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Abstract
This article reviews recent research in sociocultural anthropology that
has been conducted in and about the United States. I show that an-
thropologists of the United States have been concerned to locate the
anthropological field in three ways: spatial investigations of region, com-
munity, and territory; epistemological and methodological projects of
cultural critique and defamiliarization; and reconsideration of the place
of Native North America in the anthropology of the United States.
Emergent inquiry into settler colonialism and the politics of indigeneity
has the potential to strengthen the anthropology of the United States
by accounting for the ways that being a settler society structures all
American lives.
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INTRODUCTION
This article reviews research in sociocultural
anthropology that has been conducted in and
about the United States since Moffatt’s (1992)
review. Focusing on the United States risks re-
inforcing nation-state boundaries, but I take the
nation-state and its borders less as givens than
as objects of analysis. I show that anthropolo-
gists of the United States have been concerned
to locate the anthropological field (as discipline,
ethnographic site, and theoretical domain) in
three ways. First, they have undertaken spatial
projects that include regional ethnographies,
community studies, and explorations of Ameri-
can power at and beyond U.S. borders. Second,
epistemological and methodological projects
have located Americanist anthropology in
cultural critique and defamiliarization. A third
area is emergent: ethnographic research that
locates Native North America not as distinct
from the anthropology of the United States
but rather as critical to it.

Americanist anthropology1—the anthro-
pology of the United States—uniquely affords
the opportunity to examine the discipline’s
location work. By “location-work,” Gupta
& Ferguson (1997) refer to the “idea that
anthropology’s distinctive trademark might
be found not in its commitment to ‘the local’
but in its attentiveness to epistemological and
political issues of location” (p. 39). I undertake
location work by outlining the contributions of
U.S.-based research to the discipline of anthro-
pology and to critical thinking about American
cultures.

The cultural anthropology in and of the
United States is long-standing and vast, and
omissions are unavoidable. Indeed, exception-
alist discourse about Americanist anthropol-
ogy’s novelty or marginality should be put
to rest. In this review, ethnographies are the
major sources, supplemented by theoretical

1For reasons of interest below, the “Americanist tradition”
has referred to the anthropological study of Native North
America, with emphasis on its four-field approach (Fogelson
1999).

and methodological writings about Americanist
anthropology.

AMERICAN GEOGRAPHIES
Anthropologists often organize studies by
space, but this practice does not necessarily
lead to the naturalization of cultural bound-
edness. Instead, scholars in and of the United
States have investigated the spatialization of
the nation-state and citizenship through mi-
gration, the production and ideology of lo-
calized community, the racialization of place,
the cultural politics of environment and the
public/private distinction, and the operation
of American power and cultural forms beyond
U.S. borders.

Movement and Migration
Migration studies can challenge or reinforce
static conceptions of national space. Many re-
cent studies of migration to the United States
criticize early work for either reifying the
“there” and the “here” or for presuming that
individuals migrate across spaces but retain un-
examined identities in the course of doing so
(Rouse 1995). Recent anthropology has turned
away from studying assimilation to show how
migrant subjects are produced by law and poli-
tics and, conversely, how migration constitutes
nation-state borders and citizenship.

Law and citizenship figure centrally.
Coutin’s (2000) study of Salvadoran “legalizing
moves” in the United States points to the
importance of law as regulating movement
and borders and as carving out the substance
of being American. De Genova ties migration
to spatialized nationalism and the production
of illegality; his study of “Mexican Chicago”
(2005) aims to resignify the boundaries of
nation in an iconic American city.

None of these authors reduces migration
to legal processes. Ong shows that, although
flexibility has been a privileged dimension of
citizenship and subjectivity for transnational
elites (1999), Asian immigrants are institu-
tionally and differentially rendered more black
or white within American racial hierarchies
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(2003; see also Park 1996). Fader’s (2009)
study of child socialization and language among
Hasidic women and girls analyzes a form of
illiberal (and yet sometimes multiculturalist) re-
ligiosity that challenges standard American im-
migration narratives. Pérez’s ethnography of
Puerto Rican migration to the mainland (2004),
like Manalansan’s (2003) of Filipino gay men in
New York City, shows gender and sexuality to
organize migration. Pérez documents women’s
“kin work” (di Leonardo 1992) that maintains
transnational networks.

Peoples and Places
Within U.S. borders, anthropological topics
and subjects can become pinned to locations.
When associations of people with place become
patterned, they distort demographic distribu-
tions. More importantly, they (inadvertently)
reinforce policy decisions that distribute eco-
nomic and cultural resources unequally across
American spaces. For example, as Morgen &
Maskovsky (2003) note, poverty studies are
conducted more often in urban than in rural
contexts (with the exception of Appalachia; see
also Goode & Maskovsky 2001 on poverty).
Generally, post–World War II anthropolo-
gists have deemphasized rural America (Adams
2007) and have associated it with whiteness
[but see Stack (1996) on African Americans re-
turning “home” to the rural South and Kosek
(2006) on Hispanos and the politics of nature
in northern New Mexico]. By contrast, studies
of African American, Asian American, Latino,
and ethnicized white communities are most of-
ten based in urban neighborhoods.

American Indians are strongly associated
with the reservation, even though the majority
live in urban areas. Ramirez (2007) counters
the dominant scholarly view that urban in-
digenous people are displaced by celebrating
urban “hubs” that connect indigenous peoples
and places. Biolsi (2005) and Wagoner (2002)
analyze indigenous places in spaces of overlap
with non-Indians. Simpson (2003) examines
Mohawk nationalism in border crossing be-
tween the United States and Canada. Even

reservation-based ethnographies need not take
for granted the space of the reservation. Basso’s
(1996) “ethnography of lived topographies”
(p. 111) among Western Apaches shows how
speaking about places and with place-names
creates moral imperatives, histories, and place
itself.

Community studies are an old tradition in
the anthropology of the United States, and
they cement a disciplinary affinity with quali-
tative sociology (especially urban studies; see,
e.g., Sanjek 1998) that dates at least to Lynd &
Lynd’s Middletown (1929) and Warner’s Yankee
City (1941–1959). Early studies generally over-
stated the representativeness of their samples
for an analysis of American society and cul-
ture (for a critique, see Lassiter et al. 2004).
Nonetheless, they identified themes in Ameri-
can life that have proven enduring, such as the
relationships among religion, individualism,
and community (for studies of New Age spir-
ituality, faith-based activism, and ex-gay con-
version, respectively, see Brown 1997, Elisha
2008, and Erzen 2006). Over time, clusters
form of geographically based studies (a recent
example is Silicon Valley: see English-Lueck
2002 on technology and the dilemmas of cul-
tural complexity; Ramirez 2007, Shankar 2008,
and Zlolniski 2006).

Some anthropologists undertake com-
munity studies in which they examine the
relationship between identity and place for
racially marked Americans. Working against
associations of people of color with bounded
place, they analyze the commitments that cre-
ate and maintain places such as Desi Land in
Silicon Valley (Shankar 2008) or Black Corona
in Queens, New York (Gregory 1998). Jackson
(2001) explores the idea and observational
terrain of “Harlemworld”: He analyzes how,
when, and under which conditions Harlem
residents understand race to be performative
(see also Kondo 1997), and he (2005) argues
for the analytical and descriptive value of
racial sincerity relative to racial authenticity.
Stoller (2002) globalizes Harlem in an ethnog-
raphy of West African traders who market
to African Americans. Goldschmidt (2006)
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argues that African Americans understand
difference on the basis of race, and Hasidic
Jews on the basis of religion, in their shared
neighborhood of Crown Heights, Brooklyn. A
tradition follows Stack (1974) in humanizing
the agentive residents of poor and racially
marked neighborhoods (e.g., Bourgois 1995
on drug dealing; Bourgois & Schonberg 2009
on addiction; Wojcicka Sharff 1998). Newman
(1999, 2008) explores strategies of the working
poor in Harlem and connects these to shifting
federal and local policy. Newton (1993) charts
the work of creating a gay and lesbian town.

Some community studies, more than
others, go beyond a case-study approach to
raise analytical questions of broader interest.
Gregory (1998) and Stewart (1996), for exam-
ple, interrogate space as process and possibility
while engaging the legacy of neighborhood and
region, respectively, in American scholarship
and cultural politics. For Gregory (1998),
“community describes not a static, place-based
social collective but the power-laden field of so-
cial relations whose meanings, structures, and
frontiers are continually produced, contested,
and reworked in relation to a complex range of
sociopolitical attachments and antagonisms”
(p. 11). He analyzes how, for example, a neigh-
borhood clean-up “reworked the racialized
economy of space” (p. 127). Hartigan (1999)
shows how the racial identities of—and racial
ascriptions by—whites in Detroit are situated
by class and spatial positions (on whiteness
see Brodkin Sacks 1998, Frankenberg 1993).
Dávila’s (2004) study of the “cultural politics of
urban space” (p. 2) in gentrifying East Harlem
points to a contradiction whereby Puerto Rican
culture is commodified as the basis for neigh-
borhood revitalization even while race and
ethnicity are delegitimized as bases for political
claims to representation and equality. Doukas
(2003) locates community in and against the
history of U.S. corporate expansion.

Community is a cultural category in the
United States. Ortner (1997) moves away from
community studies to investigate the “post-
community,” arguing that “the fate of ‘com-
munities’ is precisely one of the issues at stake

in contemporary American society” (p. 62).
Greenhouse et al. (1994) examine the myth of
community and the role of law as an available
discourse for Americans to talk about commu-
nity. Ortner’s (2003) ethnography of class and
culture among her New Jersey high-school
classmates investigates the production and dis-
persion of community in modern America. As
these and other scholars show, anthropological
research can retain the benefits of community
studies while querying the shifting historical
and spatial contours of community in the
United States.

The Cultural Politics
of American Places
Anthropology has the power to name spatial
and cultural units where they might otherwise
remain invisible or disconnected. Doing so is
political. For example, in a social history of debt,
Williams (2004) insists on seeing the connec-
tions within a single economy between credi-
tors and debtors and between credit card hold-
ers who carry no balance and those whose steep
interest rate payments make easy credit pos-
sible for the former. Others orient readers to
social movements as units: Morgen (2002), for
example, argues that the national story of the
women’s health movement must be told via
local groups (see also Durrenberger & Erem
2005 on the labor movement). Valentine (2007)
tracks the emergence of transgender as a social
category.

Americanist anthropologists increasingly
take environment as an object of social anal-
ysis. Checker (2005) tracks the relationship
between civil rights and environmentalism
in environmental justice claims by African
American residents of a polluted neighbor-
hood in Georgia (see also Brodkin 2009).
Sayre (2002) combines political ecology with
ethnography to show how environmentalists
in southern Arizona misplaced blame for the
decline of masked bobwhite populations on
cattle ranching rather than on cattle and real
estate speculation (see also Sheridan 2007).
Kosek’s (2006) study of race, class, nation,

278 Cattelino

A
nn

u.
 R

ev
. A

nt
hr

op
ol

. 2
01

0.
39

:2
75

-2
92

. D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 w
w

w
.a

nn
ua

lre
vi

ew
s.o

rg
 A

cc
es

s p
ro

vi
de

d 
by

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f C
al

ifo
rn

ia
 - 

Ir
vi

ne
 o

n 
04

/2
7/

18
. F

or
 p

er
so

na
l u

se
 o

nl
y.

 



AN39CH17-Cattelino ARI 12 August 2010 21:29

and the political life of forests in New Mexico
suggests that, at least in some regions, “nature
has been the primary target through which
bodies and populations—both human and
nonhuman—have been governed, and it has
been the primary site through which insti-
tutions of governance have been formed and
operated” (p. 25). These ethnographies reveal
the politics of nature’s production in America.

Anthropologists often couple analysis of the
domestic sphere with a critique of the pub-
lic/private distinction, including with regard
to labor (Lamphere et al. 1993) and home-
lessness (Dehavenon 1996). Others analyze the
race, class, and gender dimensions of home
and its defense, from neighborhood governance
(Ruben & Maskovsky 2008) to domestic vi-
olence control (Merry 2001) to the growth
of gated communities (Low 2003; see also
Chesluk 2007 on the redevelopment of New
York’s Times Square). Rapp & Ginsburg (2001)
chart forms of citizenship and kinship pro-
duced around the public circulation of repre-
sentations of disability (on disability see Frank
2000, Landsman 2008; on kinship formations,
see Franklin & McKinnon 2001, Gailey 2010,
Lewin 1993). Stewart (2007) captures aspects
of ordinary life in America that often go over-
looked, including attachments and ways of af-
fecting and being “affected” (p. 2) that create
“little worlds” (p. 109) of shifting coherence and
composition.

The United States beyond
Nation-State Borders
An exciting possibility for location work extends
Americanist research beyond U.S. borders. I do
not refer to globalization generally but rather
to analyses that stretch the ethnographic inves-
tigation of the United States to American for-
mations elsewhere. Maskovsky (2009) argued
that “we must first and foremost take seriously
the postcolonial critique of area studies’ com-
plicity with imperialism and place U.S. empire
at the center of analysis” (p. 6). This charge
is important. In addition to empire, however,
there is room to analyze other modes by which

American cultural forms move beyond nation-
state boundaries with, for example, military ac-
tion, rule of law, U.S.-based nongovernmen-
tal organizations, American expatriots, and U.S.
corporations abroad.

An obvious starting point is the military. In-
cluding Gill’s (2004) study of the School of
the Americas as an instrument of U.S. impe-
rialism in the spread of an “American way of
life” (p. 8) and Lutz’s (2001) ethnography of the
“homefront” at Fort Bragg, this work reconsid-
ers the relationship between home and abroad,
state and community, culture and power.
Gusterson’s (1996) study of the Lawrence
Livermore Laboratory articulates national with
international culture and politics, as nuclear sci-
ence exerts “downward pressures” on American
culture and as family relations, religion, class,
and gender exert “upward pressures” on nuclear
practice and policy (p. 223). Masco (2006) ar-
gues that Manhattan Project nuclear scientists
created not only new technology and changing
global-local configurations but also new forms
of national consciousness. Price’s histories of
anthropology in World War II (2008) and the
Cold War (2004) show how military engage-
ment produced the area studies institutions that
shape the discipline. Americanist scholars are
beginning to investigate overseas military bases
(Lutz 2009). Vine (2009) tells the story of resi-
dents displaced by the legally murky establish-
ment of a U.S. and British military installation
on Diego Garcia. Silliman (2008) connects U.S.
frontier ideology to overseas warfare through
metaphors of American Indians that are de-
ployed by the U.S. military in the Middle East.

Similar work on U.S.-based multinational
corporations and business practice focuses
less on generalized processes of globalization
than on the circulation of particular American
cultural forms (see, e.g., Zaloom 2006 on
commodities traders in Chicago and London).
In line with Susser (1996) and Collins (2003),
industrial workers for American-owned com-
panies domiciled outside U.S. borders can be
understood as an expansion of the domestic
labor force and as potentially altering the
cultural logics of work and poverty in America.
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Chapters in Maskovsky & Susser (2009) exam-
ine the “internal costs of empire.” Similarly,
Morgen & Maskovsky (2003) urge anthropol-
ogists to position U.S. welfare reform policy
in relation to global economic processes. Such
projects facilitate new analyses of American
space, power, and cultural production.

EPISTEMOLOGICAL LOCATIONS
Americanist anthropology can destabilize or re-
inforce the discipline’s epistemological founda-
tions: There is no intrinsic effect of Americanist
research on knowledge production. Nonethe-
less, there are identifiable tendencies. These in-
clude cultural critique, concern with the cir-
culation and positioning of anthropological
knowledge, and a rethinking of the relation-
ship between theory and data. Before turning
to these themes, it is helpful to identify rele-
vant disciplinary traditions.

Disciplinary Traditions
Anthropological research in the United States
is widespread and longstanding. Moffatt (1992)
explained the growth of Americanist research
beginning in the 1980s as the effect of postcolo-
nial critiques of anthropology, interdisciplinar-
ity, and declining funding for international re-
search (p. 205). Additionally, my review of the
literature suggests that increasing numbers of
women in the discipline contributed to the
growth of U.S.-based research, especially sec-
ond book projects. Yet U.S.-based research is
hardly new. Oft-forgotten anthropological re-
search in the United States—by Boasians or ur-
ban anthropologists working with the Chicago
School of Sociology, at field schools in Indian
Country, and in other traditions—was espe-
cially prominent prior to World War II. I do not
intend to review this history except to cite two
imperatives put forth by di Leonardo (1998).
She insists on contextualizing anthropology’s
intellectual history with reference to American
political and economic history, and she calls
for Americanist anthropologists to undertake
interdisciplinary training akin to that of col-
leagues who work elsewhere.

Anthropological research may or may not
theorize America as such. De Genova (2007)
follows Marcus (1999) in arguing that anthro-
pology in the United States has not added up
to an anthropology of the United States. De
Genova pins this absence on American excep-
tionalism, anthropologists’ failure to think of
the United States as just another nation-state,
and the ongoing existence of blinders to Amer-
ican empire. One might add another view: that
scholars have been reluctant to generalize about
the United States, perhaps because they are at-
tuned to the dual pitfalls of transferring the
anthropological gaze from foreign to “domes-
tic exotics” (di Leonardo 1998) and of allow-
ing white “heartland” communities to stand
for America (on identity in America, see Baker
2004). De Genova’s solution is to emphasize
political economy, but anthropologists of the
United States can also take another turn: from
reified culture to the study of cultural activism
(Ginsburg 2002; see also Checker & Fishman
2004 and Harding 1999) and cultural produc-
tion. By refusing to oppose structural analy-
sis to cultural critique, an analysis of cultural
production can approach questions about cap-
italism and inequality in domains such as high
fashion (Kondo 1997), film making (Ginsburg
2002), rock and roll (Mahon 2004) and coun-
try music (Fox 2004), museums (Clifford 1997,
Erikson & Wachendorf 2002, Handler & Gable
1997), and magazines (Lutz & Collins 1993).
Stewart (1996) presents an arresting account of
cultural production and poetics that unsettles
realist narratives of Appalachia and America.

Cultural Critique
Along with exploring the production of culture,
anthropologists have engaged in cultural cri-
tique that defamiliarizes the taken-for-granted
in contemporary American life. Marcus &
Fischer (1986) contended that anthropologists
generally venture afar with “marginal or hid-
den agendas of critique of their own culture,
namely, the bourgeois, middle-class life of mass
liberal societies, which industrial capitalism has
produced” (p. 111). Written into their analysis
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was a (descriptive, but also normalizing) vision
of which—and whose—America stood in rela-
tion to other places and peoples. Despite that
limit, they rightly called for more rigorous cul-
tural analysis of American culture, noting that
cross-cultural juxtaposition relies on careful
study in both places, and they identified a long
tradition of epistemological critique. Marcus
& Fischer identified the most promising agents
of cultural critique as anthropologists whose
previous research was located elsewhere, not
in the United States (p. 113). Ginsburg (2006),
however, argues that there is a recent trend in
American-educated anthropologists who train
to work in the United States.

What can anthropologists first trained
to conduct research in the United States
contribute to epistemological critique and
cross-cultural juxtaposition? First, such a
project—what one might call first-instance
Americanist anthropology—has the potential
to produce rigorous analysis of American cul-
tures, political economy, and history that often
is presumed rather than developed in cultural
critique. If interdisciplinary and ethnograph-
ically grounded, first-instance Americanist
anthropology should challenge the class and
race presumptions prevalent in cultural cri-
tique. To put it another way, we must question
what constitutes the familiar that is supposedly
defamiliarized through cultural critique. Sec-
ond, first-instance Americanists should bring to
interdisciplinary American Studies a compara-
tive engagement with the ethnographic record,
not forgoing but rather relying on—and
contributing to—the discipline’s distinctive
modes of empirical research and theorization.

An important example of cultural critique
has been the study of gender. Inspired by
the women’s movement, feminist anthropol-
ogists in the 1970s and 1980s spread across
the globe to establish an ethnographic record
of global gender variation and differently gen-
dered power relations. The resulting record was
of great importance to feminist theory and prac-
tice. Meanwhile, anthropologists of the United
States examined a range of topics that included
gender negotiation (Ginsburg & Tsing 1990)

and the transformative potential of theorizing
reproduction (Ginsburg & Rapp 1994; see also
Ragoné 1994, Rapp 1999). The politics of gen-
der and reproduction in the United States influ-
enced research elsewhere, which in turn shaped
their investigation in the United States.

In one mode of cultural critique, an-
thropologists have located America in the
identification of forms of knowledge or nat-
uralized domains of social life—e.g., market
economy and neoliberal economic theory—
that are associated with the United States.
For example, in ethnographies of investment
bankers and commodities traders, respectively,
Ho (2009) and Zaloom (2006) show that the
association of the market with (raced, classed,
and gendered) America reinforces U.S. global
power and restructures American corporations,
ideologies of success, and inequalities (see also
Martin 1994 on flexible bodies). In the United
States, markets are models for social relations
and exchange practices, from garage sales
(Herrmann 1997) to alternative forms of
currency (Maurer 2005). “American consumer
culture,” as Chin (2001) argues in her examina-
tion of African American youth consumption,
is not only an arena for working out social
inequality but also a measure of social value
(see also Jain 2006 on injury and product safety
law). Dávila (2001) shows how marketing to
Latinos is implicated in hierarchies of race, cul-
ture, and nation. In her analysis of the cultural
politics of manic depression, Martin (2007)
demonstrates mania’s historical affinity with a
U.S. neoliberal economic order that privileges
flexibility, creativity, and productivity.

Circulation and Position
Americanist research raises questions of
broader significance about the force and
movement of anthropological ideas (Brettell
1993). di Leonardo 1998 (see also Baker 1998)
offers a trenchant critique of how anthro-
pological knowledge circulates in ways that
create power inequalities. She cautions against
the “anthropological gambit” (1998, p. 57),
by which scholars deploy irony, humor, or
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sentimentality to imply that “we” really are like
“them” (where who counts as “we” reinscribes
privilege).

Debates over conducting anthropological
research at home went on for decades and seem
to have run out of steam with recognition of the
field’s epistemic and demographic multiplicity.
Rather than arguing about subject positions and
objectivity, anthropologists are now more likely
to discuss specific at-home fieldwork dilemmas.
These include pressure to convert or adhere
to Christianity (Harding 1999) or Hasidic
Judaism (Fader 2009), the politics of desire and
subjective instability in interracial fieldwork
(Chin 2006), the space of cultural biography
alongside autobiography (Frank 2000), or the
imperative for public action to accompany
theorization of concepts such as racism and an-
tiracism (Mullings 2005). Maurer (2005) takes
the epistemological correspondence between
anthropological description and everyday the-
ories of money as an opportunity to explore the
ethics and politics of anthropological method.
Going beyond commonplace reflexivity,
Jackson (2005) adopts a superhero avatar (“An-
throman”) to engage creatively the positional
and performative dimensions of fieldwork while
theorizing class and racial performativity.

Theory as Cultural Resource
and Practice
Americanist research encounters recursive risks
and evidentiary potential when deploying so-
cial theory that is produced in American and
European academies. Moffatt (1992) noted that
“folk forms” of scholarly concepts circulate in
American culture and that those concepts are
themselves drawn from “the common culture”
(p. 222). I raise a different but related question:
What if anthropologists attend to theory as part
of the cultural repertoire available for social sci-
entific analysis? Is social theory also data for
anthropologists of the United States?

Anthropologists have grappled with the
status of non-Western theory and with the
challenge of deploying culturally inflected
Euro-American social theory to analyze other

peoples’ lives. Americanist anthropology,
by contrast, risks deploying theory that is
produced within American cultural arenas
without attending to the potential for autore-
inforcement when concepts are used to explain
proximate social lives and imaginaries. What if
Americanists considered social theory to be a
form of cultural production? Harrison (2008),
among others, reminds us that the terrain of
theory in the United States is already structured
by race and class. Many have examined the
cultures of science, technology, and medicine
in the United States (e.g., Dumit 2004;
Kelty 2008; Martin 1994, 2007; Rapp 1999;
Saunders 2009), and a number of researchers
(e.g., Helmreich 1998, Masco 2006) have
demonstrated the cultural embeddedness and
impact of scientific investigation. In addition
to undertaking a located cultural analysis of
social theory, Americanist anthropologists can
build theory at its creative ethnographic edge.

Anthropologies of the United States do not
categorically shake the epistemological founda-
tions of a discipline whose dominant modalities
have been familiarization and defamiliarization.
The contingency of Americanist anthropolo-
gies’ effects suggests that it is time to set aside
the question of what changes with an anthro-
pology of the United States (as if change were
inevitable) and instead to ask what anthropolo-
gies of the United States can change, and how.

CONDITIONS OF INDIGENEITY
AND SETTLER COLONIALISM
Of all location work undertaken by Ameri-
canist anthropologists, perhaps none has been
so vexed as the relationship to Indian coun-
try. Emergent inquiry into settler colonialism
and the politics of indigeneity has the potential
to strengthen the anthropology of the United
States by accounting for the ways that being
a settler society structures all American lives.
Such an approach can enhance the anthropol-
ogy of Native North America by identifying the
ongoing conditions and limits of settler colo-
nialism while also attending to forms of indige-
nous political and cultural distinctiveness.
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By “conditions of indigeneity,” I mean both
the everyday conditions of indigenous peoples’
lives and also the structures that condition in-
digeneity in the contemporary world. Anthro-
pologists, in general, wisely resist debates about
who is really indigeneous in favor of analyz-
ing claims and practices of indigeneity under
changing historical conditions. In recent years,
scholarly attention in the Anglophone settler
states (especially Australia, New Zealand, and
Canada) has turned to settler colonialism as a
distinct configuration of citizenship, territory,
economy, and cultural politics.

Near, and Yet So Far
The anthropology of the United States and the
anthropology of Native North America have
been maintained largely as separate anthropo-
logical traditions. For example, Moffat defined
the scope of his review as follows: “American
in this article means ‘of the continental United
States [excluding native American peoples]’”
(Moffatt 1992, p. 205n1, brackets in original).
Native America’s marginal status in the anthro-
pology of the United States (combined with its
ongoing legitimacy as a distinct site of anthro-
pological study) reflected and reinforced the
positioning of indigenous peoples as outside the
time and space of modern American life. Per-
haps for related reasons, Deloria’s trenchant
critique of “anthros” (1988 [1969]), in com-
bination with efforts by Native communities
to gain control over their representation and
knowledge production, led to some research re-
strictions and generated scholarly reflections on
the ethics, politics, and subjective positioning
of anthropological research in Indian country
(e.g., Biolsi & Zimmerman 1997, Field 2008,
Medicine 2001, Simpson 2007, Starn 2004,
Whiteley 1998).

My goal is neither to revisit these questions
of history and method nor to review generally
the recent research on indigenous peoples in the
United States (for the latter, see Strong 2005;
see also Kan & Strong 2006). Nor am I sim-
ply criticizing anthropologists of the United
States for failing to include Indian country.

Instead, I consider the location work that is ac-
complished by analyzing the United States and
Native North America in terms of settler colo-
nialism and the politics of indigeneity. To an-
alyze the United States as a settler society is
not to displace other conceptualizations (e.g.,
as a former slave state or an ongoing site of mi-
gration) but rather to capture the complexity
of American political, economic, and cultural
formations.

Before turning to this conceptual terrain,
it is vital to recognize that a number of an-
thropologists have treated indigenous commu-
nities neither as outside of the time and space
of the United States nor as laboratories for
the study of acculturation. For example, Blu’s
(2001 [1980]) study of Lumbee identity and
racial formation during the Civil Rights era
took Lumbee political activity to be the out-
come of combined internal and outsider ideas
of who Lumbees are. Sider (2003, updating an
earlier study published in 1993) showed Lum-
bee identity to be inextricably bound up with
inequalities produced by the state and capital. A
number of anthropologists have examined how
American Indian blood reckoning both par-
ticipates in American racial logics and also is
contoured by the specificity of Indian claims
to tribal sovereignty and nationhood (Strong
& Van Winkle 1996, Sturm 2002; see also
Kauanui 2008 for a historical account of Hawai-
ian blood and sovereignty).

Others have centered Native America in the
racial and geopolitical organization of U.S. so-
ciety and anthropological inquiry. Baker (2010)
argues that concepts of culture first developed
by anthropologists of Native North America
formed the template for anthropological the-
ories of race deployed in subsequent debates
over “the Negro problem.” De Genova (2006)
contends that Native American racialization is
the “ideological template” (p. 10) for Latino
and Asian racialization. Although powerful, his
model relies on an overly restrictive account
of indigenous peoples as foreign. Borneman
(1995), likewise, centers Native Americans in
his history of anthropology as “foreign pol-
icy” arguing that the discipline has always been
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concerned with the foreign and paradigmati-
cally with the Indian (who subsequently be-
came domesticated, after which anthropology
moved overseas). Nonetheless, as Native Amer-
ican Studies scholars have shown (e.g., Deloria
1998), American Indians have long been part
of settler American domestic imaginaries (and
especially of American exceptionalism): Indige-
nous peoples can form or threaten the bound-
aries of citizenship and sovereignty in settler
states (see also Biolsi 2005, Simpson 2003). If,
as Borneman (1995) argues, “anthropology’s
unique location from which it makes continued
contributions to knowledge” is “[f ]ieldwork
among the foreign” (p. 669), where does this
leave Americanist anthropology? Shifting the
anthropological focus to settler colonialism
brings into view new ethnographic and analyti-
cal questions about politics, sovereignty, econ-
omy, and representation in the United States.

Politics
Relatively little research focused on the poli-
tics of indigeneity until after the Red Power
movement and the indigenous critique of an-
thropology forced a reorganization of the an-
thropology of Indian country (but see Blu 2001
[1980]). Some anthropologists have addressed
federal Indian law and policy on Indian reser-
vations (e.g., Biolsi 1992, 2001; Miller 2001;
Richland 2008). Nesper’s (2002) ethnography
of the “walleye wars” over Ojibwe treaty rights
provides an account not only of political conflict
with whites but also of political organizing and
internal diversity within Ojibwe communities.
Fowler (2002) explores Cheyenne-Arapaho po-
litical consciousness and practice in the context
of federal self-determination policy (whereby
federally recognized tribal governments ad-
ministered tribal social services). Blu (2001),
Cramer (2005), and Miller (2003) have explored
the racial, legal, and regional politics of recog-
nition whereby some but not other indige-
nous groups can gain federal acknowledgment
as (semi)sovereigns. Merry’s (2000) historical
ethnography of law, culture, and colonization in
Hawai’i explores the “civilizing process” (p. 8)

whereby Euro-American law became a marker
of sovereignty to which Hawaiians appealed as
evidence of nationhood. Some of these works
point the way toward an analysis of the everyday
practices and structures of feeling (see O’Nell
1996 on depression) entailed by the politics of
indigeneity. Research on politics among indige-
nous peoples can contribute to ethnographic
and theoretical understandings of citizenship,
recognition, and law in settler states.

Sovereignty
American Indian nations retain (limited)
sovereignty within the U.S. federalist system
and also stake claims to inherent sovereignty
outside their relationships to the United States.
Increasing attention among anthropologists to
indigenous sovereignty dovetails with recent
trends in Native American Studies, indigenous
political movements, and anthropology outside
of Indian country. Relative to others, anthro-
pologists are likely to study sovereignty’s lo-
cal manifestations and limits (Fowler 2002) and
attend to the lived dimensions of sovereignty
beyond formal political claims. Anthropolog-
ical investigations of indigenous sovereignty
also have the (unrealized) potential to inform
theories of sovereignty beyond the indigenous
context. Meanwhile, anthropologists working
in nonindigenous contexts have increasingly
taken sovereignty to be an object of inquiry (see
Hansen & Stepputat 2006). Their work aids
in theorizing settler-state sovereignties. Indige-
nous sovereignty, however, is differently con-
figured and, therefore, is essential to any larger
project of theorizing sovereignty.

Sovereignty takes a particularly territori-
alized (and temporalized; see Bruyneel 2007)
form for indigenous people in settler states.
Nonetheless, Biolsi (2005) observes that Amer-
ican Indian sovereignty is rarely territorially
exclusive but rather is shared, to varying de-
grees, with other sovereigns. Cattelino (2008;
see also Spilde 1998) examines Florida Semi-
nole sovereignty in the casino era as constituted
through practices of autonomy but also in rela-
tions of interdependency with other sovereigns
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(including other indigenous peoples; see
Jackson 2003 on interindigenous relations). In-
digenous forms of sovereignty, when not taken
solely to be failed sovereignties, point to the
limits of dominant theories of sovereignty as
autonomy. Attention to these limits, in turn,
has implications for anthropological investiga-
tion of U.S. sovereignty.

As Strong & Van Winkle (1993) write,
Native American nations “challenge and con-
strain the boundaries and sovereignty of the
United States” (p. 9). Simpson (2003) examines
Mohawk narratives of, and embodied practices
at, the U.S.-Canadian border to show how
indigenous nationalism unsettles settler-state
sovereignty. At a historical moment when
indigenous claims and practices are increas-
ingly articulated in the terms of sovereignty,
anthropologists working in Indian country can
investigate aspects of sovereignty that are of
critical concern to indigenous lives and social
theory alike.

Economy
Anthropological study of indigenous economic
action has the potential to upend the settler
colonial conflation of indigenous peoples
with poverty. Anthropologists have examined
American Indian marginalization in wage labor
(Littlefield & Knack 1996), capital accumu-
lation (Faiman-Silva 1997, Pickering 2000),
economic development (Dombrowski 2001),
job training in boarding schools (Lomawaima
1994), and welfare state redistribution (Berman
2003). Tribal government operation of casinos
has forced reconsideration in public culture and
policy alike of American Indians’ place within
American economic and political landscapes
(Cattelino 2008; Darian-Smith 2002, 2003;
Spilde 1998). The task is not simply to offer
an empirical corrective (showing that Indians
can be rich or capitalists) or a celebration of
counter-stereotypes that overlooks exploitative
economic relations within Indian country.
Instead, rethinking indigenous economy poses
a political and theoretical challenge to the
cultural logics whereby indigenous people

are perceived to occupy a space of economic
difference, pastness, and lack of regulation or
lawlessness (Darian-Smith 2002, Erikson 1999,
Simpson 2008). Anthropological inquiry may
unsettle the “double bind of American Indian
need-based sovereignty” (Cattelino 2010),
whereby indigenous wealth is taken to be a sign
of cultural loss and assimilation to an “Amer-
ican” way of life and thereby to undermine the
difference on which tribal sovereignty is based.

Representation
One condition of settler colonialism is that
indigenous lives and differences are contested
on the terrain of representation (Bodinger de
Uriarte 2007, Castile 1996, Ginsburg 2002,
Krech 1999, Mithlo 2009, Mullin 2001, Prins
2002, Strong 2004). Struggles over “who owns
Native culture,” as Brown (2003) puts it, often
involve legal disputes over cultural and intellec-
tual property (see also Coombe 1998). Brown
rightly identifies cultural activism as key to in-
digenous claims. That said, his appeal to an
open domain of ideas and images downplays
the harm of transparency and translation to
some indigenous forms of knowledge produc-
tion (see, e.g., Whiteley 1998 on Hopi cultural
representation as instrumental value) and the
selective deployment of openness within set-
tler societies. The production and contestation
of tradition is explored by Jackson (2003) in
Yuchi ceremonial performance and Richland
(2008) in language use in Hopi courts (see
also Samuels 2004 and Fienup-Riordan 2000).
While noting that cultural claims sometimes
deploy essentialisms (Mithlo 2009) and that in-
digenous difference is often figured narrowly
as cultural (Mullin 2001), anthropologists can
complement the well-established literature on
white images of Indians with attention to in-
digenous cultural activism.

Toward an Anthropology
of Settler Colonialism
Scholars in indigenous studies are increasingly
writing and thinking in terms of settler colo-
nialism. Wolfe (1999, p. 2) describes settler
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colonialism as “a structure not an event,” and
he differentiates settler colonialism’s target of
land dispossession from the expropriation of
labor in dependent colonies. He, like Fogelson
(1999), connects past-oriented anthropological
research in Native America to American
nationalism. Settler colonialism creates a set
of structures, practices, ideological formations,
and dilemmas that are open to social scientific
analysis. These, I suggest, include but by no
means are limited to the dilemmas that indige-
nous peoples’ everyday practices of citizenship
pose to settler states, distinctive epistemologies
and disciplinary formations, settler quandaries
of how to claim national histories and ter-
ritories when these are laced with traces of
invasion, and pressure on the crafting of shared
futures.

The anthropology of Native North Amer-
ica cannot be subsumed by the study of the
United States. On the other hand, it cannot
stand entirely outside of the time and space
of the United States. Critical ethnographic en-
gagement with the conditions of indigeneity
may illuminate aspects of life in this settler so-
ciety that too often go unexplored not only in
scholarship but also in public culture. If anthro-
pology was built partly on the study of American
Indians, then it is time to critically reclaim the
discipline’s foundations as built in, on, and with
Indian country. Along with ongoing investiga-
tion of the space of America and the epistemo-
logical position of Americanist anthropology, it
is this type of location work that will maintain
the vitality of the anthropology of the United
States.
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