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Introduction
Writing Race on the World’s Stage

In a 1901 essay for the Overland Monthly titled “Red, Black and 
Yellow,” John T. Bramhall noted a timely coincidence marking the 1899 
publication of Rudyard Kipling’s poem “The White Man’s Burden.” Origi-
nally subtitled “The United States and the Philippines” and published in 
a popular U.S. magazine, Kipling’s poem urged Americans to take up the 
burden of joining Europe in what the poem represents as the thankless 
task of colonial administration. But for Bramhall, the poem spoke to more 
than just the question of overseas expansion; it was also a statement about 
U.S. race relations. Bramhall rhetorically asks, “When Rudyard Kipling 
wrote ‘The White Man’s Burden,’ was it a coincidence that the Americans 
were just going into the Philippines, and that we were confronted at the 
same time with the necessity of furnishing employment to our red men, 
and of solving the negro problem in the South?” For Bramhall, the si-
multaneity of these two moments—of becoming a “world power” and at 
the same time having to work out new political and social relationships 
among white, African, and Native Americans—prompted a new applica-
tion of Kipling’s poem. As Bramhill explains, if “the white man’s burden is 
his dark-skinned brother,” that duty takes on a different form in the mul-
tiracial United States than it would in Kipling’s England.1

Bramhall’s comment about interpreting Kipling in the United States 
introduces a cultural phenomenon that I set out to explore in this book: 
the ways in which U.S. Americans reexamined domestic racial conflicts in 
light of a newly perceived global mission of overseas commercial, military, 
and cultural expansion at the turn of the twentieth century. If empire was 
viewed as a “white man’s burden,” or more generally justified with refer-
ence to notions of racial inferiority or superiority, then what role should 
the “the red, black, and yellow” peoples inhabiting the United States play 
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in the new world mission? Bramhall proposes a solution that in its di-
vergent impulses exhibits some of the culture’s uncertainty surrounding 
this question. He calls for enlisting African and Native American men in 
the U.S. military, where they will be uplifted morally by military disci-
pline and politically by the national honor of service, and where all the 
while they can assist with uplifting Filipinos and other peoples across the 
Pacific. He pitches this idea as a call to overcome racial prejudice and in-
equality: “Our new possessions are making us broader minded and less 
provincial than we were before 1898. . . . Let us, then, break down the nar-
row prejudices of race and admit, though late, our red and yellow wards 
and our black fellow citizens to equal rights and equal glory as American 
soldiers.” Predictably, however, Bramhall’s solution retains clear signs of 
racial hierarchy, as when he invokes racial stereotypes about loyal Afri-
can Americans and warlike Apaches, or when he explains that an influx 
of men of color in the military will free up many whites “who are better 
fitted to administrative service or productive occupation.”2 And yet, his 
proposal raises an ambivalent but clear challenge to the notion that the 
United States acting as an imperial world power could be identified as a 
force of whiteness. The white man’s burden in the United States could not 
entirely remain the white man’s burden.

In this book I examine cultural debates surrounding the relationship 
between whiteness and empire, highlighting the literary responses of four 
multiethnic U.S. writers: Frank R. Steward, Pauline Hopkins, Winnifred 
Eaton, and Ranald MacDonald. These writers used literary forms such as 
novels and personal narratives to complicate the popular association of 
whiteness with national mission or global progress. On the surface, their 
literary strategies for doing so may look like Bramhall’s argument, because 
each writer describes a racially ambiguous figure who could be defined as 
nonwhite (such as a mixed-blood African American, American Indian, 
or Japanese man) taking up the project of furthering U.S. world power. 
In their writings, nonwhite soldiers, scientists, explorers, and diplomats 
travel abroad, altering the racial scripts of empire by revealing the U.S. 
national mission for global power and leadership to be, instead of white, 
potentially multiracial. And yet, in ways that are more complicated and 
interesting than Bramhall’s, these writers also detach race from empire by 
challenging whiteness itself as a social, scientific, and legal category.

I call these strategies “shadowing the white man’s burden.” I do so for 
two reasons. First, because in them a nonwhite figure literally “shadows” 
or follows routes of U.S. global power; second, because whiteness itself is 
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shadowed or called into question by these authors’ categorical challenges 
to racial definitions. Using opportunities afforded by new global fields of 
imagination and conflict, these writers demonstrate that the fragile so-
cial construct of whiteness is always in danger of swerving into its dark 
opposites.

I emphasize this period between 1890 and 1914 because at this time 
many U.S. Americans perceived themselves as entering a new era of na-
tional importance and global status that they viewed with a mixture of 
pride and discomfort.3 Along with this new understanding of the United 
States as a modern “world power” came opportunities and conditions for 
rethinking U.S. racial identities on a global scale.4 Science and law were 
two places where definitions of whiteness that had evolved according to 
historically specific colonial practices and local social conditions were be-
ing systematized and adapted to changing patterns of global migration 
and changing narratives of America’s place in the world.5 Courts and leg-
islators struggled to interpret the 1790 statute restricting U.S. citizenship 
to “white persons” in light of new influxes of questionably white immi-
grant groups such as European Jews, Syrians, and Chinese. Ethnologists 
developed provisional theories of affiliation and difference among “races” 
around the world, trying to reconcile traces of millennia of human migra-
tion with existing prejudices and power relations. In popular, academic, 
and policy forums, new notions of race were used to explain color lines, 
not only between Euro-American colonizers and colonized people around 
the world but also among those Euro-American colonial powers. Com-
monly appealed to as a totalizing system explaining global and local power 
relations, race remained a battleground of varying theories as Americans 
attempted to chart the relative racial identities of Euro-American colonial 
powers and to identify the people and places that they hoped would pro-
vide links to new global markets, new fields for nationalist fantasy, and 
new sources of immigrant labor.

The kinds of racial theories these ethnologists, courts, and policy ex-
perts struggled with are the heart of this book, because they form the ma-
terial that the literary writers I discuss exploit in their stories of shadow-
ing the white man’s burden. One such theory regarded Anglo-Saxonism 
as a transnational racial identity. Other theories speculated about the 
relative whiteness of new colonial objects, partners or rivals such as the 
Russians, the Spanish, or the Japanese. In other cases, U.S. Americans cre-
ated or interpreted new theories of racial affiliation, such as the theories 
of prehistoric migration that linked Native Americans to Asians, or they 
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contemplated the future of racial mixtures and evolution in colonial set-
tings. All of these racial theories were adaptable, contested, and contra-
dictory, resulting in a situation where whiteness served as an object of 
great faith and great anxiety.

Since the eighteenth century, when Johann Friedrich Blumenbach in-
augurated the study of ethnology in his doctoral thesis “On the Natural 
Variety of Mankind” (1775), scholars had struggled to reconcile faith in 
race’s explanatory power with the lack of precise data revealing clear ra-
cial categories. As Blumenbach acknowledged, “Innumerable varieties of 
mankind run into each other by insensible degrees,” and yet this acknowl-
edgement did not prevent him from classifying mankind into the five 
categories of Caucasian, Mongolian, Ethiopian, American, and Malay.6 
Late-nineteenth-century anthropology still rested uneasily on this contra-
diction, at a time when, in the words of George Stocking Jr., heightened 
efforts to collect data on morphological characteristics of people around 
the world produced a “metric torrent” that eroded the underpinning of 
faith in race as a totalizing explanatory system. Stocking, writing in 1968, 
described this weakening as an “internal disciplinary crisis” that left the 
popular notion of race largely unaffected.7 But since then, new models of 
critical race theory and historiography have found ways to acknowledge 
cultural contradictions and discontinuities, and scholars using these new 
models have begun describing race as simultaneously powerful and con-
tested in the popular imagination.8

For this book I set out both to understand the era’s conflicted ideo-
logical terrain, where faith in race as a totalizing system existed alongside 
anxieties and doubts about contradictory definitions of racial identity, and 
to explore the particular discursive strategies employed by writers who 
used literary forms to exploit this confusion. Kipling holds an important 
place in this book because, as I contend, the response to his poem in the 
United States both reflected and channeled anxieties about what it meant 
to be white and what that racial identity had to do with being American 
or with promoting civilization, democracy, or progress abroad. In other 
words, I show that the poem exacerbated uncertainty about what Etienne 
Balibar calls the “fictive ethnicity” around which modern nations were 
organized.9

I make this case in part I, arguing that when Kipling’s readers formed 
interpretations of U.S. expansion as a white man’s burden, they intention-
ally or unintentionally spotlighted conflicting and unstable conceptions of 
whiteness as a domestic and as a transnational racial construct. In this 
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sense, these readers also “shadowed” the white man’s burden by reveal-
ing the logical instability of whiteness—its indivisibility from its binary 
opposite and its continual swerving into darker opposites. In chapter 1, I 
examine the U.S. reception of Kipling’s poem in a variety of forms such as 
newspaper opinions, scientific treatises, political speeches, and parodies. 
In chapter 2, I focus specifically on Thomas Dixon’s novel The Leopard’s 
Spots: A Romance of the White Man’s Burden (1901) as an explicit response 
to Kipling.

However, “The White Man’s Burden” is not the master text to which 
the multiethnic writers discussed in parts II and III merely react. Instead, 
the writers discussed in parts II and III seize on their culture’s confusion 
about the racial meaning of empire, the same confusion that bubbled to 
the surface and found vent in public discussions of Kipling’s poem. Nor 
are these writers cultural heroes who bravely evade their society’s struc-
tures of race and empire. My account of Kipling’s reception shows that 
skepticism about the notion of a racialized nation pursuing a white em-
pire was a major feature of this period, and my study of these writers situ-
ates their thinking squarely within the very racial and nationalist struc-
tures that they challenge. As Robert S. Levine has written of this period, 
“Whiteness may well have been a constitutive component of American 
literary and cultural nationalism, but its terms were precarious and de-
pendent upon fictions of blood that . . . sometimes were apprehended 
merely as fictions.”10 Thus while the authors I discuss in parts II and III 
don’t specifically reference Kipling, they do amplify in various ways the 
troubling contradictions of positing whiteness as a basis for national and 
imperial identity.

Literature has proven a highly productive and valuable historical source 
for studying ideas about race and the social construction of racial cate-
gories, because in it we see ideas about personhood and social relations 
reflected, promoted, or challenged in literary forms. Cultural forms like 
novels and poems construct narratives that limit or expand readers’ sense 
of social possibility, embodying abstract notions of similarity and differ-
ence and harnessing readers’ desires to certain visions of group identity. 
Until the first decade of the twenty-first century, studies of racial forma-
tion through literature tended to isolate and privilege domestic contexts 
of U.S. ethnic formation, but recently scholars have begun looking outside 
of national borders to contemplate processes of U.S. racial formation that 
relate to contrasting, paralleling, or interconnecting processes in other 
places around the globe, particularly places that have had colonial and 
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neocolonial relations with the United States. This book contributes to this 
scholarship, standing at the intersection of critical race theory and studies 
of the cultures of U.S. imperialism. As such, it extends and engages re-
cent scholarship on comparative racialization and globalizing U.S. literary 
studies in several ways that I describe below.

I intend my arguments in this book to demonstrate the continued need 
for nuanced studies of U.S. imperial culture that more fully interrogate co-
lonial dualisms and broaden the scope of analysis to consider global sites 
of imperial competition. I make this point in response to recent criticisms 
of the study of U.S. imperial cultures made by scholars pursuing trans-
national frames of knowledge. The study of U.S. empire—energized by 
Amy Kaplan and Donald Pease’s 1993 anthology, Cultures of United States 
Imperialism, and including work by Andy Doolen, David Kazanjian, John 
Carlos Rowe, and Laura Wexler, among many others—seems according 
to these critics to have run its course and given way to new models that 
redress its blind spots and surpass its limitations.11

One of these limitations is the approach’s attention to official forms of 
state power as its organizing framework for global relations. This privi-
leging of state power leads studies of U.S. imperialism to ignore “forms 
of oppositional nationalism that take on pan-ethnic and transnational 
shapes and that are independent of the nation state.”12 Another limitation 
identified by scholars promoting a transnational turn is empire studies’ 
unilateral attention to the United States as an actor, which renders the 
people and places affected by U.S. global power as “specters or victimized 
objects rather than actors, producers and sources within transnational 
circuitry.”13 And another objection targets the way that scholarship on 
U.S. empire can reify simple colonial binaries and dualisms by pitting “the 
United States as a fully formed, homogeneous entity against [a] myriad of 
peoples and nations.”14 Describing how reifying the United States in this 
way actually further isolates it, Paul Giles recommends that “rather than 
merely conflating America and empire and understanding U.S. power to 
be a ‘colossus,’ . . . there is an important sense in which we should read 
the United States itself as one of the objects of globalization, rather than 
as merely its malign agent, so that all of the insecurities associated with 
transnationalism are lived out experientially within the nation’s own bor-
der as well.”15

Motivated by these critiques, many scholars are currently seeking out 
new forms of transnational cultural interaction that more fully decenter 
and fracture the United States. Without devaluing scholarship taking these 
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new directions, I hope in this book to demonstrate the possibility and 
importance of projects that maintain a focus on U.S. global power while 
heeding some of the above-mentioned critiques. In other words, instead 
of attempting to outpace or stake a claim in a series of scholarly trends 
rushing past—first postcolonial American studies in the early 1990s, then 
U.S. imperial studies in the late 1990s, and then transnational American 
studies in the new century—I want to draw on all of these movements to 
write a more nuanced study of the intersection of U.S. empire and trans-
national racial thinking. Through my focus on texts that portray both in-
ternational and transnational identifications, my broadened geographical 
scope, and my critical method, in this study of empire I seek to more fully 
historicize postcolonial theory’s insights into the dynamism of colonial 
power relations and the heterogeneity within generalized categories of 
“colonizer” and “colonized.”

This goal explains why I approach my topic of race and empire through 
representations of nonwhite American figures circulating around the 
globe and “shadowing the white man’s burden” in the wake of U.S. mil-
itary, economic, and cultural expansion. These figures are the uprooted 
and mobile bodies that trouble romantic colonial assumptions about pre-
modern indigenous or New World African populations rooted in local 
folk traditions. As Vijay Prashad writes, “The romance of the indigenous 
treats them as if they are trapped in the local while the rest of the world 
(us) is seen as footloose in the global.”16 The Native, African, and Asian 
American authors I discuss write against this romance of the indigenous, 
particularly engaging with white writers who sought to contain their sto-
ries in domestic, local contexts, hitched to familiar and seemingly more 
stable U.S. racial stereotypes. In this I follow Michelle Stephens’s sug-
gestion that we need “different and more mobile paradigms for thinking 
about the indigenous,” revealing “the many and multiracial populations 
moving constantly throughout transatlantic history, . . . populations that 
are fully unable to be captured by the simple dualisms that have so struc-
tured our theorizing of intersubjective relations in the colonial world, the 
dualisms of self and other.”17

For example, in chapter 3, I examine the fiction of Frank R. Steward, 
an African American captain who served in the U.S. Volunteer Army 
in the Philippines during the Filipino American War. His short stories, 
based loosely on his military experience, feature a formal experiment in 
literary perspective: an unraced narrator whom readers can choose to 
identify as black or white. I link this choice to Steward’s interests both 
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in detaching race from nation in representations of black military service 
and in opposing conventional representations of black soldiers structured 
by the forms of local color and plantation fiction; however, the effect of 
his stories is hardly to champion a raceless American self in opposition 
to a raced Filipino other. The stories, which feature a series of ambigu-
ous interactions between the unraced narrator and Filipina women, graft 
a number of familiar colonial binaries onto the foundational dualism of 
self and other, such as civilized/savage, male/female, writing/speech, or-
der/disorder, and yet, because of Steward’s literary experimentation, they 
also fundamentally destabilize notions of white U.S. empire and create af-
filiations between Filipinos abroad and African Americans at home.

In this and other chapters I discuss strategic panracial and transnational 
affiliations such as those between blacks and Filipinos, or African Ameri-
cans and Africans, or Pacific Northwest American Indians and Japanese, 
but my examination of these affiliations links them in important ways to 
the era’s discourses of international relations and U.S. global power. Thus, 
I am less interested in finding representations of panethnic coalitions that 
radically reject the nation state than I am in exploring the strategic im-
portance of narratives of international relations to multiethnic U.S. writ-
ers seeking to recast U.S. racial categories and prejudices at the turn of the 
twentieth century.18 Ifeoma Kiddoe Nwankwo notes that when nineteenth-
century African Americans developed transnational political articula-
tions, they responded to preexisting structures of racism that would deny 
them access to other forms of identity such as nation or humanity, and 
they had to decide in these responses “whether and how to embrace both 
national/local and transnational/global affinities.”19 Such arguments—for 
racial unity, for national belonging, or for worldwide community—all had 
to be calibrated to different scales and sites of political struggle. For the 
writers discussed in this study, the affinity of national belonging and the 
scale of international relations and imperial competition were paramount. 
Rather than look beyond nation, my subject authors recast the fiction of a 
white nation embarking on a white man’s burden by occupying positions 
of citizenship and imperial participation, and they project Afro-Asian and 
other racial coalitions from within these terms. Such strategies resemble 
Homi Bhabha’s account of colonial mimicry, where “not quite/not white” 
subaltern subjects mimic the commonplaces of empire but render them 
incoherent through their difference.20 Here incoherence arises from the 
nonwhite subject’s presence within the fictive “white” nation and his or 
her literary recasting of its foundational racial binaries. If these authors 
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do not point the way to sites of radical resistance to nation and empire, 
they do offer insight into the process of challenging hegemonic forms 
from within and the enduring potential and limitations of national forms 
in projects for global social transformation.21

Put another way, in this book I examine how transnational and nation-
alist fantasies collide when thinking about race and empire. The discon-
nect between supposedly transnational and global categories of races such 
as “black,” “white,” “Anglo-Saxon,” “Celt,” or “Asiatic,” on the one hand, 
and the desire to view nation-states as bounded containers for racialized 
national identities that animate the action of a state and its citizens, on 
the other, provides the major tension that I set out to explore here. The 
tension comes from thinking globally about race on multiple levels. Tell-
ing the story of world politics often gives recourse to the clumsy, homoge-
nizing logic that reifies nation states, so that one can imagine “the United 
States” or “China” appearing as a unified actor on a global stage. I ask how 
racial categories and racial meanings can both inform and destabilize this 
logic and the personified national entities that it creates. Global visions of 
race inform this process by narrating the racial characters and destiny of 
entities like “the United States” and “China,” and yet at the same time they 
destabilize these entities by revealing a disorderly array of heterogeneities, 
mixtures, and migrations within and across national borders.

If spotlighting this heterogeneity is one way that these writers compli-
cated simple colonial binaries, another way is by triangulating multiple 
and competing empires in these expressions of U.S. global power. It was 
not only representations of a heterogeneous United States that compli-
cated racialized colonial scripts of self and other, but also the problem of 
competing colonial powers such as Great Britain, France, Spain, and Ja-
pan, whose diplomatic and military interactions were also racialized. Thus 
while this book is not a comparative study of empires, it does respond to 
Ann Laura Stoler’s call to “historicize the politics of comparison” among 
empires rather than reinforcing isolated colonial dyads through scholar-
ship that sequesters sites of U.S. expansion from the rest of the world.22 
Thus, instead of focusing only on the racialization of colonial sites such 
as the Philippines, I argue that visions of international alliances and geo-
political rivalries, such as those that imagined the United States and Rus-
sia facing off over Pacific expansion, were also battlegrounds for defining 
whiteness in the United States.

I make this argument most directly in part III, where a foreign war—
the Russo-Japanese War of 1904—and a history of territorial competition 
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between the United States and Great Britain in the Pacific Northwest cre-
ate contexts in which multiple fictive transnational ethnicities (such as 
Anglo-Saxons, Slavs, Asiatics, and American Indians) and homogenized 
national or imperial interests (e.g., the United States, Great Britain, Can-
ada, Russia, Japan, and the Chinook nation) form what Michelle Stephens 
calls “the various triangulations and quadrilateral human relations made 
possible, by force and by necessity, in colonial space.”23 Writers spinning 
narratives about U.S. expansion in the American West and in the Pacific 
could choose among these multiple, overlapping imagined racial and na-
tional agents to populate stories about global interaction, a condition that 
the authors I discuss use to shadow the white man’s burden: to reveal the 
incoherence at the heart of fictions of race and nation.

Recent turns to transnational studies typically focus on expansive new 
geographical spaces for studying the circulation of cultural forms, such as 
the Atlantic or the hemisphere. In this study, in contrast, I avoid a spe-
cific geographic focus. Although Pacific expansion in the Philippines and 
economic and cultural influence in Asia are important contexts for all of 
the writers I discuss, my approach of examining literary engagement with 
discourses of international relations and colonial competition requires a 
broader geographic lens. Policy experts and popular commentators began 
describing their country as a “world power” during this period because 
of specific local incidents such as the Spanish American War, but what 
it meant to become a world power was tested and contested in ideas and 
fictions about U.S. influence in a variety of spaces around the world, in-
cluding the Caribbean, the Pacific islands, Japan and China, Europe, the 
Middle East, and Africa. I have tried to demonstrate some of this breadth 
in this book by drawing on a wide variety of evidence that is not prede-
termined by geographic constructs such as the Pacific Rim, the Western 
Hemisphere, or the Atlantic world.

Although I am continuing the project of writing the cultures of U.S. 
imperialism by redressing some limitations pointed out by recent critics, 
one limitation that will not be redressed is my project’s unquestionable 
centering of the United States. While I am concerned with global visions, 
those that I focus on in this book tend to be produced by writers who ad-
dress U.S. audiences from the subject positions of “Americans,” however 
contested their identities outside of the page may actually be. My interest 
in visions of state power leads me to explore how writers claiming the 
subject position of “American” constructed narratives of racialized global 
actors to imagine and contest notions of a white American global mission, 
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as well as notions of whiteness itself. However, despite my intention to 
study a unilateral but fractured and contested vision of race and empire 
in the United States, national borders are continually crossed by texts and 
authors that I study. In the pages that follow I examine topics includ-
ing the reception of Rudyard Kipling’s poem “The White Man’s Burden” 
in the United States, the claims to “negro cosmopolitanism” made in the 
pages of the Colored American Magazine, the efforts by Canadian-born 
Winnifred Eaton to access narratives of U.S. militarism in her attempt to 
whiten the Japanese, and the mixed-blood Chinook writer Ranald Mac-
Donald’s vacillating claims to agency within either a British Canadian 
or a U.S. American Pacific empire. In all of these efforts to reshape race 
in an era of global ambitions, we see bounded constructions of national 
identity and state power continually transected by authors whose writing 
and identities do not fit neatly inside of national borders. The authors I 
discuss seek to speak in national terms, but their identifications, refer-
ences, and experiences often transcend national borders, and I see myself 
as furthering the transnational turn by acknowledging and finding mean-
ing in such border crossings.

Another way that this study complicates current scholarship on race 
and empire is its argument with what Paul Kramer has called the “export” 
or “projection” model of racial formation and empire, in which “Ameri-
cans simply applied racial formations drawn from the domestic United 
States, to the world beyond the United States.”24 Such theories contribute 
to the sense that a fully formed and coherent American colossus simply 
acted on the rest of the world. Instead, I contend that U.S. racial catego-
ries were adapted to fit with shifting transnational and international re-
lationships in a process that was multidirectional and informed by new 
kinds of comparative thought. “Export” models have been influential in 
cultural studies of U.S. empire that seek to uncover broad historical con-
tinuities by linking the structures of thought underlying domestic racial 
hierarchy together with those underlying colonial and neocolonial U.S. 
expansion. John Carlos Rowe, for example, argues that U.S. Americans 
tended to find “isomorphic resemblance” between familiar constructs of 
racial others at home and the new peoples encountered abroad. Unidi-
rectional and strategic, these analogies produced an “adaptable and yet 
surprisingly stable racist, sexist, and classist rhetoric that could be de-
ployed for new foreign ventures even as it was required to maintain old 
systems of controlling familiar groups within the United States.”25 Perhaps 
the most influential formulation of the export model comes from Richard 
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Drinnon, who portrays U.S. colonial encounters as a series of chapters in 
a continuing mythic American encounter with “the West,” accompanied 
by a pattern of racialization that projects a “metaphysics” of Indian hat-
ing from North American Indians and Mexicans to Chinese and Japanese 
immigrants in the United States and to Filipinos and Vietnamese in the 
twentieth century.26

In contrast, the examples of imperial comparison that I explore in this 
book reveal that U.S. Americans produced knowledge about race by both 
drawing from and revising domestic prejudices and identifications. These 
reproductions of racial knowledge worked multidirectionally across U.S. 
borders and for a variety of ends to generate new racial meanings abroad 
and to reshape racial identities at home. In this way my work augments 
new scholarly approaches that are examining transnational processes of 
racial formation, such as the construction of the U.S. notion of the mu-
latto in reaction to Latin American constructions of mestizo identity, 
by following different trajectories of multidirectional border crossings.27 
Demonstrating that we can assume neither that U.S. empire simply repro-
duced domestic racisms on a global scale nor, as recent historians have 
argued, that U.S. empire functioned discretely from if not antithetically to 
the racist politics of segregation and exclusion at home, I instead focus on 
discursive skirmishes where the fictive racial identity of the United States 
as a world power was being composed amid a tangle of conflicting global 
racial theories.28

One of the most famous theorists of race and colonialism during this 
period is W. E. B. Du Bois, whose “problem of the color line” has become 
a typical starting point in recent studies of race, nation, and transnational 
identities.29 The particular dynamic that I see in Du Bois’s formulation of 
the color line illustrates and shapes my distinct approach to global proc-
esses of racialization, providing a conceptual guide to the rest of this book. 
I turn to Du Bois here to explain and illustrate two key features ground-
ing my study: attention to the era’s shifting color lines and to the scale of 
the “world’s stage” as a conceptual place for plotting their locations. My 
particular interest in Du Bois is in the role that narratives of geopoliti-
cal conflict and competing empires played in his categorization of world 
races. Comparing Du Bois’s formulation of the color line with his earlier 
efforts to map race globally demonstrates the importance of international 
relations as a particular discourse and spatial scale influencing the con-
struction of racial categories.
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Du Bois repeated and revised his formulation of the color line through-
out his career, creating what Eric Sundquist calls a “fluid metaphor” for 
the divisions that both segregate and align groups of people in relations 
of exploitation and imperialism.30 His first formulation of the phrase ap-
peared in a 1900 address to the American Negro Academy, “The Present 
Outlook for the Dark Races of Mankind.” There Du Bois writes “[that] the 
color line belts the world and that the social problem of the twentieth cen-
tury is to be the relation of the civilized world to the dark races of man-
kind.”31 Organizing the world into two groups of light and dark, civilized 
and uncivilized, was Du Bois’s strategic response to what Paul Kramer 
calls “Pan-European racial solidarities,” imagined coalitions among “civi-
lized” races and their competing imperial projects.32 Du Bois uses this bi-
furcation to call on American Negroes to assume an attitude of “deepest 
sympathy and strongest alliance” with Africans and Asians, all of whom 
belong together in a common racial grouping as dark or colored races. 
And he calls most especially for their identification with the “masses of 
dark men and women” in Puerto Rico, Cuba, and the Philippines. Ac-
cording to Du Bois, their incorporation into the United States doubles 
“the colored population of our land” as “nearly twenty millions of brown 
and black people” fall under the protection of the American flag (“Present 
Outlook,” 53). When Du Bois declares, “Negro and Filipino, Indian and 
Porto Rican, Cuban and Hawaiian, all must stand united under the stars 
and stripes for an America that knows no color line in the freedom of its 
opportunities” (53), his statement looks forward to the disappearance of 
the social color line dividing dark and light, but it also insists on the more 
immediate dissolution of color lines such as the one preventing unity be-
tween Negro and Filipino.

That this mapping of color lines was a strategic move in response to 
world politics of empire becomes more evident when we compare it with 
the multiple color lines Du Bois plotted in an earlier address to the Amer-
ican Negro Academy. A revealing counterpoint to his later conception of a 
world color line, “The Conservation of Races” (1897) has mostly attracted 
attention for its adoption of what Nancy Leys Stephen and Sander Gilman 
call a “strategy of reversal and transvaluation” in which black racial dif-
ference is praised rather than denied as a response to white scientific rac-
ism.33 Du Bois declares that historically and sociologically, if not biologi-
cally, race is “the animating force of human progress,” one that adheres 
even as races mix and assimilate within different national borders. “The 
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history of the world is the history, not of individuals, but of groups, not 
of nations, but of races,” Du Bois writes, “and he who ignores or seeks to 
override the race idea in human history ignores and overrides the cen-
tral thought of all history.”34 For my purposes here, I am less interested in 
how Du Bois complicates his seemingly deterministic conception of race 
with notions of historical contingency than I am in noting which histori-
cal contingencies influenced his racial schema. In “The Conservation of 
Races,” Du Bois draws multiple color lines that form not a single belt bi-
furcating global light and dark but an eight-part set of races supposedly 
animating international relations.

Du Bois begins “The Conservation of Races” by quickly surveying 
ethnology’s contradictory metric torrent of data on morphological crite-
ria such as skin color, hair texture, skull size, and language, noting that 
“unfortunately for scientists,” such criteria for race are “exasperatingly in-
termingled” and fail to reveal systematic groupings (39). And yet, race is 
the key to understanding world politics, leading Du Bois to identify eight 
races in a schema that he proposes should take the place of “the old five-
race scheme of Blumenbach”:

We find upon the world’s stage today eight distinctly differentiated 
races. . . . They are the Slavs of Eastern Europe, the Teutons of middle 
Europe, the English of Great Britain and America, the romance nations 
of Southern and Western Europe, the Negroes of Africa and America, 
the Semitic people of Western Asia and Northern Africa, the Hindoos of 
Central Asia and the Mongolians of Eastern Asia. (39–40)

From the contemporary viewpoint, Du Bois’s categories seem odd and 
unfamiliar—far from “distinctly differentiated”—and I would argue that 
they seem so because they are founded on a historically specific under-
standing of colonial relations and imperial competition. This organizing 
principle emerges when we try to explain his classificatory schema.

Du Bois links these groups together by their “common history, com-
mon laws, and religion, similar habits of thought and a conscious striving 
together for certain ideals of life” (41), but surely the “English” and the 
“Hindoos,” or the “English” and “the romance nations,” share elements of 
history, language, law, and conscious striving in some areas, just as repre-
sentatives of the “English” in Europe and the Americas diverge in some of 
these areas. As Anthony Appiah notes, history, language, law, and interest 
seem less compelling as criteria for categorizing this assortment of racial 



Writing Race on the World’s Stage 15

groups than does geography.35 But I would add that an even more impor-
tant criterion was the era’s discourse of foreign policy and global politics. 
Du Bois chooses these groups at least in part for their perceived impor-
tance in geopolitical conflict. This is why the English are distinct from 
their colonial competitors—the Spanish and French romance nations, the 
German Teutons, and the Russian Slavs—and this is why “Hindoos” ap-
pear but American Indians do not. The latter are relegated by Du Bois to 
a list of “minor race groups,” along with South Sea Islanders (41). These 
“minor race groups” include the American Indians and Filipinos whom 
Du Bois would only three years later position with the Negro on one side 
of the global color line as members of a racial grouping most crucial to 
world politics. But in 1897, before the Spanish American War, these “mi-
nor” race groups do not yet appear to Du Bois “upon the world’s stage,” 
a key phrase for specifying that his eight races are singled out as global 
actors functioning on the scale of international relations.

The notion of a world’s stage invokes a political theater of colonial 
competition, international power relations, and anticolonial revolutionary 
movements. Saying that these races are viewed as distinct groups “upon 
the world’s stage,” Du Bois employs a conventional metaphor suggesting a 
global spectacle that is unified and made visible through journalistic and 
historical efforts to convey a single, worldwide narrative of civilized prog-
ress. Assuming a place on the world’s stage means taking part in a dra-
matic contest for civilization or power, playing a role and assuming a kind 
of agency that is defined less by shared spiritual tendencies and more by 
opposing and antagonistic global interests. The phrase also suggests the 
performative, transient nature of these racial roles. This is why Du Bois’s 
own sense of racial groups as global actors would shift over the next three 
years, as the Spanish American War and the rising mood of imperialism 
in the United States opened up new possibilities and necessities for coali-
tions among dark races.

By 1900, when Du Bois wrote that “the world problem of the 20th cen-
tury is the Problem of the Color Line—the question of the relation of the 
advanced races of men who happen to be white to the great majority of 
the undeveloped or half developed nations of mankind who happen to 
be yellow, brown, or black” (“Present Outlook,” 54), his choice of racial 
categories as actors on the world stage had changed radically. In 1900, 
black Americans’ alliance to American Indians and South Sea Islanders 
(along with the previously unmentioned “Porto” Ricans and Cubans) was 
a major factor in world politics, while fractures among European imperial 
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powers like Slavs and Teutons only “indirectly” touch “the question of 
color” (53). During those three years, the Spanish American and Filipino 
American Wars and the emergence of a widespread and intense public de-
bate about racial capacity, benevolent assimilation, and the compatibility 
of democracy and empire in the United States had altered the configura-
tion of global power and the actors in the drama that Du Bois saw taking 
place on the world’s stage.

This process of strategically forming and re-forming color lines in light 
of shifting alliances, interests, and fantasies of world power during these 
years—here glimpsed in Du Bois’s own developing racial theories—is 
the focus of this book. In the chapters that follow, I examine incidents of 
writers drawing or contesting a single color line or multiple color lines 
to explain and intervene in imperial and domestic politics of the early-
twentieth-century United States. In some of these cases, color lines were 
drawn to narrate international conflicts between “civilized” imperial pow-
ers, such as wars between the United States and Spain or between Japan 
and Russia—conflicts in which the meaning of whiteness and the ques-
tion of a color line provoked new reflection on the meaning of race in the 
domestic United States. In other cases, I examine how color lines were 
contested when African Americans and Native Americans explored what 
it meant to claim the imperial prerogatives of civilization by representing 
the United States on the world stage. And in all of the cases that I exam-
ine, the problem of the color line comes from recognizing contradictory 
racial narratives of world progress, with their various and internally het-
erogeneous groups cast as actors and unified subjects. What I take from 
Du Bois is thus an attention to the era’s shifting color lines and an ac-
knowledgment of the scale of the “world’s stage” as a conceptual place for 
imagining and arguing their shapes.

Among the recent criticisms of U.S. empire studies as a project in 
American literary history, few make mention of its foundational assump-
tion that literature and other cultural forms shaped popular ideologies 
and official policies of national expansion or international diplomacy. 
While some critics have complained that literary studies of U.S. empire 
have oversimplified texts by positioning them as either “for” or “against” 
a monolithic sense of expansionism, few have commented on the more 
basic argument for literature as an important historical force.36 Indeed, 
movements toward comparative study of transnational cultural circuits 
have been so caught up in the daunting challenge of readjusting spatial 
and linguistic definitions of “culture” that older questions about literary 
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method and the cultural work of literature in relation to other forms of 
knowledge tend for the moment to be bracketed. Amy Kaplan’s influential 
essay “Left Alone with America: The Absence of Empire in the Study of 
American Culture” set out to redress not only the “absence of empire” in 
literary studies but also “the absence of culture from the history of U.S. 
imperialism,” an argument that literary critics steeped in the era’s histori-
cist methodologies found readily convincing but that Kaplan aimed in im-
portant ways outside of the discipline.37 While recent calls for transatlan-
tic or transhemispheric studies include appeals to interdisciplinarity, these 
appeals rarely extend outside of humanities departments, and those that 
do tend to remain interdisciplinary at the level of the table of contents—
in other words, bringing together multiple disciplinary perspectives with-
out attempting to make them speak to one another.38

This effort to speak outside the discipline by arguing for fundamental 
assumptions about literature is another part of the project of imperial 
and transnational American studies that I seek to advance in this book. 
To do so, I employ a methodology that draws variously on reception 
and on discourse analysis of historically concurrent print culture as evi-
dence for literature’s perceived and actual potential to shape and contest 
popular notions of U.S. global power. Because I have been guided by the 
question of how to make this case convincing not only to literary critics, 
who share many of my disciplinary assumptions about cultural forma-
tion, but also to more skeptical readers outside the fold of U.S. cultural 
studies, I position my arguments in some chapters in relation to histori-
cal scholarship as well as literary criticism, and I aim to be explicit about 
where I am or am not suggesting causal relationships among literature, 
ideology, and state politics. My arguments in this book draw on racial 
narratives of empire gathered from a variety of kinds of cultural texts, 
including imaginative literary writing such as fiction and poetry but also 
essays, political speeches, social science, and law. Within this wide range 
of texts, I especially foreground moments when imaginative literature 
speaks to these other realms of knowledge about race and empire, and 
vice versa.

The fiction and poetry that I analyze vary in size of readership and ex-
tent of cultural influence; some literary works that I discuss have already 
been widely discussed across many spheres of U.S. culture, while others 
were published without much comment or were furiously revised in failed 
efforts to reach a wide readership. Thus, in some of these chapters, I argue 
for popular literature’s influence on categories of race and on narratives of 
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U.S. expansion, but in others my interest is more in the particular ways 
that writers adapt conventional literary form and language to the task of 
reenvisioning race in light of newly imagined global relations. As I move 
from popular and influential formulations of race and empire in part I, 
on Rudyard Kipling’s “The White Man’s Burden” and Thomas Dixon’s 
The Leopard’s Spots, to less widely read or less-influential formulations of 
race and empire in parts II and III, my method shifts from tracing recep-
tion and influence to examining ways that individual literary texts adapt 
and reconfigure the ideological and cultural materials they have at hand 
in their efforts to revise global color lines. These materials are the liter-
ary tropes and techniques of the era, including fictional modes such as 
local color, conventional figures such as the “tragic mulatta,” and formal 
elements such as narrative point of view. Where possible, I examine the 
rhetorical and narrative strategies of these texts in light of the author’s 
inspirations, stated intentions, and intertexts, looking to archival materi-
als such as manuscripts, letters, and interviews (where they exist) to un-
derstand the personal and political contexts that informed those literary 
strategies.

Because of the variety of texts examined, I do not argue here for a sin-
gle role that literature played in representing race in the United States as 
part of a global phenomenon, but I do seek to explore some of the nar-
rative and rhetorical moves that writers of imaginative literature crafted 
to make such representations. To the degree that I investigate the influ-
ence and reception of these writings, I also explore the possibilities and 
limitations of literary genres used as political devices. The literary forms 
employed by these writers were flexible, nuanced, and accessible but also 
slippery and often highly indeterminate in their openness to multiple and 
conflicting interpretations. As an exploration of the role of literature in 
constructing discourses of race and empire, I attend particularly to the 
work that literature can be made to perform in relation to state policy and 
cultural ideology.

This exploration begins in part I, “Reading Kipling in America,” chap-
ter 1, where I examine the U.S. reception of Kipling’s poem to demon-
strate that rather than intensifying Anglo-Saxonism or a racialized link-
age between whiteness, U.S. nationalism, and overseas expansion, the 
poem instead exacerbated anxieties about the meaning and importance 
of whiteness for a U.S. global mission. In chapter 2, I extend this dis-
cussion by examining Thomas Dixon’s response to Kipling in his novel, 
The Leopard’s Spots. While numerous critics in Dixon’s day and ours have 
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observed that Dixon’s popular novel weds Southern white supremacy with 
U.S. imperial mission, I focus on the way that Dixon does not merely in-
voke but actually adapts Kipling’s poem to appeal to Southerners. Rather 
than binding the South to a hegemonic sense of the white man’s burden, 
Dixon engaged with the uncertainties about race and empire channeled 
by the poem in an effort to reconcile racial segregation and imperial mis-
sion. In both of these chapters, I highlight moments when the image of 
an African American shouldering the white man’s burden spotlights the 
inadequacy of racial narratives of empire, a key image that the writers in 
part II exploit.

In part II, “The Black Cosmopolite,” I examine the construction of the 
figure of the black cosmopolitan in writings by two Colored American 
Magazine (CAM) authors, Frank R. Steward and Pauline Hopkins, be-
tween 1900 and 1904. Both Steward and Hopkins understood that their 
very participation in discussions and fantasies about military, scientific, 
or business ventures abroad had the power to recast racial narratives of 
U.S. empire. Exploiting this situation, their narrative devices and strate-
gies highlight the contradictions of imagining a white U.S. world mission. 
In chapter 3, I examine Steward’s short stories and essays based on his 
experience serving in the Philippines as a captain in a colored regiment 
of the U.S. Volunteer Army, arguing that his use of a racially noniden-
tified narrator attempts to deracialize African American military service 
but also reveals potential transnational identifications between blacks and 
Filipinos. An intriguing mix of Orientalism, local color storytelling, and 
multilingualism, Steward’s stories complicate colonial binaries and con-
ceptions of race, civilization, and authority in the Philippines.

Hopkins was Steward’s editor, and I contend that in her 1903 novel 
Of One Blood she was actually responding to the ambivalently imperial-
ist writings of Steward and others published in the CAM. Hopkins used 
her novel’s protagonist Reuel Briggs to criticize and revise her contribu-
tors’ constructions of black worldly expertise. With biographical evidence 
drawn from Hopkins’s correspondence, I demonstrate that by parodying 
such constructions, Hopkins was also expressing the editorial conflict 
she experienced between her vision of a colored American “international 
policy” and the political pressure she received to steer clear of foreign in-
terests. As a contribution to scholarly discussions about Of One Blood’s 
relationship to imperialism and civilizationist hierarchies, my discussion 
of Hopkins explores her treatment of the problematic concept of de-raced 
imperial authority in order to help us understand how the novel could fail 
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to offer a radical critique of imperialism but still deliver a troubling chal-
lenge to the idea of the white man’s burden.

In part III, “Pacific Expansion and Transnational Fictions of Race,” 
chapters 5 and 6 shift attention to the context of competing global em-
pires. In chapter 5, I argue that an important referent for U.S. racial for-
mation was the popular discourse about a global showdown between so-
called Saxons and Slavs over the Mongolian minds and markets of China. 
I examine the strategic use that Winnifred Eaton made of this discourse in 
her fiction, demonstrating that a foreign conflict, the 1904 Russo-Japanese 
War, was an important site for creating or destabilizing narratives about a 
white empire in the Philippines and coalescing notions of homogeneous 
European whiteness in law, ethnology, and science at home in the United 
States. In this chapter, I show that Eaton shadows the white man’s burden 
by using an international racial discourse to fracture and oppose concepts 
of homogeneous European whiteness and homogeneous Asiatic otherness 
in U.S. law and culture. For Eaton, there may be an Anglo-Saxon U.S. im-
perial identity, but by including in it the Japanese and excluding from it 
questionable European ethnicities such as the Celts and Slavs, her writing 
exploits the contradictory racialized scripts of nation and empire.

In chapter 6, I examine Ranald MacDonald, a Scotch-Chinook de-
scendent of the Northwest fur trade, whose liminal national identity was 
formed by competing British and American empires. Born in British Or-
egon, MacDonald’s sense of national dislocation resulted from both his 
mixed blood and the 1846 movement of the U.S.–Canadian border. While 
MacDonald can be seen as a transnational figure, his efforts to write him-
self into the diplomatic histories of both the United States and Canadian 
Great Britain reveal his sustained effort to make his accomplishments 
legible to state power. I examine MacDonald and his coauthor Malcolm 
McLeod’s revisions to Japan Story of Adventure (1893), a manuscript that 
tells the story of MacDonald’s journey to Japan as a young man in 1849. In 
these revisions, MacDonald shadows the white man’s burden both by in-
troducing the narrative of a mixed-blood Indian leading the wave of U.S. 
or British colonization in Asia and by revealing the competing historical 
and geographical forms of racialization used to identify the mixed-blood 
people of the Pacific Northwest. I compare MacDonald’s accounts of his 
own accomplishments with accounts by two U.S. writers who were more 
successful in publishing stories about MacDonald: Elizabeth Bacon Custer 
and Eva Emory Dye. In their versions, Bacon and Dye marshaled literary 
and anthropological tools to pin down MacDonald’s disturbing mobility 
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and indeterminacy. In the case of MacDonald, as with Steward, Hopkins, 
and Eaton, white writers provided countertexts that attempt to contain his 
story in domestic, local contexts. Reading Steward’s, Hopkins’s, Eaton’s, 
and MacDonald’s stories in relation to such countertexts and to the cul-
ture’s confusion about race and empire, we understand that the power to 
rethink race on the global stage during this period was itself a rhetorically 
contested position of leverage.


