The project of incorporation into statehood is not anti-imperial - making Puerto Rico a state is constitutive of settler colonial logic
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Crucially, rather than undermining the settler imperial dynamics of collective life, the fact that all territory was supposed to be on a path to statehood highlighted them. The U.S. settler empire was systematically organized around efforts to claim Indigenous territory exclusively for insider communities, with territory repeatedly described as virgin or empty.20 Moreover, as historians Caroline Elkins and Susan Pedersen note, the primary approach to the local population was driven less by the desire “to govern [I]ndigenous peoples or to enlist them in their economic ventures than to seize their land and push them beyond an ever-expanding frontier of settlement.”21 This fact partly explains why Americans today rarely conceive of themselves as “settlers.”22 As scholar Patrick Wolfe notes, the basic logic of U.S. settler ideology was not the exploitation of Indigenous groups, but rather that of Native elimination.23 This elimination did not merely take the form of violence against local communities or the dissolution of Indigenous political and economic practices.24 It also meant that settlers sought to replace Native society as such and to “erect[] a new colonial society on the expropriated land base.”25 The vision of Indigenous territory as empty land was part and parcel of settler efforts to transform themselves into ‘Natives’ and to escape the very category of colonialism.
Thus, the formal presumption that all territory should eventually become a state in the Union was constitutively joined to this effort to demographically transform the North American landmass. As new land was settled by Anglo-Europeans and fully incorporated—economically and culturally—into the broader society, it gained equal legal status. This process both ensured internal political equality and participation to those included as insiders, as well as the steady displacement of Native peoples. For our purposes, all of this also underscores the profound limits of the traditional way of reading the Insular Cases—namely as a legal debate between anti-annexationists who were anti-imperialists and pro-annexationists who were pro-imperialists. Under this reading, anti-annexationists were opponents of the American empire as such because they “rejected the notion of the United States as a country that could conquer territory and govern it indefinitely at the behest of Congress.”26 Yet, this scholarly interpretation obscures the extent to which the formal presumption of statehood was itself a central feature of how decentralized settler control over Indigenous land proceeded. In other words, as an anti-annexationist, it would be perfectly consistent to oppose overseas expansion through congressional discretion and nonetheless strongly back Native expropriation, ethno-racial hierarchy, and the established terms of the existing settler empire.
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