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Abstract
This paper explores how different understandings of power have informed the recent ‘debate about empire’ and what the term empire might usefully mean in the context of contemporary international relations. I start from the premise of the Reflectivist critique of ‘Rationalist’ IR’s instrumentalist understanding of the role of shared values and norms in world order. Reflectivist scholars have suggested that we should attribute a much greater degree of autonomy to what they call ‘constitutive knowledge’. That is, the intersubjective and historically contingent truths about world politics that inform actor behavior. As the following survey will show, what is noteworthy about the recent ‘debate about empire’ is that, for better or for worse, its contributors have tended either to rule out the possibility of imperialism today, because of the constraints of complex interdependency, or define it as possible only in more ‘neo-imperial’ or consensual terms. In both approaches, however, imperialism is construed necessarily to be the outcome of a structure of material struggle (whether it be between states or classes). In this sense, such approaches are theoretically limited because they constrain the analytic scope of imperialism to a single underlying principle. A more nuanced theory of imperialism, I argue, may be possible through the lens of discourse. Thus, for example, we can conceivably situate the recent American unilateral moment in the context of an emerging regime or formation of shared understandings which is more global in scope. To explore this possibility, I examine Stephen Gill’s Gramscian approach to hegemony, which usefully admits the possibility of imperialism through consensual forms of power. However, Gill’s approach is also criticized for restricting the range of human subjectivity to a field of economic struggle. To elaborate on this point I turn to Laclau and Mouffe’s critique of Gramscian categories which approaches hegemony as a much more contingent phenomenon. Based on this critique, I then suggest that the theory of world order offered by Hardt and Negri represents a much more plausible account of empire today. Hardt and Negri define empire as a new, contingent form of global sovereignty that has emerged in the course of the development of the global marketplace and its circuits of production. Their theory has been criticized for describing a world order defined exclusively by a logic of openness, and thus construed as incapable of accounting for America’s recent ‘regime-breaking’ unilateralism. However, as Hardt and Negri argue in their recent volume Multitude, even this so-called unilateralism necessarily presupposes a global regime of disciplinary ‘biopower’. Thus we see it may be a mistake to frame imperialism today exclusively as an issue of unilateralism versus multilateralism. Rather, than being an under-theorized concept then, Hardt and Negri’s ‘empire’ is in fact an especially useful tool to help us realize that there is a great deal more going on in contemporary global power relations than American unilateralism.

Introduction
‘Rationalist’ IR has been heavily criticized for its instrumentalist account of the role of shared norms and understandings. Given this critique, it may seem rather paradoxical to now devote attention to a concept that focuses ostensibly on the overwhelming significance of just one country in determining the form and function of world order. To the extent that empirical evidence exists to support the claim that US foreign policy under Bush became 'imperial', it would seem to confirm an essentially realist perspective on world affairs. For beyond simply implying the renewal of US hegemony, where that term is classically understood to refer to a practice oriented towards influencing the external affairs of other states so as to better oversee the fair distribution of public goods, the idea that Bush's America was acting somehow as an imperial power suggests the capacity to exert a form of control exercised territorially, thus extending into the internal affairs of other states.
For a realist, the emergence of a US empire would be a tremendously significant development, demonstrating in no uncertain terms the enduring nature of the logic of zero-sum gains and foreclosing immediately the possibility that rationally agreed upon regimes of shared norms and rules might have a significant or lasting bearing on world order. Indeed, expressed this way, it would seem that the ‘question’ of empire in IR theory is precisely the inverse of the question of regimes. Where mainstream theorists view the concept of regimes as a theoretical device to explain congruent behavior among states in the absence of hegemony, the concept of empire is understood to explain an order founded upon the political will of just one state. It is perhaps understandable then, as I will discuss, that theorists of ‘interdependency’ have balked on the question of American empire. Nevertheless, as the following discussion will suggest, to the extent that it makes assumptions about the instrumental nature of norms and values, this ‘realist’ discourse of imperialism is itself quite limited. Relying as it does upon an understanding of world order founded upon self-interest calculating egoistic states, it ignores the constitutive power of shared understandings and thereby seems to be incapable of understanding either the range of means of imperial power, the variety of actors which it involves, or the complexity of the conditions under which it emerges.
In this paper I examine three groups of theories that try to explain world order today through the concept of imperialism. I do this in order to better establish whether or how this term might help us overcome the narrow purview of mainstream IR on the matter of constitutive power. The first group to be interrogated here are those who define empire exclusively in territorial terms. As I will argue in Section I, the term empire is traditionally understood to imply a territorial form of control exerted by one state over another, with specific practices and conditions of possibility relative to more multilateral forms of order. As such, mainstream IR theorists concerned with the formation of regimes under conditions of interdependency find reason to rule it out. To the extent that they use the term empire at all it is typically in equivocated terms, intended to denote the positive hegemonic influence of America as a ‘liberal’ empire. Indeed, it is this definition of empire that is used by those who support US foreign policy today and its project of spreading democracy in the Middle East.
The idea of restricting the definition of empire exclusively to territorial dominion is highly contested, however. Other theorists argue that imperial rule should be defined functionally. As an example of such literature, Section II examines the work of Stephen Gill, a theorist working from a perspective informed by the writings of Gramsci. Gill argues that the signature trait of contemporary imperial power is not so much its territorial dominion, though historically many empires have been based on territory, but rather its ability to produce a moral consensus that suits its own interests. To achieve this, an imperial power can manipulate the desire of those it wishes to dominate. Indeed, as these theorists argue, given the historical record of resistance to empire among dominated peoples, empires have been forced to adapt and develop such techniques in order to maintain their power. Contrary to more narrowly territorial definitions then, a consensual perspective suggests that while imperialism certainly describes a behavior or practice of great powers, empires today must be adaptable and capable of producing a degree of consent among its subjects where more direct coercion proves ineffective.
The third group to be examined here focuses on what might be called the ‘necessary causality’ of imperialism. In this sense, the contemporary argument about America’s ‘consensual imperialism’ can be situated within an enduring modern debate about the essential causes of imperialism. Traditionally associated with the critical discourse of Marxism, these theories of imperialism can be read as describing a continuum between those who view the presence of imperial ‘ideology’ as simply a ‘stage’ in a long term historico-economic rivalry between national elites and those that frame today’s imperialism as somehow based on the cooperative efforts of a transnational elite. At one end of the continuum, emerging out of the writings of Lenin, imperialism is caused by the need for a ‘spatial fix’ to solve a domestic economic crisis. At the other end, following Kautsky, the crisis is construed more as one of global capitalism and a transnationally articulated capitalist class seeks the fix. Crises in the latter form of imperialism are not specific to any one country and so leading class factions in the powerful nation states find it convenient to produce regimes of cooperation among each other to manage them. However, while a variety of different positions are possible along this continuum, they share a common dilemma. That is, to a greater or lesser degree, they are discourses largely determined by the language of economic competition between nation states. As such, they would seem to fall short in terms of their understanding of the role of shared understandings and reproduce much of the same problematic discourse of instrumental power elaborated by Rationalist IR.
To explore these issues, I start Section III with an examination of Laclau and Mouffe’s critique of the Gramscian approach to hegemony. While not explicitly concerned with imperialism, their analysis of hegemony suggests that it is also possible to view imperialism as the product of a set of historically contingent relations that are not amenable to traditional forms of causal explanation. Here then the focus is less on the agency of a particular class within capitalism or on a particular set of relations of production and more on such contingent phenomena as the shifting and often contradictory forms of liberal discourse that permit such cooperation in the first place. While a focus on such phenomena imports objects of analysis into the debate that would not necessarily be recognized as proper to the traditional language of the analysis of economic struggles, it has the advantage of expanding its historically limited terms. At the very least, it describes a world where multiple discursive regimes can inform the hopes and dreams of powerful groups and thus a world where social antagonism cannot be reduced exclusively to the terms of economic conflict.
In search of an account of US imperialism that would satisfy Laclau and Mouffe, I turn to the work of Hardt and Negri. Although often understood to argue that world order is constituted more or less exclusively by consensual power, I argue that this interpretation in fact overlooks their concern for more disciplinary forms of power. More specifically, it overlooks their concern for the inherent violence of liberal society and the problem this contradiction presents for democracy in the context of neoliberal globalization. For Hardt and Negri, there can be no theoretical account of American unilateralism outside of this broader context of imperial violence. In this sense, they provide a theoretical language which can both acknowledge the specificity of America’s imperial turn while understanding the extent to which contemporary expressions of US power are dependent on ostensibly multilateral conditions of possibility. This is helpful, as we shall see, for it is by no means clear that the US state, as a rational actor, or even a dominant US elite or class is the exclusive or even the leading ‘author’ of today’s imperialism.

Section I – Discourses of Territorial Empire
In his recent book on the influence of military ideology on US foreign policy both before and after the events of September 11, 2001, Chalmers Johnson speculates on whether or not the term ‘imperial’ is adequate to describe the role of US power in the world today. As it is traditionally defined, he suggests, it is likely that the term is inadequate for this task. This is because the essence of the classical definition of imperialism is that it must involve formal colonization: “if dominion by a stronger state does not include the weaker state’s ‘colonization’, then it is not imperialism” (2004: 29). Johnson takes his definition of colonization from Abernethy, who defines it as “the set of formal policies, informal practices, and ideologies employed by a metropole to retain control of a colony and to benefit from control. Colonization is the consolidation of empire, the effort to extend and deepen governance claims made in an earlier period of empire building” (cited in Johnson, 2004: 29). In Abernethy’s classical formulation, imperialism requires the exercise of some degree of formalized governmental control by one state over another. Lieven, a contemporary theorist of empire, appears to agree with Abernethy. He defines empire as a specific type of polity or power that “rules over huge territories and a multitude of peoples and one which is not legitimized by the formal consent of the people it governs”. Like Abernethy, he believes that “there has to be some sort of direct rule over the dominion for a power to be classified as an empire”. If a polity does not meet these conditions then, it is not an empire: “rule without consent over many, culturally alien peoples is part of empire’s definition” (2002).
According to the classical conception then, imperialism involves the domination of one polity over the geographical territory of another. For some, this concept is useful insofar as it introduces the possibility of hierarchy between polities in international relations. In this sense, it challenges traditional understandings of IR which oppose the ‘anarchy’ of the international realm to the ‘hierarchy’ of the domestic sphere and extrapolate from this that the logic of “state survival” is the primary structure of world politics (see for example Waltz, 1979). However, as Cox suggests, where this view poses world politics as always and everywhere about state “agents” and “static structures”, the admittance of a broader definition of imperialism into the debate allows the possibility that “the principle dynamic shaping the contours of the world system from the sixteenth century onwards” has in fact been the logic of “imperial conquest” (2004b: 585).
The concept of empire evokes the histories of the great territorial empires that have defined human politics for millennia. For Cox, “it is obviously the case that most empires in the past, from the Greek to the Spanish, the Ottoman to the Russian, have been defined as such because they brought vast swathes of land belonging to other people under their control.” (Cox, 2004a: 21). For Wallerstein, such empires were truly “world empires”, where a single government exercised formal control over diverse peoples, geographically dispersed in space (1974). Covering vast territories then, these sorts of empires were essentially self-contained political systems, organizing production exclusively within their own borders. However, as Shaw notes, it is important to distinguish between ancient empires and more modern ones. Ancient empires were based on “thin domination”, where infrastructural power was relatively concentrated in a center yet relatively distant from most everyday social relations. It is only with the advent of more modern forms of empire that we see the “thicker domination” typically associated with 19th century imperialism. At the core of these empires were the administrative infrastructures of the modern nation-state which went a great deal further towards co-opting the everyday lives of subordinated peoples into its “systems of political action and belief” (2002: 328-29).
When people think of empire today, it is most likely the 19th century ‘thick’ mode of imperialism that comes to mind, the still recent and tragic experience of which is generally remembered in a dim light. At the turn of the twentieth century, the whole world was largely divided into the huge imperial spheres dominated mainly by European states. The 1885 ‘scramble for Africa’ and the subordination of China had completed the project of European global dominance, marred only by the rise of Japan and the United States, though the latter was essentially a European power. In the preceding century, many European powers had established colonial holdings and introduced policies intended to flood them with great numbers of emigrants. Moreover, while Europeans poured into North and South America, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa in their droves, large numbers of Africans were relocated to serve as slaves in the Caribbean and American south. Many Chinese and Indian people were induced to move to the colonies. And all this, of course, underwritten by doctrines of racial superiority. Moreover, many countries literally exported the sources of potential domestic crises by sentencing criminals and dissidents to live the rest of their lives in the colonies. The British government regularly sent restive Irish and other dissidents to overseas colonies in America and, later, Australia.
The history of classical imperialism is thus more than simply the history of a form of political rule. It abounds with evidence of racism and cruel practices. Yet Johnson’s question remains an important one. To what extent can a term that evokes such a history be considered to fairly describe America’s position in the world today? As we will see, many reject the term out of hand. The US is not an empire because colonization has not been a regular practice of US foreign policy, the recent occupations of Iraq and Afghanistan notwithstanding. Moreover, the continuing presence of constraints on US power under today’s conditions of complex interdependency mean that, even if the US wanted to be an empire, it would be an impossible proposition in practice.

Not Empire, but Empire ‘Lite’
Theorists who adhere strictly to the classical conception of empire find it hard to see evidence of their continued existence today. While the Bush administration’s recent behavior may well be reminiscent of the behavior of the great imperial powers of the 19th century, this by no means seals the argument that America is an empire. An example of this argument comes from Nye, who suggests that while America is an important power in world politics, it is a mistake to think that America has sufficient power to be considered an empire. The idea that America could be an empire today must be dismissed because it implies, incorrectly, that today’s world order is based on a ‘hub-and-spoke’ model. While the US retains a very central role in the world, the advent of globalisation has limited its capacities for imperial action in four ways.
First, alternative nodes of power now exist. While in military terms, it may be somewhat accurate to consider the US as dominant (the US has sufficient power, for example, act “to redress local imbalances” in Asia) the analogy doesn’t hold when economic or environmental globalisation is considered (as there are other nodes in these networks and US influence is not always welcome in them). Second, reciprocity or two-way vulnerability: The US is fundamentally exposed to events ‘out there’ in the world – which directly implies that any function it has as a ‘core’ is immediately unstable: Sept 11; Asia financial crisis; environmental catastrophe; etc. Third, today there exist regional hubs, which tend to have much greater significance for some states than the US. The emergence of China as an industrial power, for example, means that it will soon emit high levels of greenhouse gas, thus impinging much more on the welfare of low-lying distant islands like the Maldives to a much greater degree than the US does. Fourth, hub and spoke models require an intermediary position for the hub: almost a truism, if the ‘spokes’ today find it much easier to communicate directly with each other, then ipso facto the hub must lose the power it held as intermediary. Thus, although today, for example, America has far more Internet users than the rest of the world, this is steadily declining. As this trend continues, the consequences will be significant. China, for example, will be able to “shape a Chinese political culture that stretches well beyond its physical boundaries” (2002).
For these reasons, Nye concludes that the US is not as important world power as theorists of US Empire suggest. While Nye readily admits such phrases such as “American primacy,” “American leadership,” and “American superpower”, he argues that the idea of an American empire incorrectly “implies a control from Washington that is unrealistic and reinforces the prevailing strong temptations toward unilateralism that are present in Congress and parts of the Administration” (136). However, curiously, while Nye doesn’t like the term imperialism, he has no problem with America’s unparalleled global dominance per se: “the American military has a global reach with bases around the world,” “the American economy is the largest in the world” (135), “nearly half of the top 500 global companies are American” (32), and “The United States may be more powerful than any other polity since the Roman Empire” (ix). Yet, despite these claims for the greatness of US power, Nye insists that the US “is certainly not an empire in the way we think of European overseas empires of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries because the core feature of such imperialism was direct political control” (2004: 135).
Unlike Nye, Geir Lundestad does flirt with the idea of the US as an empire but insists that his usage of the term is “descriptive” and thus not intended to evoke the terms more normative connotations. As such, his understanding of the word bears a striking resemblance to Nye’s notion of hegemonic leadership. As he argues, “in traditional empires most parts were ruled directly from the imperial capital, whereas the American ‘empire’ consisted mostly of independent countries. I could have used the word ‘hegemony’, the term most frequently used by political scientists and political economists to describe the superior American role after 1945, but although the terms are different, in this case their meaning is largely the same” (2003: 1). Thus Lundestad emphasizes the willing complicity of America’s ‘imperial’ subjects. Of course, he acknowledges that in some cases imperial rule has been imposed. This notwithstanding, however, the basic point remains that the US was invited by willing partners to remain in Western Europe after World War II, and in many other places too, in the understanding that this would aid in the elaboration of an order infused with liberal characteristics that would support an expanding system of democracy and capitalism.
Like Lundestad, John Ikenberry (2001) has described the US in terms of informal liberal empire. For Ikenberry, the idea of the US as simply a hegemonic power ignores its positive cultural influence on the world, a role common to many empires. Thus, while American is not an empire in the formal sense, it can be reasonably claimed to be something between the two: a ‘democratic-capitalist empire’. As he suggests, “If empires are coercive systems of domination, the American-centered world order is not an empire. If empires are inclusive systems of order organized around a dominant state – and its laws, economy, military, and political institutions – then the United States has indeed constructed a world democratic-capitalist empire” (2001: 192). In this sense, US imperialism is substantively different to that of classical empires. The institutions elaborated around the world under US leadership are attractive to others because they are beneficial to them. This attractiveness explains why US power has not been checked by an aggregate of smaller powers, as might be assumed to be the natural course in theories of balance of power.
Importantly, then, as with Lundestad’s argument, the normative implication is that for Ikenberry the US is not really an empire at all. The word is just a handy tool that refers to the global order constituted under US leadership. Real US imperialism then, were it to exist, would fly in the face of the positive-sum scenario presented by these theorists. Risse (2004) acknowledges as much, arguing that the problem with US foreign policy today is that it damages internationally agreed norms. He suggests that US unilateralism has undercut such internationally shared “constitutive norms” as “multilateralism and close consultation with … allies”. To support this argument he observes the damage unilateralism has done to the ‘Transatlantic Security Community’ as a set of strong institutionalized norms. Yet it is important not to overstate this damage, suggests Risse, for the essential rational premise for cooperation remains strong: transnational interdependence. This is confirmed by fact that the transatlantic market remains very highly integrated, with 45.2 percent of all US foreign investment going to Europe in 1999 and 60.5 percent of all European foreign investment going to the US (2004: 224). As such, while US foreign policy may be characterized by “imperial tendencies”, it would seem highly unlikely that today’s America could ever be a genuinely imperial power (2004: 215).

The Case For US ‘Imperial’ Leadership
Those who are critical of America’s recent track record at exerting effective hegemony also take up the idea that empire can be defined as a forceful yet still ‘positive-sum’ form of leadership. In fact, without an American empire, they argue, the fate of the liberal world order is at risk. This talk has emanated largely from a run of key intellectuals in the North America and Britain, “Hobbesian theorists” in Micheal Mann’s terms, who have read the events of 9.11 as somehow affirming the fundamentally anarchic nature of world order and the need for “a sovereign, a Leviathan” (2004: 632). To these theorists, events like 9/11 are directly linked to the failure of self-government in the Middle East. Yet such states persist only because of the reluctance of the world’s largest power, the US, to assert itself as a global leader. Concerning the failure of self-government in the Middle East, for example, Michael Ignatieff (2003) has suggested that in the wake of their successful struggles for independence from the West, Muslim countries have systematically failed to evolve into “competent, rule-abiding states”. The resulting lack of basic rights, such as freedom of speech and the other accoutrements of true “self-determination”, leaves many in these countries vulnerable to the seduction of ideologies like “radical Islam”. Left to fester, this situation constitutes a mortal threat to US interests and the fortunes of democracy world wide, as the events of 9.11 attest.
The solution advocated by these Hobbbesian theorists is for a strong state – America – to assert its leadership, to become something like an empire, or an ‘Empire Lite’ (Ignatieff, 2003). That is, not an empire per se but a ‘liberal empire’; a power that takes upon itself the ‘civilizing mission’ of the classical empires (Ferguson, 2003). This empire brings the sort of leadership that is necessary to ensure stability in an increasingly complex world. Indeed, in the particular case of the 9.11 attacks, meek global leadership of successive White House administrations is often understood to lie at the root of the problem (see Eland, 2002). In an increasingly complex world, such abdication from the responsibility of power to lead is incredibly dangerous. For the rise of Islamic terror suggests a genuine and urgent need today for the leadership that only a benevolent and enlightened power like an empire can provide.
The mission is clear then, as Boot observes, “troubled lands today cry out for the sort of enlightened foreign administration once provided by self-confident Englishmen in jodhpurs and pith helmets” (cited in Eakin, 2002). And given the fact that it is the only power great enough to take up this task today, the responsibility for carrying out this mission, a “savage war for peace”, must inevitably fall to the US (Boot, 2002). After all, even though there the historical record suggests that reforms have often been driven by domestic agents, throughout its history the US has proven itself time and time again to be the world’s foremost catalyst of democratic change (Kristol & Kagan, 1996). Moreover, in absolute terms, the US has the power to do this. As Krauthammer notes, "the fact is no country has been as dominant culturally, economically, technologically and militarily in the history of the world since the Roman Empire" (Eakin, 2002). To the extent that America needs to be a leader then, the logic of empire is “too compelling to resist” (Mallaby, 2002: 6). It is time for America to recognize itself as the world power it is and realize that democracy around the world is suffering for its lack of leadership.
The bluster here about empire notwithstanding, we must be clear what this discourse is not saying. None of these scholars go so far as to suggest that US undertake anything like the territorial dominion associated with the classical empires. One need only mark the prolific use of qualifiers in Ignatieff’s ‘empire lite’, Ferguson’s ‘liberal empire’, Boot’s ‘attractive empire’, etc., to understand the equivocation: American power is viewed as a means to an end that does not necessarily translate to ‘true’, territorial empire, as per the definition offered by Lieven. In this sense, the classical conception of empire operates negatively in this discourse. Thus, while the American occupations of Iraq and Afghanistan evince formal imperial proclivities, nowhere in this discourse is formal empire stated to be the objective.
As with any term that has such baggage attached to it, it is perhaps understandable that it be used with some qualification. Indeed, American policy makers seem to go out of their way to explicitly reject it as an objective. Bush himself has claimed that America has no wish to no become an empire (Bush, 2002). Secretary of Defense, Rumsfeld, has suggested ‘We do not do empire’ (cited in Mann, 2004: 632). And even theorists have recently got in on this act. To avoid the moral difficulties associated with the term, Ikenberry has recently recanted his suggestion that America is an empire, arguing now that the term be abandoned altogether. He suggests that we typically only understand two options for describing America’s power today. On the one hand, if the question of empire is defined only in terms of a hierarchy of political relationships, with one state clearly dominating the others, then America is an empire. However, on the other, if that dominant power displays a proclivity for bargaining, if the power willingly subjects itself to global rules and institutions, and if that power operates on the basis of diffuse reciprocity, then it may be better simply to use the term hegemony. As American foreign policy today combines elements of both these tendencies, it can be defined neither as neither a hegemon nor an empire. While he concedes that the America’s new overseas occupations suggest an “imperial ambition” of sorts, in reality these occupations are temporary and amount to little more than evidence of “imperial tendencies”, not to be confused with true, classical empire. Thus America is the leader in a “democratic political order that has no name or historical antecedent” (2004: 154).
But do these denials count for anything? The practice of formal imperial dominion has traditionally be considered morally dubious in the popular American imaginary. Indeed, as William Appleman Williams once famously observed, “one of the central themes of American historiography is that there is no American Empire” (1955: 379). Some argue that this remains true today. Smith, for example, criticizes US citizens for stubbornly refusing to recognize the fact that US foreign policy is increasingly starting to walk and talk like an empire (Smith, 2003). And similar criticisms are made by those enthusiastic for US empire: Ferguson laments the fact that America is an empire in “denial” (Ferguson, 2003). However, there would seem to be something to the point that America is not an empire, at least in the classical sense. Its lack of formal colonies notwithstanding, its continued reliance on multilateral and bilateral relations with other countries speaks to the idea that, if America is indeed an empire, it has achieved this position in a relatively idiosyncratic manner. If this is true, then what exactly can it mean to speak of America as an imperial power?

Section II – Discourses of Consensual Empire
In distinction to those theorists who use the ‘classical’ definition of empire, others advocate more functional definitions that do not rely exclusively on territorial dominion. Critics grant that the territorial approach is useful to the extent that it challenges the more traditional ‘anarchy’-based accounts of international relations by showing how hierarchies of imperial power have played a significant role in the constitution of world order. Yet, as Johnson notes, this is also to some extent an “historically circumscribed view”, eliding as it does the resourcefulness and inherent adaptability of imperial power in the face of historical change (2004). Indeed, as Cox point out, empires are qualitatively different creatures to the utility-calculating automatons found in structural realism. Instead, they are “living entities” capable of reflexive thought, planning, and learning “the appropriate lessons from the study of what had happened to others in the past” (2004b: 585).
By definition, a system populated by such ‘learning’ entities cannot be static. Rather, it is bound to change as the units themselves learn from previous experience and modulate their practices accordingly. Thus argued, it is conceivable that a country could develop means of achieving empire that are not predicated on direct territorial control if the costs of territorial occupation were too high. As Gallagher and Robinson suggest, it is therefore necessary to conceptualize two types of imperialism, the formal and informal, each suggesting a different set of means to achieving imperial ends. Where imperialism meets resistance, informal techniques of imperialism tend to be more efficient, reducing costs by producing coordinated behavior with ostensibly independent governments. For Gallagher and Robinson, the variation between the two was a function of the overall process of integrating territory into an open world economy. The study of imperialism is necessarily thus the study of “the various and changing relationships between the political and economic elements of expansion in any particular region and time” (cited in Panitch & Gindin, 2004: 8). However, as Doyle’s formulation suggests, the end result is always the same: Empire “is a relationship, formal or informal, in which one state controls the effective political sovereignty of another political society” (1986: 45). 
The concept of informal imperialism is significant for IR theory today insofar as it allows for a variety of possible forms of power that are not readily admitted in the discipline. Where theorists of classical empire tends to think of empires as powers endowed with such a preponderance of raw material capacity that they can maintain an overseas dominion through brute force alone, informal imperialism suggests that an economically powerful state may be able to produce an imperial outcome without necessarily having to directly sustain a dominion. Thus construed, the contrast with classically conceived empire is stark. 
The concept of informal imperialism has gained in popularity since the terrorist attacks of 9.11.01. Many commentators have been prompted by their observations of recent US foreign policy to suggest that the Bush administration’s recent military adventures are merely the latest (even if arguably the most counterproductive) episode in a long history of American imperialism. According to this argument, since at least World War II, if not beforehand, American foreign policy planners have been actively pursuing, through a combination of military, economic and ideological means, the creation and extension of an informal dominion of US power on the planet (see, for example, Bacevich, 2002; Chomsky, 2004; Stokes, 2005). The task of situating the Bush Administration’s recent unilateralism and bellicose rhetoric in this long history of US informal imperialism is important, continues this argument, as it draws attention to the continuities of America’s role in shaping world order today. More specifically, by calling our attention to this history, the Bush Administration has in fact done a valuable service for the student of world order, revealing in no uncertain terms what IR theory’s apologists for US power would sooner cover up with the gloss of benevolent hegemony. Cox’s argument is exemplary here: despite mainstream IR’s continued talk of a system of states operating a structure of anarchy, events since 9/11 remind us “that one very special state with an enormous amount of power continues to play a central role in international relations” (2003: 4).

The Power of Consensual Empire
What sorts of conceptions about power are required in order to make the argument that America is and has long been an empire? One archetypal model of informal imperial power can be found in Stephen’s Gill’s theory of transnational historical materialism. Grounded in the writings of Antonio Gramsci, Gill elaborates a notion of hegemony far more compatible with the understanding of informal imperialism being discussed here than that associated with the instrumental regimes of IR theory. Gramsci, an Italian Marxist writing in the early Twentieth century, had been critical of the economistic and deterministic thinking of much Marxist scholarship. Thus, where more instrumental Marixist theories posited the state as an implement almost entirely at the disposal of a unified social class, Gramsci tended to see the state as a historically mutable phenomenon, subject to clashes of domestic class disputes. This is perhaps understandable given that, in his own time, Italy was certainly not yet a fully developed “bourgeois state”. Gramsci’s approach to theorizing the state had to able to accommodate the fact that the politics of his own state were defined by an antagonism between old bourgeois class factions, whose interests were bound up with the institutional remnants of Napoleon’s despotic Italy, and newer bourgeois factions who were seeking to displace them (Gramsci, 2000: 40-44).
Theories based on a Gramscian view of the state stand in marked contrast to those contained in the writings of such exemplars of instrumental Marxist scholarship as Lenin or Kautsky. Writing on the eve of the First World War, Lenin sought to give an account of why the great imperial powers of Europe were heading towards war. The crux of Lenin’s argument concerned, first, the fact that production within these capitalist countries was organized on a primarily national basis and, second, the fact that the search for profit obliged national firms to search overseas new sites for investment of their surplus capital. For Lenin, as markets at home tended ultimately towards exhaustion, firms tended to resort to the use of finance capital in order to cannibalize each other. He noted how this process of monopolization created a crisis within the nation state, ultimately forcing domestic capital overseas in the search for new investment opportunities. The resulting ‘fix’ was territorial expansion into less-developed parts of the world.
Lenin’s observation of the central role played by finance capital in this process prompted him to make his well-known claim that “if it were necessary to give the briefest possible definition of imperialism we should have to say that imperialism is the monopoly stage of capitalism” (Lenin, 1916). With the world increasingly carved up between them then, the search for new markets inevitably brought the advanced European powers into relations of rivalry with each other. Moreover, because of the ‘law of uneven development’, the returns from their imperial possessions were highly differentiated. The implication of this for the chances of permanent peace between these rivals was significant. Competition, or ‘inter-imperial rivalry’, was thus identified not so much as a policy pursued by any particular government, but as a ‘stage’ in the historical development of capitalism which was leading inevitably towards a total war between the capitalist powers.
Against the essentially catastrophic and zero-sum account of inter-imperial rivalry offered by Lenin, the German Social Democrat Karl Kautsky argued that Lenin had under-privileged the potential of capitalist classes to come to a mutually beneficial arrangement. Thus, inter-imperial rivalry “represents only one among various modes of expansion of capitalism” (Kautsky, 1914). Uneven development notwithstanding then, from a purely economic point of view, argued Kautsky, there was nothing preventing the world’s capitalists from interrupting their continuing cycle of war and forming a mutually beneficial alliance, thus constituting a new form of “ultra-imperialism” which could resolve the violent contradictions between western states. This could take the form of either a sort of international cartel or trust, or it could take the form of a transnationally elaborated ‘oligarchy’.
The historical record suggests Kautsky was ultimately right in his assumption that capitalism was not going out of business any time soon. As Arendt later observed, with hindsight it seems that European imperialism was in fact “the first stage in the political rule of the bourgeoisie rather than the last stage of capitalism” (cited in Harvey, 2003: 127). This notwithstanding, however, it is important to note that Kautsky was not fully able to describe just how this development would take place. Gill explores the problems in Lenin’s and Kautsky’s theories as they are manifest in the intellectual debates that took up their relative perspectives after World War II. As he notes, at stake in these debates is the issue is “the durability of the postwar order among the major capitalist states, in the specific conditions presented by the territorial expansion of communism” (1990: 35). He notes that ‘Neo-Leninist’ theorists like Magdoff and Mandel anticipated an eventual decline in American power as potential competitors would come to realize the possibility of rearticulating the world financial system around their own interests. Here, as in much IR theory, American power is understood to have played a central role in creation of the postwar order. On the one hand, America’s up-scale productivity and developed financial sector, combined with an absolute advantage in military capacity, gave the United States such preponderance of material power as necessary to dominate potential challengers. On the other, demand for cooperation was increased by the pressing need shared by Western states to contain Soviet and communist Chinese expansion, which was then institutionalized through shared rationalizations of this need for cooperation in military alliances, such as NATO. However, while the result was an enduring and relatively ordered regime of capitalist accumulation skewed in America’s favor, it was vulnerable to a potential European and Japanese resurgence. The narrowing of the ‘productivity gap’ between America and these other countries, it was thought, would lead inevitably to a return to inter-imperial rivalry.
The first of Gill’s two criticisms of these post-War theories essentially amounts to an argument that neither fully captures the complexity of the process of interest formation in an interdependent world. That is, neither approach seems to take into account the “webs of international material interests” that have been constituted in the internationalization of production since the end of the war (1990: 37). More specifically, he notes, the emergence of a ‘transnational’ formation of capital has made it harder for individual capitalist states to go against the grain: “the opportunity costs of non-cooperative economic strategies may appear prohibitively high” (1990: 37). The social corollary of this transnational capital, he notes, is a capitalist class fraction whose interests are nonspecific in terms of national identity. Operating in transnational communicative networks, this class is significant insofar as it defends the principles of economic liberalism and activates against governments who reject these principles. More specifically, the identification of this class as a major actor serves to refute the simplistic idea that world order is defined primarily by the relations between nation states, oscillating eternally between hegemonic cooperation and disorder.
The second of Gill’s criticisms is that both approaches reproduce the instrumentalism of classical Marxist theories of the state. That is, each perspective assumes the capitalist state is “mainly the implement of the dominant class fraction of finance capitalists” or represents an “ideal collective capitalist” (1990: 37). The problem here is that it reduces the determination of the form of the state to an economic process without countenancing the possibility of a role for human consciousness or action thereof. For a more complete understanding of the formation of state policy, one would need to allow to some extent for outcomes which cannot be traced unambiguously to the interests of a specific class fraction.
For Gill, this ambiguity is provided for in Gramsci’s notion of the ‘historical bloc’. Gramsci developed a radical theory of hegemony that was premised not on the idea of material ‘power over’, as it is in the two Marxist perspectives just described (and, indeed, most of IR theory).  Instead, borrowing from the Italian idealist philosopher Benedetto Croce, Gramsci developed a theory of social life that brought in an ‘ethico-political’ dimension. That is, a recognition of the critical role of ‘moral and cultural leadership’ and ‘facts of culture’ in social life. Thus, in contrast with Marx, who is commonly understood to have argued that social relations were determined exclusively in the realm of political economy, Gramsci allowed for forces that operated in the ‘political’ realm. Gramsci thus attributes to social actors a certain cultural power which thereby allows him to account for phenomena which are not admissible in more ‘mechanical’, interest-based accounts (such as obvious miscalculations by class actors, decisions based on religious convictions, etc.).
The historical bloc refers to situations when there is a ‘unity’ in the complexly interdependent relations that exist between the material and ideational spheres of social life (Gramsci, 2000: 193). Such unities were interesting to Gramsci, especially in the context of Western liberal democratic states where what he called ‘civil society’ played a prominent role in framing the horizon of political life. Gramsci defined civil society as that “the ensemble of organisms commonly called ‘private’”, which he held in distinction to those organisms formally associated with the formal government, or ‘political society’ (2000: 306). While he accepted that the boundaries between these two levels of social action were often unclear, he argued that they could be defined in purely functional terms. The former is the realm of the “functions of hegemony”, wherein the a dominant group exercises power by virtue of its “prestige”, which it acquires because of its position in the world of production. The latter is the realm of “direct domination”, where the physical power of the state is deployed at the behest of the dominant group. As civil society was considerably more developed in the West, Gramsci expected that dominant groups there would be able to rule more or less by consent. More specifically, the dominant social class could, by virtue of its prestige, synthesize the interests of other classes with its own and thereby treat those interests as universal. For this reason, even if states there entered into a period of economic crisis, ‘ethico-political’ hegemony per se would not necessarily be challenged (2000: 208).

An Informal American Empire?
Gill takes Gramsci’s idea of the historic bloc and applies it at the international level. Following on the writings of Robert Cox, who applied Gramscian concepts to the study of issues in international labor, Gill elaborates a theory of the emergence of an international historical bloc in the postwar context. For Gill, international hegemony can be said to exist when there is ‘congruence’ between the three key social forces (ideas, institutions, material interests) across three interrelated levels: world orders, state-civil society complexes, and production (1990: 46). In distinction to mainstream IR theories then, which posit the limits of congruence as given in the interests of rational-actor nation states, Gill poses congruence in terms of dominant domestic classes that have established hegemony at home and then sought to make this hegemony “internationally expansive” (1990: 47). Such expansion would presuppose the existence of global civil societal realm, itself premised on a global mode of production, wherein links could be established across various social classes. The elaboration of this realm would require, in the words of Cox, that the capacities of states were put to work with a view to constructing “a world order which was universal in conception, that is not an order in which one state directly exploits others but an order which most other states … would find compatible with their interests” (cited in Gill, 1990: 47).
In contradistinction to the pure interests-based transnational ‘class alliance’ posed by Kautsky then, the historical bloc has relatively universal moral appeal. As such, it also has a potentially trans-class dimension, implying that fractions of different classes apart from the dominant groups in each country can be brought along in the project. Important here is the concept of articulation. Well-situated thinkers and strategists play a specific role in the elaboration of the historic bloc. These thinkers, whom Gramsci dubbed ‘organic intellectuals’, are the “concrete articulators” of hegemonic ideology that work to maintain the moral coherency of the historic bloc. However, for Gill, these intellectuals “are not simply producers of ideology”. They are also the “organizers of hegemony” whose task it is to contemplate strategies for sustaining and developing hegemony (1990: 51). In the context of cooperative regimes, such intellectuals play a highly strategic role then. Found at work within formal institutions such as think tanks and international financial institutions, these intellectuals both produce and disseminate the worldview of the dominant class they represent.
By way of an example of such an intellectual, Gill suggests the case of Zbigniew Brzezinkski, one of the founders of the Trilateral Commission. Constituted of over 300 elite citizens from Europe, Japan, and North America, the Commission was formally a private organization founded in 1973 in the wake of the collapse of the Bretton Woods system in the early 70s. Its objective was to promote closer cooperation between these three regions. In the words of its founders, the organization would function by promoting a “universal vision” of international cooperation “not based on coercion and arm-twisting, but on the mutuality of interest and indeed on the longer-term interest of mankind” (cited in Gill, 1990: 53). Brzezinski saw the Commission as a useful bulwark against forces that were perceived to be threatening the ‘universal interests’ of transnational capital on world affairs. Among these threats, suggests Gill, were included the strong labor movements and restive Third World nationalist movements of the 1970s. Seen in terms of a tactical response of transnational interests to these threats, the Commission is an exemplar of an ideological apparatus in a longer-term strategy or ‘war of position’ of these interests to maintain their hegemonic control.
Through the example of Brzezinski and the Trilateral Commission then, we see that Gill’s theory allows for the possibility of an informal arrangement of world order – and one not cast exclusively in terms of inter-state rivalry. However, while the object of Gill’s explanation is ‘cooperation’, it should be understood that this form of cooperation does not take place in a power vacuum. It is part of an overall transnational project of imperialism in which America plays a decisive role. As he argues, while the end of the Bretton Woods system may have signaled the relative decline of American power, measured in absolute terms the sheer scale of the country’s military and economic power remained notable even through the 80s, “the American neo-imperial system have remained intact” (1990: 86). While America’s material power declined in relative terms, its advantage in absolute terms remained pronounced, especially given its worldwide system of military alliances. Moreover, America’s properly hegemonic power remained strong. Thus, as Gill suggests, “imperial ‘gain’ for the United States” could still be won through “political and cultural influence which effectively ‘Americanizes’ the civil societies of a range of other states, making them more congruent with that of the United States” (1990: 86).
To restate, the point is essentially this: through use of an ostensibly ideological form of power, America was able to work on and substantially transform the identity and interests of its potential rivals. This is not to evoke the idea that it was a case of cultural ‘mind-meld’, or ‘Coca-colonization’ of these countries. Rather, it was a case of the active internalization, through an array of institutionalized practices, of the norms and objectives of the US. As this internalization took hold, the viewpoints of the key policymakers in these states fell into redundancy with each other, creating what Gill refers to as ‘congruence’, or the ‘fit’ of “interpenetrating political, economic, and military structures” (2003: 83). 
In terms of global economic structures, the concept of congruence makes plausible the contention that the decline of US power was overstated. America’s ideological penetration of the European powers and Japan was such that even as US power declined in relative terms, it still had strategic options. It could, for example, use its residual ideological power to maintain a form of control over the world’s financial architecture. As Panitch and Ginden observe, “by the time of the crisis of the early seventies American ideological and material penetration of, and integration with, Europe and Japan was sufficiently strong to rule out any retreat from the international economy or any fundamental challenge to the leadership of the American state” (2004: 19).
The technical capacities required to achieve the intellectual consensus necessary for the survival of global capitalism would be provided by international organizations like the IMF and World Bank. In the wake of the relative decline of US power, sites like these played a crucial role in the elaboration of a new ethics of self-governance, the economic orthodoxy of neo-liberalism. Here, organic scholars questioned the premises of the embedded liberalism of the post-War years. Where Bretton Woods had maintained relatively strong capital controls, neo-liberals now rejected the idea that speculative financial flows would disrupt stable exchange rate systems. They also praised the way international financial markets would move to discipline states and force them to adopt better fiscal and monetary programs. Critically, as Helleiner notes, this disciplinary movement found “strong support among an increasingly powerful bloc of social forces that favored financial freedom”. Helleiner identifies in this bloc a new transnational capitalist class: an assortment of “private financial interests and conservative financial officials, as well as multinational industrial interests whose frustration with capital controls grew as their operations became increasingly global in the 1960s and 1970s” (1994: 167). While centered in the US, the extent of its ideological power in other countries signified the realignment of the interests of bourgeois sectors in many states from commodity production to finance capital. 
The neo-liberal policies introduced globally at the behest of the emerging transnational class ensured that new centers of cheap and exploitable surplus labor would be available in the developing world, while industrialists could deploy new, geographically-mobile production techniques allowed to relocate their industrial base with ease. Guided by the imperative of accommodating investors, even to the extent of risking flights of short-term or ‘hot’ capital’, states increasingly deregulated their currency mobility laws. In the US, this process undercut domestic productivity, forcing radical adjustment of production techniques in non-protected sectors, and driving firms in wealthy countries to relocate productive capacity in less developed regions, heralding the massive deindustrialization of the American economy in particular. Through this process, the US started to become more of a “rentier economy” in relation to the rest of the world, living more off the returns from overseas investments than domestic productivity (for discussion, see Harvey: 2003: 63-66). 
Elsewhere, a significant impact of the shift to neo-liberalism was the increasingly precarious position of developing economies. Critical scholars offer the circumstances surrounding, and the international community’s subsequent response to, the 1997 Asian financial crisis as evidence of this. Advertised as likely to be “the most momentous public event in the lifetime” of its readers by the Economist (1993), the spectacular emergence of the Southeast Asian ‘tiger’ economies in the 90s met with a sudden disaster in 1997. While establishment media and analysts suggested at the time that the crisis had been caused by Asian ‘crony-capitalism’, more Gramsican accounts suggest that the problem was much more to do with “excessive financial deregulation, including, above all, allowing banks and firms to borrow abroad without any government controls or co-ordination” (Wade & Veneroso, 1998). As Evans argues, such policies were rarely homegrown. Rather, they were the result of “Anglo-American ideological prescriptions … transcribed into formal rules of the game” to which individual states had to commit “or risk becoming economic pariahs” (1997: 71). Moreover, the conditionalities attached to the bailouts and roll-overs settled with international financial institutions enabled even greater degrees of liberalization, thus allowing foreign companies to buy up enormous amounts of Southeast Asian land and plant at ‘fire-sale’ prices (Bhagwati, 1998).
From a Gramscian perspective then, American imperialism has reconstituted itself as a more or less consensual program and has, through this articulation, been able to sustain a world order that fundamentally suits its own interests. Not that coercive power has no role to play in this order or that things always go America’s way. Particular situations may require the exercise of violence, which was after all for Gramsci “the ultimate currency of power” (Anderson, 2002: 22). However, the concern is to situate the particular within the general. As Poulantzas wrote in the 70s, American power today is generally of a non-territorial nature, operating through “induced reproduction of the form of the dominant imperialist power within each national formation and its state” (cited in Panitch & Gindin, 2004: 9). The alignment of the “administrative capacities” of states around the world posits these states as de facto conduits or relays of the rules of the world political economy, thus constituting a global “capitalist state”. As such, the composite picture that emerges is that, contra Lenin and Kautsky, American imperialism can be posed neither in terms of a zero-sum game between national capitals nor an ‘ultra-imperialism’. Rather, “it may be more accurate in some ways to see the American state today as burdened by the function, which it alone can play, of maintaining world order in today’s global capitalism” (Panitch, 2003: 235).

Section III – Discourses of Biopolitical Empire
The above critique of informal imperialism is useful to the extent to which it allows for novel forms of power in contemporary world politics. More specifically, it offers a plausible account of world order which suggests that the function of imperialism plays a continuing role in global life through consensual power. Nevertheless, it should be recognized that the actors and structures posited within this critique are given only within the context of a class struggle over material resources. Otherwise expressed, it is a critique that is situated in a language which privileges the idea that social life is exclusively determined by economic struggle. Within this conception, a special role has been reserved for American power as somehow determinative. This sort of reductionism has been subject to severe criticism in recent years, and notably since the late 1960s when theorists started to attack the scientism of structuralist linguistics. Structuralism embraced a rigid conception of the relationship between language and meaning and desired to liberate from this relationship a transcendent truth, a universal law of content and expression. However, in its efforts to discover this truth, it was thought that Structuralism also immobilized its critical potential. In posing one universal truth about language, it ignored both its own status as a powerful form of knowledge and the claims of alternative, weaker truths – the truths of the mad, the imprisoned, etc. ‘Post-structuralist’ critics refused the idea of a phenomenological subject – a more or less ontologically ‘there’ subject hidden under various layers of historical subjectivity. Instead, they asserted an essentially meaningless subject – a subject that was produced through and through in the warp and woof of an array of historical events.
Thinking about hegemony in way that does not presuppose a certain type of subject ‘given’ in social relations, Laclau and Mouffe note that Gramsci offers the kernel of a powerful critique of economically reductionist theories. Such theories posit human subjects and the social structures they inhabit as somehow necessarily given in an historical process of material antagonism. Gramsci’s great contribution was to include the category of “moral and intellectual leadership” is his analysis of social antagonism. This allowed him to develop an understanding of classes in their concrete situations and not as somehow ‘given’ prior to social interaction. For Gramsci, hegemony composes subject-positions into which concrete groups are inserted. It does this through the constitution of a kind of ‘collective will’ or subject which can “traverse a number of class sectors” (2001: 65-71). Importantly, for Gramsci this does not lead to the production of a ‘false consciousness’ because the subject itself is a constituted will, and has no true class position of which it ought to be conscious. Moreover, as discussed above, ideology itself is formed through the practice of articulation, the cultural elements of which are not necessarily of a class. This is important as it suggests that the ‘interests’ of groups are malleable. For example, Gramsci is critical of the idea that any dominant group can just ‘take control of the state’ in a time of revolution. Under conditions of hegemony there is a risk that the revolting group will become the state (2001: 69). 
These interesting possibilities notwithstanding, however, Laclau and Mouffe argue that Gramsci’s theory of hegemony is ultimately problematic because it relies on the idea that the articulation of hegemony is something done with strategic intent by a class. While Gramsci conceded that classes are endogenous to social interaction, they remain the primary actors nevertheless. For Laclau and Mouffe this suggests that Gramsci’s world is ultimately an economic one. They suggest that Gramsci’s structuralism in this sense becomes particularly obvious when one considers his concept of the ‘war of position’. Gramsci used this concept to suggest that revolution can actually change the nature of a civilization, generating entirely new classes and antagonisms. The problem revealed here is that, for Gramsci, the revolution necessarily presupposes a class antagonism. Classes are therefore structurally given and, as such, the question of the development of the social is always somehow a question about class relations. He does not seem to reflect on the extent to which the discourse of economics that the notion of class presupposes, the actual “logic of economic space”, is itself constitutive (2001: 69).

Biopolitical Empire
Abandoning Marixist assumptions about subjectivity then, Laclau and Mouffe note that social antagonism has no necessary rational schema that allows its trajectory to be mapped prior to the constitution of its subjects. Instead, they are concerned with logics of ‘discourse’. That is, articulated systems of meanings where the elements, or “signifiers”, of those systems are given internally. In the production of these systems, however, the relations between elements are never fully constituted as systemic ‘moments’. This is because no system can ever fully exhaust the “surplus of meaning” – the ever proliferating interpretations of one object in relation to all others - that make objects possible in the first place. By definition then, discourse can only be partially or temporarily fixed. As they note, “any discourse is constituted as an attempt to dominate the field of discursivity, to arrest the flow of differences, to construct a centre” (2001: 112). These temporary centers are referred to as ‘nodal points’. They are master signifiers that provide the epistemological warrant for entire signifying chains. Saussure’s concept of value, for example, grounded his structural model of linguistics, allowing all signs to be rendered commensurate according to a law of variation. However, because of “the constant overflowing of every discourse by the infinitude of the field of discursivity”, nodal points can only ever “partially fix meaning” (2001: 113). As such, Saussure’s structuralism is critiqued because it tries to internalize what is essentially ambiguous.
Laclau and Mouffe’s critique proceeds on this basis to elucidate several reoccurring themes in Marxism and the social sciences more generally. They note the uncertainty of the category of subjectivity, refusing on the one hand any conception of an essentialized subject but noting, on the other, that the ‘object’ of any given subject position is itself polysemic. They also note the impossibility of the term ‘society’ as a stable referent and the implications of this for the concept of antagonism. Where Marxism has traditionally posited social antagonism as driven by self-conscious classes, for Laclau and Mouffe antagonism is rather something related to the experience of the discursive limits of the social itself (2001: 126). To whit, if society is never a fully coherent object, then neither is antagonism. However, where Laclau and Mouffe usefully describe how these various logics and problems of discourse function, it is by no means clear from their work how they would actually theorize the specificity of global social life and its limits in the conjecture described by the imperial discourses examined so far in this paper. More specifically, it is unclear how they would approach the question of revolutionary subjectivity in response to political events. To remedy this, I turn now to the theory of ‘biopolitcal’ empire described by Hardt and Negri. While the authors often refer to this global power as ‘capital’, to them this is not a reference to any rational schema of the social which is somehow a priori to political practice. Rather, borrowing from Deleuze and Guattari, this is global capitalism understood as a “machine” (2000: 39). As such, its constituent actors are not essentially economic subjects but, rather, represent a constituting and constituted subjective material of the social.
A brief word about Deleuze and Guattari’s approach to causality is due here. Like Laclau and Mouffe, Deleuze and Guattari seek to draw our attention to the fundamental instability of the categories of social life. Yet, in distinction to Laclau and Mouffe, they do not aver from talking about capitalism. In their works, they outline what they call a “history of contingencies” (1977: 140). That is, a “universal history” of the various modes of production and the events that have transformed them (1987: 459). To describe these historical developments they do not use a master logic but, instead, invoke a wide array of abstract terms and concepts, all of which are intended to underscore the primary descriptive claim upon which their ontology rests. That is, that society is defined by machinic processes: “We define social formations by machinic processes and not by modes of production (these on the contrary depend on the processes)” (1987: 435). This is no metaphor. For Deleuze and Guattari a society is indeed a machine. “The social machine is literally a machine, irrespective of any metaphor, inasmuch as it exhibits an immobile motor and undertakes a variety of interventions: flows are set apart, elements are detached from a chain, and portions of tasks to be performed are distributed” (1987: 141). It follows from this that for Deleuze and Guattari all modes of human subjectivity can be distinguished from each other on the basis of their arrangements of material processes, whether these materials be discursive or physical. 
Explaining how social machines to come into existence requires a fairly radical conceptual move away from the more typical schemes of causality elaborated in Western philosophy. Yet it is here that we find Deleuze and Guattari’s radically contingent understanding of capitalism. Capitalism does not have a structural logic or master scheme. Rather, as they note: “great accidents were necessary, and amazing encounters that could have happened elsewhere, or before, or might never have happened, in order for the flows to escape coding and, escaping, to nonetheless fashion a new machine bearing the determinations of the capitalist socius” (Deleuze & Guatarri, 1977: 140). This quote is important insofar as it speaks to Deleuze and Guattari’s understanding not only of the contingency of capitalism but also of how meaning works in capitalism. For Deleuze and Guattari, all social regimes are founded on a logic of production which codes its various flows. In this manner the equivalence between the different elements of a signifying system is established. However, whereas in ancient imperial systems the master signifier (which allowed the production system to take place) was the ‘despot’, under capitalism it is much harder to specify any sort of transcendent power.
Deleuze and Guattari argue that capitalism is an ‘axiomatic’ system. It is “an axiomatic of abstract quantities in the form of money” (1977: 139). That is to say, it is an abstract machine wherein value is based on a purely quantitative measure that is completely indifferent to the qualitative ‘codes’ of more traditional ‘despotic’ societies. As Patton notes, an axiomatic system “is defined by purely syntactical rules for the generation of strings of non-signifying or uninterrupted symbols” (2000: 94). Thus axiomatic systems are those in which all goods are qualitatively equal in the marketplace: bananas, microwave ovens, and ‘virtual child pornography’. In distinction to primitive societies, where flows are determined by codes such as prestige, the sacred, the taboo, etc., capitalism has no need to produce such codes in order to achieve social consistency. Instead, the system of axiomatic relations between things and cash becomes the prime mover in the whole society. Under capitalism, the only good is the ever-greater accumulation of ‘stuff’: “abstract wealth and its realization in forms other than consumption” (Deleuze & Guatarri, 1977: 254). We see then how capitalism relies on the internalization of a sense of good that is entirely removed from older notions. Capitalism is production simply for the sake of production. To this extent, it is a system of production that has only the most arbitrary sense of itself; it is an essentially schizophrenic form of behavior.
Hardt and Negri’s borrow Deleuze and Guattari’s machinic theory of capitalism and use it to describe the politics of life under conditions of globalization. However, where some read globalization as an expression of state-based imperial power, Hardt and Negri argue that the concept of Empire be used instead. Territorial imperialism, they note, was “a machine of global striation, channeling, coding, and territorializing the flows of capital, blocking certain flows and facilitating others”. In contrast, the global market of schizophrenic capitalism functions to produce “a smooth space of uncoded and deterritorialized flows” (333). Now, while it may appear here that they are using overly complicated language where they might otherwise simply use the term ‘globalization’, this is to miss the essential thrust of their argument. They are primarily interested in the ethical discourse that must accompany such a development. New ethical systems generate new juridical categories and transform older ones. In this sense, Empire is “a new design of the production of norms and legal instruments of coercion that guarantee contracts and resolve conflicts” (9). It refers to a novel situation then, wherein the legal systems of all sovereign states fall into redundancy with each other under the logic of the world market. Of course, this is not to say all actors are the equivalent or that the capacities of those actors are evenly distributed but it does mean that world order has become an essentially collaborative endeavor.
Beyond simply evoking the global reign of schizophrenic capitalism then, Empire also refers to the juridical framework that accompanies it. It consists both of the United Nations and a whole series of “national and supranational organisms united under a single logic of rule” (2000: xii). By operating at all these levels, Empire exercises a prerogative over the development of law and, as such, functions as a form of sovereignty (38). As they note, “Along with the global market and global circuits of production has emerged a global order, a new logic and structure of rule--in short, a new form of sovereignty. Empire is the political subject that effectively regulates these global exchanges, the sovereign power that governs the world." (2000: xi).
Hardt and Negri struggle to describe this new form of sovereignty. Given its lack of territorial boundaries, it is quite unlike the traditional conception of state-based sovereignty. They suggest that the form of order it most closely resembles is that of the Roman Empire. However, even the Roman Empire had its territorial limits. And so the question is begged: what sort of theoretical premises can we use to describe this emergent order? Hardt and Negri express a particular interest in concepts that link shared norms and values to legal practices. One major concept they rely on is Foucault’s notion of the ‘biopolitical’. In his work on the history of human sexuality, Foucault developed the concept of biopower. This concept was intended to differentiate between the sort of rule more commonly associated with monarchical regimes, which governed through a power to take life, and the sort of rule more generally associated with modern republican ideals, which rule through the protection of life and the regulation of the body. As a form of power, it is unique insofar as it presupposes the investment of all social life. Older, more disciplinarian societies did not possess such techniques of power to allow them to rule without relative amounts of closure. Biopolitical societies, however, can be both orderly and open because they are worked on at the level of affect, the visceral or emotional source of a society’s ethical commitments. For this reason, a biopolitical society is a society which is “subsumed within a power that reaches down to the ganglia of the social structure and its processes of development” – a society which thereby “reacts like a single body” (24).
A lengthy discussion of the concept biopolitics is beyond the scope of this paper. However, it is sufficient for my purposes right now to briefly set out the terms under which Hardt and Negri use the concept to describe the contemporary world order. The most important thing about the concept of empire is that it is reproduced through biopolitical power. This is significant because such power does not presuppose an essential political subject. Approaching global capitalism through the lens of the biopolitical, Empire appears as new global sovereign because of its ability to define the ends of human life and create law - not because human life is essentially proper to any one category of social activity.
The concept of an emerging regime of global biopolitics has somewhat counter-intuitive implications for our discussion of US imperialism today insofar as it calls into question the thesis that the US is the sole author or agent of global domination: "With the processes of globalization, the sovereignty of nation states, while still effective, has progressively declined ... The United States does not, and indeed no nation-state can today, form the center of an imperialist project. Imperialism is over. No nation will be the world leader in the way the modern European nations were" (xi-xiv). Although it may be argued that the legitimacy of organizations like the UN is premised upon the agreement and participation of sovereign states, in the last instance putting the operations of the UN firmly within the rubric of the ‘Westphalian system’, the very creation of that sovereign legitimacy necessarily presupposes a form of global biopolitics. This is not to say that the state is now irrelevant or even that borders no longer exist or have ceased to have a meaningful function. Rather, the point is that the interests of nation states are now all at least partially coextensive with the interests of this new logic of global rule.

Disciplinary Empire?
The argument in the last paragraph may have seemed plausible amidst the euphoric talk of globalization so characteristic of the years following the end of the Cold War. More specifically, it may have made sense in wake of the international community’s ‘moral intervention’ in the first Gulf War, the event which the authors claim provoked them to write in the first place. However, today, in the wake of the more unilateral invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq, and the advent of the Bush doctrine, many wonder how Hardt and Negri could have so glibly dismissed the continued relevance of American sovereignty. Bellamy Foster, for example, argues that "the concept of imperialism had been all but effaced, even within the left, by the concept of globalization," and, in part, blamed Hardt and Negri for this "growing fashion ... one equally attractive to ruling circles judging by the attention given it by the mass media." The "new global Jeffersonianism”, as Bellamy Foster labels this growing fashion, is a red herring. Instead, what we are witnessing is a vindication of an earlier Marxist theory, based on the structural advantage of advanced ‘core’ economies over those more peripheral ones, except in a more dangerous form. Citing from a Monthly Review article by István Mészáros, Bellamy Foster argues that "the potentially deadliest phase of imperialism" has begun, and it is accompanied by the "expanding circle of barbarism and destruction that such conditions are bound to produce." To objections that the War on Terror is not directed against a nation-state, and might be viewed through the lens of "Empire" as a deterritorialized sanction conducted "in the name of global right," Bellamy Foster countered that "the United States [has] responded not through a process of global constitutionalism, nor in the form of a mere police action, but imperialistically by unilaterally declaring war on international terrorism and setting loose its war machine" (Bellamy Foster, 2001)
Bellamy Foster’s critique of Hardt and Negri’s treatment of US power is overstated, however, and in fact suggests a strong misreading of their argument. As they argue, “the decline in sovereignty of nation-states … does not mean that sovereignty as such has declined” (xi). Within the new juridical framework of Empire, the functions of the capitalist nation-state (military and otherwise) have not ceased to be performed. While certain transformations associated with globalization have altered the logic of state rule, "political controls, state functions, and regulatory mechanisms have continued to rule the realm of economic and social production and exchange" (xii). What is significant then is the incorporation of all these functions under a single sovereign logic of biopower that is new, replacing the formerly competing imperialist powers with "the idea of a single power that overdetermines them all, structures them in a unitary way, and treats them under one common definition of right that is decidedly postcolonial and postimperialist" (2000: 9).
The idea of a ‘common definition of right’ here is the basic premise of Hardt and Negri’s argument. It is perhaps no surprise then that Bellamy Foster has such a hard time recognizing this as ‘empire’. However, as Fillion notes, it is somewhat pointless to criticize Hardt and Negri for their poor theory of empire when “they are not concerned with producing something called a theory of Empire” (2005: 48). Nowhere in their theory of global right is it claimed that there are the state is dead or that states do not matter. As Hardt has noted in an interview, the point of the concept of Empire is to make it “less clear what should be situated inside and what should be situated outside the nation-state” (see Dumm and Hardt 2004: 172).
States do matter then. But the fact that they are in redundancy with each other and other agencies of global governance matters too. For Hardt and Negri, the sovereign borders of the nation state have been recombined around a new function. Today they operate not so much on the principle of sovereign exclusion, as they generally did under in classical imperialism, but rather have become compatible with the requirements of global capital (2000: 331). As such, state borders now have fallen into redundancy with each other, constituting something that might best be described as a grid. The problem, of course, is the implication of this ‘grid’ scenario for thinking about the role of the US military today.
Hardt and Negri had originally borrowed their concept of Empire from the ancient Roman form of rule, which was understood to supersede the continual alternation between the three possible classical forms of government: monarchy, aristocracy, and democracy. The Roman Empire effectively combined all three in a single sovereign form and, they suggested, today’s ‘Empire’ does precisely the same. The function of the ‘monarchy’ in today’s empire is apparent in times of war, they argued, when America’s awesome advantage over other countries in terms of the capacity to deploy force is revealed. Similarly, supranational economic institutions such as the IMF, World Bank, and WTO were understood to play a monarchical role in times of economic crisis. The function of the aristocracy was observable in the practices of its dominant ruling elite at meetings of the G8 and UN Security Council. Such occasions, they suggested, demonstrated the way in which global economic and cultural flows were governed by a handful of dominant nation-states. Finally, the function of democracy was apparent in the sense in which it claimed that it represented a global ‘people’. While historically such claims have been issued by advanced and subordinate nation-states alike, if a nation-state were to ‘fail’ to achieve this adequately in today’s Empire then civil society organizations (media, NGOs, humanitarian, religious, etc.) are on call to represent the people there instead.
When taken together, suggest Hardt and Negri, these three positions can be mapped roughly onto the image of a three level ‘pyramid’. This image of this pyramid is intended as a tool to help us think about the constitution of today’s Imperial power, where each level operated by different means: “the bomb, money, and ether” (2000: 345-347). As long as the status quo between these positions persists, Empire remains healthy. Thus, while the US plays the role of a monarch by virtue of its military capacities, it tends to seek the approval of the global market and popular interests before using this power. Here, although the US could conceivably still “act alone”, it would prefer to act “in collaboration with others under the umbrella of the United Nations”.
What makes Empire really stand out as a theory of global power compared to, say, theories focused on the constraints of interdependency on state power is its ability to constitute the moral will to keep this pyramid together. This is not to say the whole world is now rendered uniform or homogeneous. Empire is defined by a multitude of divisions and hierarchies that operate on a diverse range of scales: regional, national, and local. Empire’s ‘trick’ is its ability to manage difference on all these levels. Consider, for example, the fate of the categories First World and Third World: “today they clearly infuse one another, distributing inequalities and barriers along multiple and fractured lines” (2000: 335). Thus, while Empire is hierarchical, it is so only in the context of a breakdown of the categories traditionally understood to constitute international life. This is what Hardt and Negri are referring to when they describe Empire’s general task to be the management of “a smooth space of uncoded and deterritorialized flows” (2000: 333). Any effort to theorize world order today has to situate American unilateralism in relation to this task.
One of the main ambiguities emerging in this general breakdown of categories in global life today is the problem of defining the enemy. Hardt and Negri write that, “today it is increasingly difficult for the ideologues of the United States to name a single, unified enemy; rather, there seem to be minor and elusive enemies everywhere” (189). These words clearly ring true in a society where the primary enemy is defined as “terrorist”, in one instance hiding out in Afghanistan, then Iraq, then Lebanon.  As the Bush administration strategy obviously depends on the subsumption of various populations under the title of “terrorist”.
As such, while it is true then that Hardt and Negri never presented their Empire as ‘the potentially deadliest phase of imperialism’. Yet this is hardly to suggest that they thought of it as a benign force. While they are not trying to theorize empire, it is not for nothing that they use the term to name the global form of rule they are trying to describe. One of Hardt and Negri’s primary concerns is the aporia of modern liberal ideologies of rule as they function under conditions of global capitalism. For them, liberal forms of rule are always contradictory in the sense that while they perennially speak of peace, they always function through violence. Empire is no exception here. As the authors note, if "the concept of Empire is always dedicated to peace - a perpetual and universal peace outside of history" then "the practice of Empire is continually bathed in blood.” As such, Empire never hesitates to use "the necessary force to conduct, when necessary, ‘just wars’ at the borders against the barbarians and internally against the rebellious" (xv). 
The intrinsic violence of Empire notwithstanding, with hindsight it does seem that Empire underestimated America’s ability to break with ‘money and the ether’. As Negri himself has since conceded in an interview, the book’s description of the biopolitical constraints on American power was too optimistic. The War on Terror, he now suggests, “is an imperialist backlash within and against Empire that is linked to old structures of power, old methods of command, and a monocratic and substantialist conception of sovereignty that represents a counter tendency with respect to the molecular and relational characters of the imperial bio-power that we had analyzed” (Negri, 2003). However, while this concedes much in terms of suggesting the fleeting nature of the instantiation of Empire that the author’s were originally writing about, it is not to say that Empire was a naïve work or that American unilateralism is somehow occurring outside of the context it described. Since then, Hardt and Negri have reiterated the need for a new theory of sovereignty, stating that a world order based exclusively on multilateralism or unilateralism is today inconceivable (2004: xiii). And in a more recent interview still, Negri has insisted that the American monarchy remains in a position where it can be “pushed and ultimately compelled to accept a continuous negotiation with the rest of the primary representatives of the world aristocracy, that is with a number of nation states and great continental powers” (2006).
The point here is not to equivocate but to highlight the enduring nature of the current regime of global capitalism and the extent to which it continues to rely on internalized norms and values for its stability. At least one IR theorist, Julian Reid, has taken this idea seriously. As he suggests, in today’s empire there is a certain complicity between the “agencies, practices and discourses” of Empire and US power. As part of his argument, he recounts tellingly how a range of non-governmental and humanitarian actors were positioned in advance of the war and consulted with American planners in the preparation and implementation of post-war relief and reconstruction. While not necessarily of US power, these caring organizations were nevertheless able to work with US sovereign power because of a shared understanding of the stakes of human life. Both the Bush Administration and the NGOs made claims on behalf of a universal human subject. For Reid, this speaks to the idea that by “defining humanity in accordance with internationalised laws, reducing it to another imperial injunction, biopolitical modernity plays into the hands of modern Sovereignty” (249). 
The picture that emerges from Reid’s account looks very different to Bellamy Foster’s. Instead of a unilaterally declared War on Terror, we focus on the sovereignty of shared accounts of what human life is and what it is for. In this regards, there is general consensus between caring organizations and the Bush Administration that human life can be universally defined. Reid suggests that this consensus has a hegemonic potential insofar as it exercises a “form of sovereignty over the constitution of life”. The activities of caring (biopolitical) organizations open up new possibilities for the imposition of sovereign power because they pursue and reproduce a totalized ideal of a universal and legally enfranchised humanity. While the different parties involved may disagree on the specific means for achieving those ends, their core agreements about humanity remain alibis for competing yet mutually reinforcing “sovereign impositions, each of which do a different form of injustice to the life of human beings” (250).
Escaping this dilemma is a key concern for theorists of complex Empire. For now, however, let it suffice simply to note that Empire relies both on the US military and global biopower; the war efforts in Afghanistan and Iraq rely heavily on globally cooperative networks and agencies that are not necessarily of US power. Reid’s key point is therefore a salient one: “we cannot account for the global way in which the sovereign power of the USA is asserted today other than in the context of a global biopolitics” (249). As such, it is by no means clear that American foreign policy today is as ‘unilateral’ as it is often made out to be.

Conclusion
The debate about American ‘empire’ has by no means been limited to the disciplinary confines of the formal study of IR theory. Contributions abound in government circles, popular political literature and other disciplines in the social sciences. In this paper I have focused on two key axes of this wide-ranging debate. The first concerns the extent to which empires are necessarily territorial phenomena. Here I reviewed literature both from IR theory and popular political critiques of American foreign policy. I noted that formal IR theory has tended to reject the idea that America has become an empire on the grounds that it has no dominion. Similarly, I noted that even those calling for an American empire are using the term as a metaphor for a more disciplinary form of hegemonic leadership. In this sense, when they call for ‘empire’, they are by no means advocating an enduring form of territorial dominion. In neither case then are we left with a sense that true empires can be anything other than forms of rule associated with territorially bounded dominion.
However, the idea that empires are always and everywhere territorial is by no means uncontested.  Looking to more functional definitions of empire, I reviewed the Gramscian critique of US power, focusing in particular on the work of Stephen Gill. Contrary to the more instrumental accounts of the state offered in traditional Marxist accounts of imperialism, Gill uses the Gramscian category of civil society to theorize the moral leadership exerted by various class sectors in international politics. Gill argues that the rise of neoliberal ideology combined with the emergence of transnational class interests has secured America’s geopolitical advantage, even in the absence of an overwhelming relative advantage in terms of coercive power, by maintaining global congruence with the American form of governance.
The second axis of the empire about debate addressed in this paper concerns how imperial power is determined. While not necessarily critical of the Gramscian argument that imperialism can be defined functionally, or the idea that it may have a continued relevance today even under conditions of globalization, a post-structuralist approach to the question of subjectivity suggests that an essentially class-driven ontology is ultimately itself somewhat imperialistic. As Laclau and Mouffe argue, the task of theorizing relations of power in a manner that both captures the significance of global capitalism yet does not presuppose the economic nature of subjectivity or reduce antagonism to a field of economic activity demands attention to the contingent manner in which regimes of social meaning are constructed. In this paper I have argued that the approach adopted by Hardt and Negri does just this. While their theory has been fairly criticized for being unable to account for the specific role of US power in the constitution of world order today, it is important to recognize that Hardt and Negri’s argument remains valuable precisely because of its ability to situate American unilateralism in an emergent and dynamic global regime concerned with human life, or biopolitics. By the authors’ own admission, the fundamental stability of their initial assessment of this regime was overstated. Yet it is by no means clear from this that their ontological premises need to be abandoned. 
Despite their empirical failing then, it would seem that at the theoretical level Hardt and Negri’s Empire remains helpful, providing as it does a language that both allows for an informal form of imperialism while still satisfying Laclau and Mouffe’s critique of the Gramscian reductionism. With this said, it would seem that challenge their work presents to IR theory today is to somehow specify, historically, the admixture of the logic of the new global ‘biopolitical’ Empire and the logic of the politics of traditional sovereignty that characterizes our time, and to identify the forces which shift the relative balance of power between the two.
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