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INTRODUCTION: EMPIRE OF THEORY, 
THEORIES OF EMPIRE

Empire is back with a vengeance.1 This is largely because the thing 
imperialism has increasingly obtruded itself on us all over the past 
few years, till now all the blood and clamour, the colonial expeditions 
and the grand fi nancial and commercial manoeuvres are quite ines-
capable and undeniable. But, as historians have noted, empires have 
often disavowed themselves, and here there was a marked discursive 
shift in the United States, most notably during the administrations of 
George W. Bush. The journalist Ron Suskind reports a remarkable 
conversation with ‘a senior adviser to Bush’ during the summer of 
2002, when the drums of war against Iraq were beating ever louder:

The aide said that guys like me were ‘in what we call the reality-based 
community’ which he defi ned as people who ‘believe that solutions 
emerge from your judicious study of discernible reality’. I nodded and 
murmured something about enlightenment principles and empiricism. 
He cut me off. ‘That’s not the way the world really works anymore,’ 
he continued. ‘We’re an empire now, and when we act, we create our 
own reality. And while you’re studying that reality – judiciously, as 
you will – we’ll act again, creating other new realities, which you can 
study too, and that’s how things will sort out. We’re history’s 
actors  .  .  .  and you, all of you, will be left to just study what we do.2

These remarks reverberate with a hubris that was soon enough to 
meet its nemesis at the hands of the armed resistance to the occupa-
tion of Iraq by the US and its allies. But the willingness to conceive 
America explicitly as an empire is by no means confi ned to the right-
wing nationalists and neoconservatives who drove US global policy 
under the younger Bush. In the 1990s, Zbigniew Brzezinski, National 
Security Adviser to President Jimmy Carter, an infl uential fi gure in 



2

introduction

Bill Clinton’s administrations, and a ferocious critic of the Iraq 
adventure, was also willing to view the world in explicitly imperial 
terms:

America’s global supremacy is reminiscent in some ways of earlier 
empires, notwithstanding their more confi ned regional scope. These 
empires based their power on a hierarchy of vassals, tributaries, pro-
tectorates, and colonies, with those on the outside generally viewed 
as barbarians. To some degree, this anachronistic terminology is not 
inappropriate for some of the states currently within the American 
orbit.3

But the willingness to perceive the present through the grid of 
empire is also a marked feature of the contemporary academy. The 
energetic and ambitious Tory economic historian, Niall Ferguson, has 
now devoted two books to the theme of what he calls ‘Anglobaliza-
tion’. The fi rst celebrates the British Empire as ‘an agency for impos-
ing free markets, the rule of law, investor protection and relatively 
uncorrupt government on roughly a quarter of the globe’.4 The 
second reiterates the case for ‘liberal empire’ (which Ferguson 
describes as ‘the political counterpart to economic globalization’), 
namely that the ‘only hope’ for the ‘failed states’ of the world ‘would 
seem to be intervention by a foreign power capable of constructing 
the basic institutional foundations that are indispensable for eco-
nomic development’. Ferguson considers the US to be the sole can-
didate for resuming the burden once borne by Britain of ‘imperial 
globalization’, even though he has doubts whether American political 
culture has the resources necessary to sustain such a role.5

Ferguson is by no means alone in articulating the nostalgia for the 
British hegemony, deeply embedded in the unconscious of the Anglo-
American ruling classes, that often merges with more current preoc-
cupations. How else can we explain that Peter Clarke, a clever, 
middle-of-the-road historian of the modern British centre-left (subject 
and object mirroring each other in a satisfactorily Hegelian way), 
should in retirement mimic Gibbon with a grand tome entitled The 
Last Thousand Days of the British Empire? But the high-profi le 
monographs of Clarke and Ferguson are the tip of a much larger 
academic iceberg. In recent years: the English-speaking humanities 
have experienced a remarkable explosion of scholarship devoted 
primarily to the study of the European colonial empires and their 
aftermath, which has rescued colonial studies from what Frederick 
Cooper has called ‘the doldrums of imperial history’ and transformed 
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them into a cutting-edge form of interdisciplinarity in the contempo-
rary academy.6

0.1 Marxism and imperialism

So empire and imperialism have become an acceptable topic again. 
But this begs the question of how they are to be understood. Impe-
rialism can be defi ned very broadly or very narrowly. Thus historians 
and sociologists conceive it as a specifi c form of political domination. 
Michael Doyle, for example, succinctly defi nes empire as ‘effective 
control, whether formal or informal, of a subordinated society by 
an imperial society’.7 Cooper offers a looser ‘family description’ that 
seeks to emphasize that the differences between dominant and domi-
nated are reproduced and institutionalized by this kind of ‘political 
unit that is large, expansionist (or with memories of an expansionist 
past), and which produces differentiation and inequality among 
people it incorporates.’8 Such broad defi nitions are of transhistorical 
scope, designed to cover ancient Rome and China, the Ottomans and 
the Mughals, as well as more modern candidates. By contrast, impe-
rialism is also sometimes equated with a very specifi c historical 
episode, namely the policy pursued during the nineteenth century by 
the European Great Powers, and later by the United States and Japan, 
of formally subordinating most of the rest of the world to their rule.

The classical Marxist conception of imperialism, formulated above 
all by Lenin, is more specifi c than the broad defi nition, more general 
than the narrow one. Imperialism is neither a transhistorical political 
form nor a state policy, but ‘a special stage in the development of 
capitalism’.9 Oddly enough, despite the rise of colonial studies and 
postcolonial theory, for quite a long patch of my own intellectual life, 
particularly during the 1980s and 1990s, this approach to imperialism 
was not an academically respectable one. As Fred Halliday has com-
plained, the debate on globalization that became obsessive in the social 
sciences in the latter decade suffered from ‘the absence, or suppression, 
within orthodox discussion of the two analytic terms central to the 
analysis of this process’ – namely capitalism and imperialism.10 Even 
on the Marxist left, the theory of imperialism suffered the indignity of 
being ignored or relegated to the past. ‘Whatever happened to imperial-
ism?’ asked the Indian Marxist economist Pratap Patnaik in 1990:

An outsider cannot help noticing a remarkable transformation in the 
Marxist discourse in America over the last decade or more, namely, 


