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n 2002, Republican Senator John W. Warner (R-Virginia), then the Ranking Member of the Senate 
Armed Services Committee and a former Secretary of the Navy, pronounced with confidence in a hearing 
on Iraq that “Our country has never sought, in its 215-216 year history, to take a square foot of land 

permanently from any other nation.”1 To many diplomatic and military historians, this jaw-dropping 
assertion demonstrated more than ignorance of U.S. history; it was the latest in a long line of statements by 
statesmen who want to erase the fact that since initial colonization, almost every square foot of land in the 
United States has been taken permanently from other nations, usually through force. Because of this long 
tradition of fantasizing about America’s past, most Americans today still believe their nation’s global power is 
something that was earned, or accidental, but certainly not seized–a belief that has facilitated naïve attempts 
to export American systems throughout the Caribbean and Latin America and later, to Vietnam, Afghanistan, 
and for a time, Iraq.  

Brooke L. Blower’s “A Nation of Outposts: Forts, Factories, Bases, and the Making of American Power” does 
much to make such fantasies impossible to defend, if they ever were. In this powerful article of sweeping 
breadth, adapted from her prize-winning 2017 Bernath Lecture to the Society of Historians of American 
Foreign Relations (SHAFR), Blower shows that since initial colonization, Americans have always combined 
economic and military force on land and on sea to grow their power and to emplace the basic infrastructure 
that turned temporary settlements into often-permanent settlement. The result has been a steady expansion of 
American influence and infrastructure across the West, the seas, and now, the world. 

Blower’s focus is the physical infrastructure of that expansion–the trading outposts–which she defines as 
places “gated, fenced off, or otherwise physically distinguishable from their surroundings . . . clearly 

                                                       
1 United States Senate, Hearings before the Committee on Armed Services: United States Policy on Iraq, 107th 

Congress, 2nd Session, 25 September 2002 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 2003), 180: 
https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/CHRG-107shrg84837/html/CHRG-107shrg84837.htm 
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identifiable as American . . . [and] usually protected by some kind of resident or visiting security force” (441). 
In her telling, the story of America is less about who came into the United States and more about who went 
out from it, overland and over water, carrying their country with them as they went. The story starts not with 
Plymouth Rock in 1620 but with Cushnoc Rock in 1628, where early colonists traded with Indians year 
round with the helpful advice and protection of the colonial militia. By the start of the nineteenth century 
there were more than two dozen trade outposts outside the boundaries of the sixteen states, usually co-located 
with military forts that housed soldiers and traders together and pursued economic, military, and diplomatic 
goals simultaneously. “Here were the seeds of a American militarized trading diaspora, housed in a chain of 
fortified settlements,” Blower warns, a network that would use trade to “to build trust and win allies. But 
bring weapons just in case” (448).  

A century later, the U.S. had explicitly colonial spaces in the Philippines, but also quasi-colonial outposts 
elsewhere with similar functions: the foreign business enclaves in Nicaragua and Cuba, the international 
settlement in Shanghai, and navy-supported trading sites throughout the Pacific littoral zones. A century after 
that, it had hundreds of military bases dotting every continent on the earth. The purposes of outposts had of 
course changed by this point–before, trading with foreigners was the whole point; today, the Department of 
Defense’s Post Exchanges overseas sell only to Americans and their dependents–but similarities remain. 
Today’s outposts “continue to run roughshod over indigenous societies from Okinawa to Diego Garcia. They 
continue to draw an overabundance of young men prepared to strike out for parts unknown in hopes of 
upward mobility, a main reason enlistees now join the U.S. military just as others had left the States for 
opportunities before. Dense concentrations of young men on bases in turn continue to unleash familiar 
problems of unruliness in nearby camptown vice districts. And extraterritorial license lives on in Status of 
Forces Agreements, latter day versions of treaties granting what locals hope against hope will only entail 
temporary concessions” (458). 

Those who lived and worked at these outposts had some things in common. Traders and soldiers were 
overwhelmingly men and usually bachelors, which brought saloons and brothels, gambling and drinking, and 
often, clashes with locals. Indeed, Blower notes that controlling the Americans within the nineteenth-century 
cantonments was “a major, if not the leading, reason the government sought to project a legal and military 
presence beyond the nation’s borders.” (453). When wives arrived at more established outposts, the result was 
libraries, schools, and gardens, all of which functioned as architectural “tender violence”–Laura Wexler’s 
excellent term for how women have historically re-framed and concealed imperial activity by painting it with 
the soft brush of domesticity.2 And, like so many military personnel overseas today, those who went out to 
foreign lands were sometimes even more vociferously pro-Americans than those they left behind. 

There are a number of scholarly benefits to Blower’s approach and to the future work she posits. First, as 
foreign policy practitioners know well (but scholars sometimes still forget), military power has always operated 
in concert with non-military tools and efforts to segregate military affairs from other forms of foreign relations 
harms our understanding of America’s past far more than it helps. Blower’s focus on the military-facilitated 
trading outpost is a natural way to bridge the two subfields and ably demonstrates why neither one can 
explain the spread of American power without the other. Military historians should also welcome her call to 
broaden military history beyond the rare moments of actual fighting, for soldiers have often worn many hats. 

                                                       
2 Laura Wexler, Tender Violence: Domestic Visions in an Age of U.S. Imperialism (Chapel Hill: The University of 

North Carolina Press, 2001, 52-53. 
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As she notes, the military “has been a welfare institution, a route builder and safe guarder, a peacekeeper, an 
agent provocateur, and an emigrant aid bureau. It lurked in lots of places not often noticed by historians, and 
the boundaries between civilian and military infrastructure have been more blurred than usually depicted” 
(459). All of these roles deserve further study, and scholars who do so should proudly call themselves military 
historians.  

A military, economic, and foreign relations history of outposts also prompts new questions about who used 
force to defend and promote trade and under what legal authorities. In Shanghai, the primary responsibility 
for the security of the Americans in the international settlement fell to the U.S. Marines, but they were aided 
by a multinational, auxiliary, unpaid militia called the Shanghai Volunteer Corps. In Nicaragua, security for 
American businesses was shared between American Marines and the U.S.-trained Guardia National, until the 
latter became so unreliable that the Marines began protecting American facilities from the Guardia itself. 
Blower notes that “guards hoisted the stars and stripes” inside the thirteen factories at Canton in the 1830s; 
were these guards U.S. military personnel or some early form of American security contractors? If so, how 
many outposts paid civilians or paramilitaries to safeguard their investments? What might those facts do to 
the story of American military history, the history of American capitalism, or the story of American 
expansion?   

Finally, in revealing the continuities between previous and contemporary military outposts, Blower’s work 
makes it impossible to start the story of American empire during World War II, as so many Americans still do 
today (if they even acknowledge an American empire at all). As Blower notes in closing, none of this was new 
or accidental; it was intentional, effective, and continuous since the earliest days of colonization:  “World War 
II and the Cold War did not inspire a whole new culture of basing, as is often assumed, but rather renewed 
old lessons about the usefulness of outposts—as logistical stepping stones, as means to safeguarding trade 
routes, to projecting American power and keeping rivals in check.” (456)  

Our understanding of these intersections of diplomacy, economics, and military power must be further 
deepened.  As I explained in the Chronicle of Higher Education in 2016, historians of all subfields must “come 
down off the ramparts” that has walled military history off from the rest of the academy starting in the 1960s. 
We must build bridges between our research areas and recognize the many ways that military influence and 
infrastructure have affected American history and indeed, the history of the world.3  Blower’s selection as the 
Bernath prize winner (and indeed, the selection of Northwestern’s Daniel Immerwahr the previous year, 
whose work is similarly integrated and nuanced) demonstrates that SHAFR scholars are in the vanguard of 
this important work. 
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3 Aaron B. O’Connell, “Bring Back Military History,” The Chronicle of Higher Education, 24 April 2016, 4: 

https://www.chronicle.com/article/Bring-Back-Military-History/236179 
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