Shi 1

Bringing Empire Back In: Territoriality, Difference, and Theorizing Modern State

Formation After the Imperial Turn

Today sociologists readily acknowledge American empire (e.g. Go 2011; Jung and Kwon
2013), but this has not always been the case. Although early Americans commonly referred to
their revolutionary political experiment in imperial terms (Onuf 2000, 2012), and despite
empire’s prominence in the early social sciences (Connell 2007; Go 2020; Steinmetz 2023), for
decades scholars did not analyze the United States as an empire. Instead, scholars interested in
American state formation took their cues from the post-World War II political sociology
literature on the state (Evans, Rueschemeyer, and Skocpol 1985; Mann 1984; Skocpol 1979).
This literature directed scholars to analyze modern state formation as the expansion and
bureaucratization of public administration.! Applying this Weberian perspective, scholars
identified the central puzzle of American political development as the late emergence of
centralized, bureaucratic state authority (Skowronek 1982; Skocpol 1992; Weber 1958), and the
particularly hidden or delegated form of state power that developed (Balogh 2009; Novak 2008).
Scholars from Weber onwards attributed this situation to “the high degree of democracy in the

United States—a ‘New Country’” (1958: 110).

1 This decision to eschew empire in the analysis of American state formation reflects the elision of empire in the
Weberian framework that is dominant in studies of American political development and conceptualizations of the
modern state more generally. When sociology was re-imagined as the value-free study of industrial society in the
post-World War II period, empire—which had both lost its appeal as a civilizing mission and taken on too many
negative normative connotations—was written out of its disciplinary history (Connell 1997; Steinmetz 2023).
Significantly for scholars of the modern state, Max Weber was only canonized in this post-World War II
reconstruction (Connell 1997). It was in this intellectual milieu that foundational debates on the role of the state took
place (e.g. Milliband and Poulantzas; Skocpol 1979; Mann 1984) and crystallized in the Weberian conceptualization
of the modern state. At the same moment, early studies in American political development also adopted explicitly
Weberian definitions of the state (e.g. Skowronek 1982: 5 fn. 2; Skocpol 1992: 43 fn. 92) and focused their attention
on explaining the expansion of rationalized, bureaucratized public policy making in the United States.
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However, this dominant Weberian lens imposes an overly teleological understanding of
modern state formation based on a European model shorn of its imperial appendages that directs
scholars’ attention to a narrow range of historical dynamics as significant while sidelining others
(see Chakrabarty 2000 for a critique). A Weberian framework obscures how the bureaucratization
of public administration was part of a broader transformation in the organization of power from
territorially expansive and fragmented empires of difference (Benton 2009; Barkey 2008;
Steinmetz 2014), to the modern ideal of contiguous nation-states: one state representing one
people, congruent with and even represented by its national territory—a geographical metonym
that Immerwahr (2015) has called the nation’s “logo map” (see also Anderson 2006). By
restoring empire in this way this article contributes to the political sociology literature on the
state as well as the growing body of sociological work asking how centering empire challenges
scholars’ understandings of the origins and dynamics of modernity (Go 2009) in domains
ranging from the construction of race and gender (Jung and Kwon 2013; McKay, Vinyeta,
Norgaard 2020; quisumbing king 2018), to the civil sphere (Hammer 2020), and knowledge
production (Connell 2007; Go 2020; Hammer 2020). The United States’ status as simultaneously
one of the first nations founded in anti-colonial struggle and an aspiring empire in its own right
makes it a particularly significant site from which to observe this transition.2

When the United States Constitution was ratified in 1789, it marked the founding of what

would become the world’s first and oldest federal state—a model for democratic governance that

2 In arguing that the United States is a unique and historically significant case of state formation, this article is not
trying to argue that the United States was an exceptional case of political and economic development that stands
outside of standard explanatory frameworks. Instead, by identifying exactly how empire and settler colonialism
manifested in the United States, this article is better able to use these concepts to put the case of the United States in
conversation with other cases of state formation throughout the nineteenth century. Doing so provincializes the
United States and allows scholars to more clearly recognize the often convoluted ways in which empire and
republicanism intersected in the United States (Chakrabarty 2000; Link and Maggor 2020).
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has been adopted the world over (Stepan 1999). The imperial roots of this federal state, however,
have been largely ignored. While existing scholarship has investigated the conditions under
which federal states can be constituted (Riker 1987, Ziblatt 2006), analyzed the stability of
federalism’s institutional form and its effects on public policy (Figueiredo, Jr. and Weingast
2005; Rodden 2002; Tiebout 1956), and evaluated its opportunities for democratically managing
multinational polities (Stepan, Linz, and Yadav 2011), this literature has not sufficiently

problematized federalism as the historical successor to empire (although see Ablavsky 2020).

Namely, by apportioning sovereignty geographically, federalism made territorial
expansion and uneven economic development politically sensitive in a new way. Under
imperialism, where relationships between the metropole and colonial outposts were negotiated
on a case-by-case basis, the addition of new territorial subunits or changes in the relative strength
of territorial subunits did not necessarily have implications for the stability of the state as a
whole. It was expected that colonies would be politically subordinated to the center and that
colonies would not necessarily be equal to one another. United States federalism turned this
expectation on its head. In the United States, to strike the federal bargain necessary to bring the
sovereign states together under first the Articles of Confederation and then the Constitution, the
United States enshrined equality between the states (Riker 1987: 17-42)—what Alfred Stepan
(1999) calls “symmetrical” federalism—thereby denying the asymmetries of imperial rule.
However, because states were formally equal to one another, the addition of new territorial
subunits on equal political footing, or changes in the relative power of each, would have

implications for the balance of power in the federal state as a whole.
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This study examines the legislative debates surrounding the first transcontinental railroad
to demonstrate how restoring empire to scholars’ understanding of modern state formation can
make visible the spatial mismatches between polity and economy that unexpectedly emerged and
persist to this day in the transition from empires to nation-states. In the antebellum period,
federalism was not able to resolve debates over slavery. Instead, by using what I call here the
“scalar fix” of making slavery an issue of states’ rights, federalism allowed early Americans to
sidestep the question of slavery except in cases of territorial expansion when the incorporation of
new states became contingent on maintaining the balance of power between free and slave states.
In the run-up to the Civil War, the case of the first transcontinental railroad demonstrates the
limits of federalist systems to make decisions over land. Legislators debated authorizing the first
transcontinental railroad for over decade, moving through three phases in their deliberations:
imperial expansion, sectional realignment, and finally existential stalemate. Ultimately, the 1862
Pacific Railway Act could only be passed after the outbreak of the Civil War when Southern
interests were removed from Congress. While under empire one solution would be for a minority
to rule by fiat, the nested and geographically defined nature of sovereignty under federalism
produced tensions between different geographically based interests. The same structures of

federalism allowed these conflicts to be side stepped through scalar fixes but not resolved.

This paper concludes by discussing how centering the territorialization of politics in
nation-states illuminates the spatial mismatch between capitalism and democracy and can shed
new light on the dynamics of nationalism, economic populism, and anti-elitism that characterize

political dynamics today.
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