of the South and 

West was tied to regional accumulation strategies and to the development of 

a specifi c variety of U.S. capitalism that Jan Nederveen Pieterse recently 

termed “Dixie capitalism.” Obscured by the high-sounding, globally infl uen-

tial neoliberalism of Chicago school economics and the Washington consen-

sus is the fact that the low taxes, low wages, low services “regime envisioned 

by free market advocates” was actually forged in the U.S. South (and West) 

in the aftermath of Reconstruction. A pioneer of carceral solutions to social 

inequality, the South not only resisted trade unions and the expansion of in-

frastructures of social protection throughout the twentieth century, it also 

literally and conceptually illuminated the pathways for capital’s race to the 

bottom that began in the United States in the 1970s. Although the Sunbelt 

was ostensibly modernized under the auspices of the post–World War II de-

fense boom, rather than transforming its political economy, this process in-

stead added to its regional political and economic weight, forging its perma-

nent symbiosis with an emerging military-industrial-prison complex.

Long a bastion of hostility to the forms of racial liberalism nested within 

New Deal liberalism, “the Southern model” not only outlasted the civil rights 

movement, its preponderant values were also carried throughout the country 

by what historian James Gregory has described as the other great internal 

migration of the mid-twentieth century, that of white Southerners to the West 

and Midwest that helped to fashion the cultural and electoral base of the mod-

ern conservative movement.25 A complex matter, beyond what I have room to 

discuss here, is the role that the expansion of a Southern-derived white Prot-

estant evangelical religion has played as a carrier of racial fears, imageries, 

and practices that were simultaneously being discredited by the black free-

dom movement. Too succinctly, one might observe a competition between 

two versions of activist Christianity, one challenging the durability of racial 

animus within the secular and materialist time of slavery and colonization by 

way of a patient counterhegemonic practice, and the other renewing forms of 

racial and quasi-racial identity within ethnonationalist frameworks of messi-
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anic time, chosen peoples, and holy empires.

In light of this discussion, consider the following question: What if the 

“damage” that the racial does to the civil—those ties of fealty to creed and 

country that “bind Americans together”—is also an irreducible part of what 

has cemented those ties in the fi rst place? It is an unfortunate aspect of U.S. 

political and intellectual culture, but it seems we are forced to keep remem-

bering that the vaunted freedoms of formal citizenship in the United States 

are supplemented by a powerful matrix of ethnoclass and ethnoracial asso-

ciation and ascription as a means of allocating benefi ts and defi cits of mate-

rial distribution, symbolic recognition, and state violence. This creates a 

constitutive and insoluble set of problems as to where the boundaries of na-

tion-state protection actually lie. Within state borders, legal citizenship pro-

vides little assurance, let alone guarantees, if the everyday life of cultural 

citizenship is based less on shared patriotic feeling or the notion of a com-

munity of common interests than on one or another form of imagined kin-

ship. Meanwhile, beyond state borders, the ability to reliably distinguish 

friend and enemy, peaceful coexistence from existential threat, is always po-

tentially impaired by a threshold of trust—and thus a sense of menace—so 

high that no framework of treaty obligations, international agreements, or 

rational efforts to balance opposing interests and concerns could possibly 

hope to contain it.

It might be helpful to think of this issue in concrete terms, from the other 

side and from the outside, as well. For the past several years, the United Na-

tions High Commissioner for Human Rights has called for the closing of the 

Camp Delta prison complex at Guantanamo Bay on the grounds that the ex-

plicitly sanctioned U.S. interrogation practices—for example, hooding, 

shackling, force-feeding, simulated suffocation, and sensory deprivation, in-

cluding forcing prisoners to stare into intense light and wear earphones blast-

ing loud music—“must be assessed as amounting to torture” and do not ac-

cede to the standards of “most civilized nations.” The Bush administration’s 

response was a succinct and revealing non sequitur: “The detainees are being 

treated humanely. Remember these are terrorists.” “Remember these are ter-

rorists” is a vernacular—one might say Jacksonian—code for a sovereign 

state of exception, within which “the American people” are assumed to be 

appropriately and transparently hailed. (And, in the absence of signifi cant 

popular outcry against torture, who can say that they haven’t been so?) Its 

precise and intended effect is to draw a boundary between the humane, in-

deed the human, that is, “we, the people,” and the always already elastic 

category “terrorist,” containing someone who may in abstracto be a person 
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but who has permanently forfeited the “right to have rights,” that is the right 

to any meaningful civil protection.

Now consider the all-too-literal prisoner’s dilemma faced by racialized 

minorities in the United States in the aftermath of 9/11. If the new racial pro-

fi ling of brown-skinned “Muslim-looking” Arab and South Asian men tem-

porarily displaced African Americans as the primary suspect population of 

urban policing (in certain localities), it also gave new state sanction and le-

gitimacy to policing tactics that for the fi rst time were being actively chal-

lenged and discredited. More disturbing are the well-documented links be-

tween systematic torture and brutality within the vast domestic U.S. prison 

complex—where African Americans are the majority of the incarcerated—

and the degree to which these have been reproduced, from the methodology, 

ethos, right down to the actual personnel, guards, administrators, and so forth 

in Iraq, Afghanistan, Guantanamo, and the expanding complex of U.S.-run 

prisons overseas. In other words, while the “terrorist” like the “criminal” may 

theoretically be of any “race” or “ethnicity,” we must not only avow the fact 

that racial, religious, ethnic, and national origin discrimination remain cen-

tral to making determinations about who is and who is not one but also, more 

importantly, that the creation of categories of persons without rights is enliv-

ened by the narratives and practices of specifi cally U.S. traditions of racial 

warfare.26

What is the relationship between war-making and “race-making,” to recall 

Tom Holt’s phrase? What if the current war is not merely fueled by a preex-

isting racial or quasi-racial animus, what if it is also the means by which such 

animus is modifi ed and reproduced? Finally, what if this is not only an unin-

tended effect but an aspect of its all-too-human motivation? As Donald 

Rumsfeld stated in the last version of the National Defense Strategy of the 

United States: “Our strength as a nation state will continue to be challenged 

by those who employ a strategy of the weak using international fora, judicial 

processes and terrorism.”27 The antitheses and equivalences that are drawn 

here are quite alarming. They suggest that the George W. Bush era has repre-

sented not merely a return to an older colonial modeling of power but the 

consolidation and institutionalization of a very particular political reaction 

against the forms of politicization represented by the unfi nished struggles for 

decolonization and civil rights—struggles, which despite differences in 

scope and ideology, raised unresolved questions, questions that arguably 

could not be resolved within the Keynesian-Westphalian framework of Euro-

American sovereignty, such as who has “the right to have rights” and who is 

owed justice, which is to say in the last instance, who is a legitimate political 
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subject of contestation and adjudication around the fundamental questions of 

material distribution and cultural respect?

CONCLUSION: BEYOND RACE (AND) WAR

Returning to the epigraph from Condoleezza Rice with which I began this 

article, it is important to stress that the history of the black freedom move-

ment raises specifi c problems of representation, narration, and memory. The 

labor of legions of scholars over the past three decades has started to crystal-

lize a remarkably comprehensive picture of the long history, local people, 

indigenous organizing traditions, behind the scenes activism, international 

dimensions, and principled and often radical demands that made up the mod-

ern black freedom movement.28 This body of work, however, does not cor-

relate well with public knowledge and perception in the United States. The 

latter, for the most part, puts this movement under erasure by letting one part 

or phase—the legal codifi cation of civil rights—stand in for the whole. Fixed 

on a static image of a singular leader, Martin Luther King Jr., frozen in time 

beside the Lincoln Memorial, it tends to believe that racial division and hier-

archy have given way to patriotic acceptance and universal strivings for affl u-

ence across the color line. It has forgotten or ignored even King’s ominous, 

uncannily relevant warnings made at the end of his life about “a deeper mal-

ady . . . the giant triplets of racism, extreme materialism and militarism” af-

fl icting a nation engaged in a costly, immoral war and characterized by per-

sistent poverty, inequality, and black spatial confi nement in the nation’s 

ghettos and prisons.29

King’s assassination preempted determined efforts to destroy his reputa-

tion and to isolate him politically. His outspoken opposition to U.S. foreign 

policy in the late 1960s and his controversial decision to enlist the moral au-

thority of the civil rights movement against its course was viewed as a whole-

sale betrayal by the Johnson administration and as vindication of the long-

standing whisper and wire-tapping campaign against him from within the 

countersubversive agencies of the federal state.30 By “breaking his silence” 

on Vietnam, King also broke a painstakingly calibrated compact that linked 

domestic advancements against racial inequality with accession to cold war 

militarization and global anti-Communism, (a pact that was sealed in the 

1950s with the public silencing of an earlier generation’s black luminaries, 

Paul Robeson and W. E. B. Du Bois). Even as King illuminated a relatively 

unbroken tradition of visionary black leadership in world affairs from across 

the political spectrum, infl uential sources of public opinion began to lay siege 
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to his credibility and his relevance. One year to the day of his coming out 

publicly against the war (an uncanny timing that still disturbs) King was 

dead.

King rejected the notion that the legal achievement of civil rights had inau-

gurated an era of normal politics for the racially excluded inside the United 

States, just as he challenged the belief that the pax Americana was a deliv-

erer of a just and legitimate developmental framework for previously colo-

nized peoples. Specifi cally, King’s commitment to nonviolence led him to 

recognize the intertwining of a history of racial self-defi nition (i.e., white 

supremacy) and militarization in constituting the borders of established 

membership in the United States as a political community. Taking this stand 

surely did not make King a Communist (as FBI director J. Edgar Hoover as-

serted), but it did align him with a black intellectual tradition that conceptual-

ized the global production of racialized disparity in terms of Euro-American 

genealogies of African slavery, colonial rule, class apartheid, and imperial 

statecraft. This approach refused to permit incremental racial integration 

within the United States to serve as an alibi for policies that continued to di-

verge from emergent postcolonial and postimperialist norms of world behav-

ior. It presciently warned, moreover, of persistent, spiraling, and unpredict-

able violence as long as material deprivation and assaults on human dignity 

continued to assign the majority of the world’s poor and powerless to socio-

cultural and spatial zones where the frayed, tattered ends of the social con-

tract received the unforgiving cut of racialized governance.

As his preeminent chronicler writes, “American public discourse broadly 

denied King the standing to be heard on Vietnam.”31 Although intervening 

years have brought profound social change at local, national, and global 

scales, the disavowal that presaged King’s death continues to constellate the 

present. In martyrdom, King has become a celebrated fi gure in a nation-state 

that ostentatiously declares an end to its historic devaluation of black life and 

trumpets benign uses of its military power. Unmistakable progress in black 

civic inclusion and political representation—culminating in the historic elec-

tion of Barack Obama to the presidency—inspires a hopeful sense that we 

have entered a new era of racial comity as well as a new era of U.S. foreign 

policy. At the same time, wars on drugs and terror, waged disproportionately 

(and with disproportion) against black and brown populations, have expand-

ed and fi lled U.S. prisons and extended their global reach. It is worth recall-

ing that the rioting and rebellions of the black urban poor across hundreds of 

U.S. cities that followed King’s assassination demanded the largest domestic 

mobilization of federal troops since the Civil War. Met with Southern elec-



BEYOND THE “EMPIRE OF JIM CROW”   107

toral strategy, antiurban public policy, law-and-order rhetoric, and street-

level lockdown, the disrepair of the racial strife of the early post–civil rights 

period is still manifest in our own time. While the broad failure to reckon the 

destructive consequences and absorb the criminal irresponsibility of U.S. 

intervention in Vietnam still underwrites widespread belief in militarized 

solutions to foreign confl icts with wars in Iraq and Afghanistan approaching 

a decade.

Those who hope to change the political course of the United States do so 

as heirs to this ambiguous and bifurcated political inheritance. The remark-

able gains of the civil rights era have constituted new thresholds of tolerance 

and inclusiveness within U.S. political culture. Yet, under the cover of such 

tolerance, it becomes increasingly diffi cult to connect the dots between the 

explicit exclusions and injustice of the past that persist in the social structures 

and institutions of the present. The legal demise of white supremacy and its 

seeming political and cultural decline as well (exemplifi ed by the 2008 

presidential election) inspires new investments in the U.S. nation-state as a 

horizon of social equality and just distribution. At the same time, with the 

sense of innocence and righteousness restored, robust reassertion of U.S. 

militarism still consigns radical visions demanding that we cut the knot bind-

ing the public welfare to the warfare state to the margins of U.S. political 

life.

At the end of his life Malcolm X said that all he was really doing was 

“helping correct America’s human problem.” These are words to ponder. At 

this point, it should be clear that the black freedom movement, too narrowly 

known today as the civil rights movement, is not the analogue but the near 

exact counterpoint to the ethos and tradition that has most recently been ani-

mating U.S. foreign policy. As Jesse Jackson remarked over a quarter century 

ago, despite the offi cial power of cold war civil rights discourse, the actual 

cold war was characterized by continuous and ongoing efforts by the state to 

“isolate and challenge . . . the audacity of black involvement in foreign af-

fairs.”32 When compared to fi gures like Claudia Jones, Paul Robeson, W. E. 

B. Du Bois, Martin Luther King Jr., and Jackson himself—all of whom felt 

the sting of public sanction and opprobrium—we can observe how contem-

porary black offi cials like Colin Powell and Condoleezza Rice exist in a 

precisely inverse relationship to a longstanding tradition of black dissidence 

in foreign affairs. As for President Obama, it remains to be seen.

Nor it is necessary to speak only in terms of political dissidence. The con-

text of Jackson’s observation was the resignation of Andrew Young from his 

post as permanent U.S. representative to the United Nations in 1979. The UN 
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ambassadorship during Young’s tenure in the Carter administration was a 

cabinet-level appointment, which gave Young coequal status with Cyrus 

Vance, the secretary of state, and Zbigniew Brzezinski, the national security 

advisor. Indeed, this was arguably the high-water mark of civil rights move-

ment infl uence on offi cial U.S. foreign policy, and the last time that an Afri-

can American held such a lofty position within a U.S. presidential adminis-

tration. Young used his offi ces vocally and courted controversy, lauding the 

“stabilizing” effects of Cuban troops in Angola, hearkening back to his and 

King’s participation in antiwar marches to acknowledge new UN member-

ship of a unifi ed Vietnam, attacking white minority rule in Rhodesia and 

South Africa, and criticizing Israeli settlements in the occupied territories as 

a violation of international law and obstacle to future peace in the region.33

You may recall that Young resigned from his position in the face of public 

fury over his decision to meet privately with the UN representative of the 

Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) in contravention of the offi cial 

U.S. “no talk” policy. Young (with tacit sanction from Carter) believed that if 

the United States was to play the role of honest broker in the Middle East, it 

had no choice but to avow an independent relationship with the legitimate 

political representative of the Palestinian people. According to the Los Ange-
les Times, this position was endorsed by 66 percent of Americans at that time. 

Formerly director of voter registration for SCLC, and then director of inter-

national affairs for the Rainbow/PUSH Coalition, Jack O’Dell had already 

reported to Young on the visit of a delegation of Arab Americans and African 

Americans he took to Lebanon to meet with the PLO earlier that summer. 

Upon Young’s resignation, two high-profi le black delegations, one led by 

Jesse Jackson and the other by Joseph Lowery, fl ew directly to Lebanon to 

meet with both PLO representatives and Israeli peace groups. Lowery 

summed up the emerging African American viewpoint: the crux of the Mid-

dle East crisis was the legacy of territorial dispossession, political exclusion, 

and nonrecognition—or the politicide—of the Palestinian people. Their 

modest conclusions: recognition of Israel within pre-1967 borders and a Pal-

estinian homeland constructed on the principle that Palestinian representa-

tives “must have a role in the map drawing.”

These efforts, of course, resulted in no change in offi cial U.S. policy. 

Moreover, the substantive foreign policy questions were quickly monopo-

lized by discussions of black-Jewish tensions at home and the fatal fracturing 

of the old U.S. civil rights coalition. It is my belief that this was the last pe-

riod of globally infl uential, independent, black-citizen diplomacy and civil 

rights foreign policy initiative. It is also signifi cant that, a quarter century 
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later, we fi nd ourselves in almost an identical, and in fact much worse, situa-

tion with respect to Israel-Palestine and Middle East peace. In the press con-

ference announcing his resignation, Young explained why he pursued the 

course of action he did at such risk to his career:

I have tried to interpret to our country some of the mood of the rest of the world. 

Unfortunately, but by birth, I come from the ranks of those who have known and 

identifi ed with some level of oppression in the world, and by choice, I continue to 

identify with what I would say in biblical terms would be the least of my broth-

ers.

With simplicity, humility, and even some old-time religion writ small, these 

words refl ect a different—one is tempted to say postnationalist—foreign 

policy project and ethos, one that rejects both the shallow instrumentalism of 

offi cial expressions of antiracism as well as the chauvinist unilateralism of 

settler-immigrant nationalism. Rooted in the other—dissenting—U.S. tradi-

tion and experience, it just may be indispensable to our efforts to ensure that 

the twenty-fi rst century does not become another century of (racism and) 

war.
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