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In fact, American commentators often view aspects of national history to be uniquely homegrown, when in fact they are present to varying degrees in numerous other settler societies. Among others, these qualities include greater equality within the settler colony than in the imperial metropole or home country; a cultural sense of being “chosen” as a racial, ethnic, or religious community for a historical mission; a greater emphasis on militarism due to perceived threats from Indigenous and foreign populations; and, finally, a wariness of metropolitan social and political customs which are depicted at times as corrupt or decadent.14 But what made the American variation distinctively imperial—why I have referred to the United States as a “settler empire”15—concerns the essential role of continuous territorial conquest to internal economic and political development. Anglo-European settlers carried to North America a belief that the guiding ideological purpose of the national project was to make widely available to insiders a vision of freedom involving participatory political structures and broad access to land and property.16 All of this underscored the extent to which settlers took for granted that their legal and political institutions were meant to do two things simultaneously. First, they were supposed to provide racially-defined members with the emancipatory conditions of self-government and economic independence. And second, to support this overarching project, these institutions were designed to extract much-needed land and labor from Native and nonsettler groups, in the latter case particularly enslaved African persons and their descendants.17 This meant that European Americans long presumed that the basic engine of internal republican freedom and economic prosperity was territorial growth and, therefore, Indigenous conquest. Indeed, conquest was often embraced as the key social experience cohering disparate European migrants into a single people. For the famed early twentieth-century historian Frederick Jackson Turner, “[m]ovement” was nothing less than the “dominant fact”18 of the American experience, a point Teddy Roosevelt echoed even more pointedly when he declared, “The winning of the West was the great epic feat in the history of our race.”19Crucially, 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. Indeed, the extent to which formally equal territorial status was closely bound to a demographic and legal-political project of white-settler supremacy is highlighted by the fact that Chief Justice Roger Taney’s 1857 opinion in Dred Scott v. Sandford was perhaps the defining nineteenth-century judicial expression of the claim that the Constitution must follow the flag.27 Today, Dred Scott is remembered as the Supreme Court’s reviled defense of slavery and racial subordination. Chief Justice Taney infamously wrote of the legal status of Black people: “They had for more than a century before been regarded as beings of an inferior order, and altogether unfit to associate with the white race, either in social or political relations; and so far inferior, that they had no rights which the white man was bound to respect.”28 Thus, Taney declared that African Americans, whether or not enslaved, were entirely outside the state’s social compact and that the settler political community maintained an inherent and complete power to control them as a dependent population.
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