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Course  description  :   The  national  and the  international  are  usually  seen  as  mutually 
exclusive categories. This assumption, however, gets complicated when we speak of the 
United States. Either because of its status as world superpower or because of more subtle 
processes  of  globalization,  the  United  States  far  exceeds  its  territorial  boundaries. 
American border practices spill over to neighboring countries and airports everywhere, 
American security  practices  shape  the meaning of  safety across  the  world,  American 
military bases produce mini-worlds both in warring and allied nations, American products 
and services are made globally available through “free-trade” agreements, and American 
culture travels far and wide thanks to Hollywood and American campuses abroad. This 
course  surveys  prominent  and  other  more  obscure  instances  of  American  economic 
institutions, security practices, and cultural models exceeding the geopolitical container 
of  the  American  state.  The  point  of  this  exercise  is  not  necessarily  to  assess  the 
hegemonic status of the United States (is it or is it not still a world superpower?), but 
rather to explore the more subtle and mundane ways in which US power molds traditional 
understandings  of  sovereignty,  territoriality  and  globalization  to  its  own  advantage. 
Whether this is evidence for an imperial power at large or rather a manifestation of a  
more diffuse and de-centered “empire of capital,” to which the US needs to adapt like any  
other nation, should remain one of the course’s main themes for discussion. It needs to be 
said that this is not a course in American foreign policy, but rather a chance to become 
familiar with different International Relations theories (IR Theory, International Political 
Economy,  Critical  Security  Studies,  Development  Politics)  along  with  feminist, 
poststructuralist, and critical race perspectives through the example of American politics, 
which is never only American. 

Learning Objectives: 

• Critically assess the debates around imperialism, territoriality, and sovereignty in 
an age of globalization and the exceptional place the US occupies within these;

• Grasp the varied economic, security, and cultural instances in which US authority 
exceeds its territorial boundaries; 

• Gain familiarity with various strands of International Relations scholarship and 
related currents in critical theory;

• Develop needed speaking and writing skills to express complex scholarly ideas.

Assignments: 
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Class Participation: This seminar is based on collaborative, discussion-based learning. 
Students  must  come  to  class  having  done  the  required  readings  and  prepared  to 
participate in group discussion. 

Response Papers: Each week students  will  submit a  1-2 page response paper to our 
course website critically engaging with (not summarizing!) the readings and identifying a 
few points (ideas, concepts, questions) that you would like us to discuss further in class. 
Presenters must read these reaction statements and select key items that deserve being 
included in their discussion. The statements should be uploaded on the course website no 
later than Sunday evening.

Presentations & Discussion Leads: Each week 1-2 students will act as discussion leads 
for the class.  They will  begin by giving a  brief presentation (10 min) on the weekly 
readings,  followed  by  questions  to  animate  and  moderate  class  discussion.  The 
presentation should not summarize the texts, but discuss main themes and concepts, and 
situate the readings within the broader context of the course. PowerPoint presentations 
are not necessary, unless you have audio-visual material you would like to use. 

Paper Proposal: Two weeks before classes end, on January 28th, students will submit a 
1-2 page proposal for the paper they plan to write for this course. The proposal should 
specify the topic of the paper, your central contribution, what you think it adds to the 
broader literature, and a list of suggested readings.   

Final Paper: During the semester break students will be expected to write a 15-20 page 
research paper on a problem, debate or event of their choice relevant to the course. The 
paper should meet all  standards of research and academic writing. Your work will  be 
assessed  based  on  knowledge  of  topic,  thesis/argument  development,  structure  and 
organization,  documentation  provided,  quality  of  research  conducted,  grammar  and 
spelling, and presentation. For the bibliography please use the Chicago style of citation 
demonstrated in the reading list below.  

Readings: readings available here: 
https://humboldt.onlinegroups.net/groups/internationaluspolitics

Week 1/October 16th Introduction

Week 2/October 23nd Sovereignty and Territoriality

In the first week we examine the changing character (and study) of the state under 
globalization. Whereas most theories of globalization believe national authority is in 
decline, these authors suggest that we treat sovereignty and territoriality not as static, 
abstract “properties” of states, but as process or relations of power essential for steering 
and managing globalization.  

Cynthia Weber. Simulating Sovereignty: Intervention, the State and Symbolic Exchange. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994. 1-10.
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John Agnew. “The Territorial Trap: The Geographical Assumptions of International 
Relations Theory.” Review of International Political Economy 1.1 (1994): 53-80.

Saskia Sassen. “Territory and Territoriality in the Global Economy.” International Sociology 
15.2(2000): 372-93.

Week 3/October 30th  Imperialism and Globalization

This second introductory week looks at the fate of imperialism in an age of globalization. 
Can we still have an undisputed hegemon in a world of sovereign nation-states? Is there 
still room for empire in these globalized times and, if so, what kind of an empire is it? 

Hugo Radice. “Neoliberal Globalization: Imperialism without Empire?” in Alfredo Saad-
Fil-ho and Deborah Johnston (eds.) Neoliberalism: A Critical Reader. New York: 
Pluto, 2005. 91-98.

Ellen Meiskins Wood. Empire of Capital. New York: Verso, 2003. 1-9, 130-68.

Week 4/November 6th  US Global Economics I: Post-War Architecture

Week four looks at the post-war institutional architecture (the Bretton Woods system, the 
UN, Fordism) the US put in place to, on the one hand, contain its communist enemies 
and, on the other hand, convert its allies. We examine both the positive aspects of this so-
called Golden Age of capitalism and its costs.    

Neil Smith. “’A Half Loaf’: Bretton Woods, the UN, and a Second Moment of US 
Ambition.” The Endgame of Globalization. New York: Routledge, 2005. 82-121. 

Brian Holmes. “American Dreams: Keynesian Fordism as Global Social Compact.” 
http://messhall.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/10/3.-American_Dreams.pdf

Week 5/November 13th US Global Economics II: Globalization

When the post-war compromise crumbled in the 70s, it was replaced by a neoliberal 
regime better known as globalization: trade liberalization, internationalization of 
production, deregulation, etc. In week five we examine whether the United States is still 
able to retain its role as “architect” in a world where the “free market” poses a 
continuous challenge to national sovereignty.   

David Harvey. “Uneven Geographical Developments.” A Brief History of Neoliberalism. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005. 87-119. 

Martin Hart-Lansberg. “Capitalism, the Korea-U.S. Free Trade Agreement, and 
Resistance.” Critical Asian Studies 43.3(2011)

Week 6/November 20th  US Global Economics III: Finance

This week looks at the institutional mechanisms and historical forces that allowed the US 
to develop a global financial framework from the Second World War onwards. We also 
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examine the way in which the US has used finance to exert influence beyond its borders 
without resorting to direct intervention.    

Robert Hunter Wade. “The Invisible Hand of the American Empire.” Ethics & 
International Affairs 17.2(2003): 77-88.

Leo Panitch and Sam Gindin. “Finance and American Power.” In Leo Panitch and Martin 
Koenings. American Empire and the Political Economy of Global Finance. New 
York: Palgrave, 2009. 17-47.

Week 7/November 27th US Foreign Policy I: Wilsonianism in the 21st Century

Week seven we look at the history of liberal internationalism (aka Wilsonianism) from its 
inception after World War I to the Bush years. Different from isolationism (non-
interference) and realism (prudence), liberal internationalism is foreign policy with a 
“social work” component. It remains to be discussed whether George W. Bush’s 
interventions in the Middle East were a continuation of Wilsonianism or an undemocratic 
violation of earlier ideals?

Woodrow Wilson. “‘The Fourteen Points,’ Address to the U.S. Congress, 8 January 
1918.” http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fourteen_Points

John G. Ikenberry. “Introduction: Woodrow Wilson, the Bush Administration, and the 
Future of Liberal Internationalism.” In John G. Ikenberry et al. The Crisis of 
American Foreign Policy: Wilsonianism in the 21st Century. Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2009. 1-24.

Stanley Hoffman. “American Exceptionalism: The New Version.” 
http://dev.wcfia.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/640__American_Exceptionalism.p
df

Week 8/December 4thUS Foreign Policy II: Law and the Sovereign Exception

“Sovereign is he who decides on the exception,” was Carl Schmitt’s famous phrase for 
explaining that the sovereign has the right to suspend the law in the interest of national 
security. Following from this, Giorgio Agamben argued that, in the wake of the global 
war on terror, the “state of exception” has become a prolonged, generalized state of 
being with grave consequences for US citizens and non-citizens alike. This week we 
investigate this claim from the Bush Doctrine to the 2011 NDAA.

Nick Vaughan-Williams. “Giorgio Agamben.” In Jenny Edkins and Nick Vaughn-
Williams (eds.) Critical Theorists and International Relations. New York: 
Routledge, 2009. 20-29. 

Judith Butler. Precarious Life. New York: Verso, 2004. 50-100.
Glenn Greenwald. “Congress Endorsing Military Detention, a New AUMF.” Salon 1 

December 2011. 
http://www.salon.com/2011/12/01/congress_endorsing_military_detention_a_new
_aumf/
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Week 9/December 11th US Foreign Policy III: Military Bases

This week we explore a scarcely known topic – the political, economic, environmental 
and cultural impact of US military bases abroad (ca. 1000).

Catherine Lutz (ed.) The Bases of Empire: The Global Struggle against US Military 
Posts. New York: New York University Press, 2009. 1-44, 131-44. 

Week 10/December 18th US Border Politics I: The Southern Border

This week examines the US relationship to its southern border with Mexico, from the 
discursive construction of the “illegal” Mexican migrant all the way to the physical 
construction of the US-Mexico wall.  

Wendy Brown. Walled States, Waning Sovereignty. New York: Zone Books, 2010. 7-28, 
35-42.

Justin Akers Chacon. “Mexico: Caught in the Web of US Empire.” In Justin Akers 
Chacon and Mike Davis (eds.). No One Is Illegal: Fighting Racism and State 
Violence on the U.S.-Mexico Border. Chicago: Haymarket Books, 2006. 115-22, 
173-95

Week 11/January 8th US Border Politics II: Biometrics and Surveillance 

In the wake of 9/11 and the War on Terror the US took the lead on global policing and 
surveillance through the relentless gathering and movement of personal data. This 
pursuit of total security, however, is at odds with the requirement for speed and mobility 
under globalization. This week we look at how the US handles this tension.     

David Lyon. “Filtering Flows, Friends, and Foes: Global Surveillance.” In Mark Salter 
(ed.) Politics at the Airport. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 29-50. 

John Torpey. “Imperial Embrace? Identification and Constraints on Mobility in a 
Hegemonic Empire.” In Elia Zureik and Mark B. Salter (eds.). Global 
Surveillance and Policing: Borders, Security, Identity. Cullompton, Devon: 
Willan Publishing, 2005. 157-72.

Week 12/January 15th US Pedagogies I: Aid and Development

Week twelve looks at US-led foreign aid and development policies, such as the 
“Washington Consensus” and the “post-Washington Consensus.” We examine not only 
the actual policies, but also the larger “universals” (the norms, truths, and pedagogies) 
they produce about what is poverty and how it should be dealt with it.   

Alfredo Saad-Fil-ho and Deborah Johnston (eds.) Neoliberalism: A Critical Reader. New 
York: Pluto, 2005. “From Washington to post-Washington Consensus: Neoliberal 
Agenda for Economic Development” and “Foreign Aid, Neoliberalism, and US 
Imperialism.” 113-26. 
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Ananya Roy: Poverty Capital: Microfinance and the Making of Development. New York: 
Routledge, 2010. 41-87.

Week 13/January 22nd US Pedagogies II: Education and Tourism

This week’s readings look at how Western culture, values and modes of conduct are 
exported to developing parts of the world through seemingly “pedagogical” tools like 
university campuses abroad, tourism and volunteering. Our aim will be to unpack the 
economic, political, and racial components of these engagements.   

Andrew Ross. “The Rise of the Global University.” Edu-Factory. 29 April 2007. 
http://www.edu-factory.org/edu15/index.php?
option=com_content&view=article&id=104:the-rise-of-the-global-
university&catid=43:firstround

Kathryn Mathers. Travel, Humanitarianism, and Becoming American in Africa. New 
York: Palgrave, 2010. 155-79.

Week 14/January 29th US Pedagogies III: Culture and Media

The idea of cultural imperialism – that a dominant culture might be able to impose its 
language, values and cultural products all over the globe, seems a bit out dated in an age 
of globalization. This week we will test this premise by looking at specific American 
cultural institutions, processes, and policies.  

Said. Culture and Imperialism. Introduction
Dodds. “Hollywood and the Geopolitics of the War on Terror”
Giroux. “Memory and the Pedagogy of Disney”

Week 15/February 5th Anti-Americanism and Beyond

This week we discuss the recent surge in anti-American sentiment. The purpose is not to 
determine whether anti-Americanism is right or wrong, an anachronistic position or a 
well-justified expression of outrage, but to explore what anti-Americanism is shorthand 
for, what political conditions does it recognize and respond to.       

Timothy Mitchell. “American Power and Anti-Americanism in the Middle East.” Andrew 
Ross and Kristin Ross (eds.). Anti-Americanism. New York: New York University 
Press, 2004. 87-101.

Imre Szeman and Eric Cazdyn. After Globalization. Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011. 9-
29.

Week 16/February 12th Discussion of Paper Proposals

The final week will be kept open for discussing the paper proposals or in the event that 
another week needs to be cancelled. 
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