
S A V I N G  T H E  S E C U R I T Y  S T A T E

E X C E P T I O N A L  C I T I Z E N S  I N  T W E N T Y - F I R S T - C E N T U R Y  A M E R I C A

I n d e r p a l  G r e w a l



SAVING THE

SECURITY STATE



N e x t  Wav e   New Directions in Women’s Studies
A series edited by Inderpal Grewal, Caren Kaplan, and Robyn Wiegman



SAVING THE

SECURITY STATE
Exceptional Citizens in Twenty-First-Century America

inderpal grewal

duke university press
Durham and London  2017



© 2017 Duke University Press
All rights reserved
Printed in the United States of America on acid-free paper ∞
Text designed by Courtney Leigh Baker
Cover designed by Matthew Tauch
Typeset in Arno Pro and Helvetica Neue by Westchester 
Publishing Services

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Names: Grewal, Inderpal, author.
Title: Saving the security state : exceptional citizens in  
  twenty-first-century America / Inderpal Grewal.
Description: Durham : Duke University Press, 2017. |  
  Series: Next wave | Includes bibliographical references  
  and index.
Identifiers: lccn 2017019893 (print)
lccn 2017022469 (ebook)
isbn 9780822372554 (ebook)
isbn 9780822368908 (hardcover : alk. paper)
isbn 9780822368984 (pbk. : alk. paper)
Subjects: lcsh: United States—Social conditions— 
  21st century. | Neoliberalism—Social aspects—United  
  States. | National security—Social aspects—United States.  
  | Citizenship—United States. | Feminism—United States.
Classification: lcc hn59.2 (ebook) | lcc hn59.2 g743 2017  
  (print) | ddc 306.09730905—dc23
lc record available at https://lccn​.loc​.gov​/2017019893

cover art: Michele Pred, American Red Cross, 2005. 
Airport confiscated knives. Image courtesy of the artist.



No project achieves “hegemony” as a completed project. It is a process, not 

a state of being. No victories are permanent or final. Hegemony has con-

stantly to be “worked on,” maintained, renewed, and revised. Excluded so-

cial forces, whose consent has not been won, whose interests have not been 

taken into account, form the basis of counter-movements, resistance, alter-

native strategies and visions . . . ​and the struggle over a hegemonic system 

starts anew. They constitute what Raymond Williams called “the emergent”—

and are the reason why history is never closed but maintains an open horizon 

towards the future. —STUART HALL, “The Neoliberal Revolution”
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How might we theorize a state that sponsors and displays both of these 
signs?1 One asks individuals to be responsible for surveillance and to work 
for the security of state and empire. The other asks them to surveil fellow 
travelers to rescue victims of “trafficking.”2 This book argues that these two 
seemingly divergent modes of participation reveal the intertwining and co-
construction of citizen-subjects of welfare and militarization in the context 
of American imperial power within a neoliberal era. These two modes of 
power—surveillance and saving—in this new century construct citizens 
as securitized subjects within the United States, producing “exceptional cit-
izens” who work to save the “exceptional nation.” What I call the “advanced” 
phase of neoliberalism has made visible insecurities concerning the waning 
power of the US global empire that results in protests, some progressive and 
some revanchist, by these exceptional citizens.

INTRODUCTION. Exceptional Citizens?

Saving and Surveilling in Advanced Neoliberal Times

If you see something, say something.
—Sign created and sponsored by the

Department of Homeland Security after 9/11

You see a girl who could do anything.
He sees a girl he can force to do anything.

stopsextraffickingintl​.com
—Sign at Tennessee rest stop, starting 2014
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The United States, under both neoliberal and imperial policies, can be un-
derstood through the “state effect” of appearing as a security state, operating 
through securitization as a mode of power over its populations. Its liberalism 
has long been contested because of its history of what Patrick Wolfe called 
settler colonialism and the continuing legacy of racism.3 It cannot be seen as 
a welfare or a liberal state because its remit has turned to maintaining state 
security in the context of ongoing wars.4 By using terms such as “securitiza-
tion” and “security state,” I show how constructs of security have come to 
dominate everyday life in the US imperial state.5 Relations are changing be-
tween the state and its citizens: between individuals, communities, and fami-
lies; and between the state, corporations, and individuals.6 A state of security 
as permanent emergency and endless war has become the hegemonic logic 
of governance of this neoliberal security state. Security has become the ra-
tionale for militarized cultures of surveillance and protection that lead to in-
securities, threats and fears, which work at material, affective and embodied 
levels. Security is also a cause and effect not just of the relations of the United 
States with the world, but also of neoliberal policies that have contributed to 
the inequalities that create insecurity throughout the world, including in the 
United States itself.7 In response to these insecurities of the new century, pri-
vate individuals who see themselves as normative citizens become empow-
ered to take responsibility for maintaining the imperial security state.8 These 
individuals, produced as responsible and self-improving and thus products 
of neoliberal self-empowerment regimes, hope to repair the effects of impe-
rial and neoliberal policies and thereby save the security state. Yet however 
much they try, their attempts often end in failure, thus producing more in-
security. This shuttle between security and insecurity marks the exceptional 
citizens of the US security state.

Neoliberal policies were implemented during the 1970s in the so-called 
developing world—that is, the regions formerly colonized by Europe—​
by the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank, which demanded 
that countries in debt from the rise in the price of oil in the 1970s repay 
their debts by slashing their welfare budgets. Many countries had to comply, 
and it was often the case that the cuts came from reducing welfare to the 
poorest of inhabitants. Called “The Washington Consensus,” these policies 
were later jointly championed by UK Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher and 
US President Ronald Reagan in the 1980s, and led to similar reductions to 
welfare in both countries. These policies included greater belief in the work 
of the market to address all social issues, the reduction of welfare, the priva-
tization of public goods, and the language of efficiency and productivity in 
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everyday life. David Harvey describes neoliberalism as the acceptance of the 
idea that “human well-being can be advanced by liberating individual entre-
preneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework character-
ized by strong private property rights, free markets and free trade.”9 While 
Harvey’s emphasis lies on the market logics that are important for neoliberal 
policies, Nikolas Rose calls the production of an entrepreneurial self an 
important feature of “advanced liberalism.”10 Following Michel Foucault’s 
theorization of the crisis of the liberal state and economism at the end of 
the twentieth century, Rose argues that the self-making, self-marketing, and 
self-improving subject is characteristic of this new phase in Western liberal 
democracies that are unable (or unwilling) to provide welfare to all. While 
considering the impact of economic policies across the globe as described 
by Harvey, I rely on Rose’s analysis to suggest that neoliberalism also altered 
subjectivities; the exceptional American citizen trying to save the security 
state is the product of the self-empowerment regime that is central to neolib-
eralism in the United States.

While David Harvey, Michael Hardt, and Antonio Negri argue that neo-
liberalism is a global phenomenon, others note that it manifests in specific 
localized/national or transnational projects.11 For instance, John and Jean 
Comaroff suggest the specificity of what they call “millennial capitalism” in 
South Africa is one example of neoliberalism being globally connected, but 
also having particular regional specificities.12 Following this focus on speci-
ficities, I argue in this book that the specificity of American neoliberalism 
is connected to its military projects, the emergence of its Christian and hu-
manitarian citizenship, and the rearticulation of its exceptionalism.

While theories of neoliberalism have suggested the ideologies that con-
struct neoliberal policies were fashioned by international organizations and 
economists in the United States, each region and state has come to have 
its  own history of neoliberalism, with particular impacts and differences. 
After many decades, we see an “advanced stage” that is also specific to each 
location, a stage that becomes the result of how neoliberalism manifested 
itself in its particularities. This “advanced” stage captures how decades of 
neoliberal policies have altered the social and created problems that we 
see across the world. In the United States, neoliberalism’s “advanced” stage 
appears in a context that is not just economic, but incorporates both capi-
talism’s and liberalism’s late modern forms. Thus it includes wars without 
end, environmental and social insecurities, proliferating racial and gendered 
differences generated by the conjoining of militarism and capitalism. It is 
also manifest in the naturalization of the neoliberal individual as exceptional 
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citizen, one who is shaped not simply by capitalism but also by a variety 
of social and political formations and affiliations that construct individu-
als, communities, nationalisms. The shift to an “advanced” form becomes 
visible in the emergence of contradictions and protests to neoliberalism, 
as well as the management of these by neoliberal subjects, militarized 
power, and authority. Protests find openings and possibilities in the con-
tradictions between transnational capital and the imperial state; between 
neoliberal polices and imperial state powers; and between neoliberal 
and securitized citizen-subjects within the complex history of American 
exceptionalism.

Protests are not limited to the United States either. They are also globally 
disparate, as neoliberal policies and divergent histories contribute differen-
tially to particular regional and national politics and powers. Just as neoliberal 
policies are nationally and culturally specific, protests are also specific—
though globally they can collaborate, sustain each other, or clash. Not all 
protests take the form of a particular racial or class formation nor a religious, 
gendered, sexual, or racial identity. Not all are progressive, and they can be 
revolutionary or revanchist in heterogeneous ways, catalyzed by local and 
transnational events and connections, and many shift over time according to 
the stresses and possibilities that protestors encounter.

Protests in the United States come from concerns over waning empire, 
loss of racial sovereignty among whites, and economic issues as well as social 
movements based on race, gender, and sexuality. Imperial wars have led to 
declines in US global power, and neoliberal policies have shifted power from 
state to private individuals (including private corporations) and created 
economic inequalities. “Exceptional citizens” are a result of such declines. 
Naturalized as entrepreneurial and aspirational but also fearful and insecure, 
they believe that they can do more than the state and save the empire and the 
world. Yet they are concerned about everyday safety and security and thus 
turn to the security state for protection. These citizens, insecure and impe-
rial, wish to access and maintain the privileges of whiteness to become 
exceptional and sovereign. Those who pass for white, or try to do so,13 seek 
a strong military state yet are historically suspicious about state power. They 
thus both collaborate and come into conflict with the state in the work of 
surveillance and security.

In the United States, these decades of neoliberal policies have altered the 
state and its relation to people, resulting in changes in the nature of politi
cal sovereignty. While some scholars argue that neoliberalism has waned,14 
this book argues that, on the contrary, a more “advanced” stage enables 
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its contradictions to be resolved by neoliberal and militarized means, that 
is, through the work of securitized, exceptional citizens. As contradictions 
have emerged between imperial state power and deeply unequal individu-
als, states, and cities, what becomes visible are the myriad insecurities that 
individuals must manage in order to become normative, exceptional citi-
zens of the US empire. “Advanced neoliberalism” marks both the specifici-
ties of this stage of neoliberalism in this new century as well as its shifting 
mode of power in so-called advanced liberal democracies.15 If neoliberal-
ism’s characteristics include self-responsible and self-improving citizens 
and the move from welfare to security, the characteristics of its advanced 
form include the emergence and management of protests as well as the 
visibility of insecurities of imperial power. Divisions between public and 
private become difficult to sustain, as sovereignty is claimed by white male 
power and privilege, and as corporations carry out the work of the military 
and as nongovernmental organizations take over the welfare function of 
the state. These changes have weakened ties between states and citizens 
that were enabled by welfare, so that the security state becomes a means to 
connect citizens to the state through militarization,16 a project that often 
goes awry, or leads to consequences that create further insecurity. To man-
age protests, subjects are securitized in neoliberal ways—that is, made 
fearful through mediated panics about external threats from immigrants 
and terrorists as the causes of insecurity—and they take responsibility for 
security. These insecurities continue to try to repress the rebellious con-
sequences of neoliberal policies, as much as they continue to generate its 
insurrections.

Such citizen-subjects who work to save the security state comprise in-
dividuals (or corporate entities) acting as both agents and vehicles of hu-
manitarian welfare and surveillance, hoping to reassert the legitimacy of the 
United States as a model of a liberal, capitalist democracy. These entities 
undertake this work as imperial subjects: first, in deciding who should be 
improved, in claiming to make these improvements, and in making others into 
subjects of neoliberal empire; and second, in enabling and incorporating the 
practices of security through surveillance into the changing norms of family, 
consumer, and citizen. Transnational corporations are also increasingly 
claiming their own sovereignty, as they become endowed with some of the 
sovereign rights of citizens.17 In addition, because a small transnational capi
talist class also often governs corporations, the alliances of transnational cor-
porations go beyond the United States. Neoliberalism’s transnational scope 
produces contradictions, banality, and crises.
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Since the US empire is not new, neither are its imperial subjects—including 
its white, masculine sovereignties—nor its militarisms.18 US surveillance re-
gimes can trace a history from nineteenth- and twentieth-century imperial 
projects in the Philippines.19 Yet some subjects and modes of what has come 
to be called “securitization” by the neoliberal state are shifting because the 
endless war on terror, the failures of US invasions in the Middle East, and a 
changing politics of race, class, sexuality and religion have produced moral 
panics as well as economic precarities, adding to histories of racialization and 
expulsion from citizenship. There are concerns about American power and 
security, as well as protests against the reduction of welfare and the security 
state from what is seen as a past of plenty and prosperity, even if this was not 
uniformly available to all citizens or even available for long periods of time.20 
The resolution of these tensions and contradictions emerges as humanitari-
anisms and exceptional citizens struggle to save the security state.

In this book, I examine the contradictions of neoliberal empire in the 
United States through several securitized subjects: the “security mom” who 
works to privatize state security within the heteronormative and white middle-
class family through parental and community surveillance; the “humanitar-
ian,” often white but including others aspiring to exceptionalism, who makes 
individual and consumer choices about who should get welfare and who 
should not in the hope that individual efforts can remedy the depredations 
of globalization and American racial/colonial histories; the “security femi-
nist” who takes on the work of counterterrorism and counterinsurgency 
as a project of gendered empowerment to protect the security state; and 
the “shooter” who embodies the white, male exceptional citizen to whom 
sovereignty is dispersed so that he can use violence in the protection of the 
American empire. These figures are often struggling, tragic, or violent, and 
have become normative citizen-subjects of the United States as a neoliberal, 
imperial, security state.21

American Exceptionalism and Postcolonial Theories

For many who live in the United States and outside it, the history of the 
United States and of its geopolitics (as well as its expansion in North Amer
ica) is not about claims of civilizational superiority or moral authority. Many 
in the United States and around the world have few illusions about the moral 
claims made by the US nation-state. They have long challenged its legitimacy 
as a proponent of freedom and democracy given its history of wars and colo-
nialism, of being a racial settler state, and of supporting violent dictatorships 
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in Latin America during the Cold War. More recently, many in the United 
States seem concerned with its waning power, and with the insecurities en-
gendered by such loss.22 Their concern is that the United States has lost the 
stature that enabled its claim of geopolitical and national exceptionalism 
after the Cold War.

Postcolonial theories of the state emphasize the differential power of 
European and American states that make claims to normative notions of 
liberal democracy. They critique the ability of Europe and North America 
to adjudicate which states are “failed” and which are successful, which are 
“civilized” and which are not, which are modern and which are traditional.23 
Postcolonial theories also emphasize differences between European or US 
imperial states and postcolonial states, even as a transnational analysis can 
break down the grounds of hierarchical (rather than cultural or historical) 
difference, especially undercutting claims of superiority and hierarchy made 
on behalf of the “West.” Postcolonial theory has needed theories of transna-
tionalism to examine how the making of empire within and outside are con-
nected, and to reveal the contradictions and emptiness of claims of liberal 
equality in the United States.24

Jean and John Comaroff argue that we need a “Theory from the South,” 
deterritorializing the concept of the “south” away from the regional demar-
cation of the “Global South” to understand the forms of capitalism and state 
power that we see globally. Recognition of the “South,” its forms of power, 
and governance that are now the norm, decenters the norm of the modern, 
liberal Western state and its assertions of liberal democracy.25 Such theories 
suggest that the United States and other Western countries are now follow-
ing the forms of state, governance, and authority that prevail in the regions 
where imperial projects and policies in tandem with neoliberal capitalism 
have been implemented for over four decades. For it is in the Global South 
where emergent nationalisms, militancies, and violence appeared in the late 
twentieth century. “Terrorism” against the state, as many insurgencies were 
called, also emerged in several regions of the Global South (i.e., India, Sri 
Lanka, Colombia, Peru, Indonesia, Israel, and the Philippines), providing 
laws and security expertise for counterinsurgency campaigns by states.26 The 
Global South was the laboratory of the wars against state power,27 as well as 
the site for the implementation of neoliberal policies. But it was not only the 
Global South that became the laboratory of neoliberalism, but also many re-
gions within the United States and Europe, where elites could extract profits 
while reducing welfare or use race to extract labor and profits. These were 
regions where the imperial state and the racial state were operating in 



8 / Introduction

conjoined ways producing what appeared as a security state for many minor-
ity populations.

While the notion of the “South” can highlight the connections between 
state practices within and outside US borders, it is nevertheless important 
to make some distinctions between the United States and regions outside 
it, as much as it is important to reveal the racialized discrepancies between 
US geopolitics and national politics. Geopolitics can be a site where contra-
dictions of US power have become visible. As an imperial state, the United 
States and its inequities reveal it to be—as Achille Mbembe suggests of the 
postcolony—banal in its production of violence and inequalities as well as 
in the limits of its liberalism and welfare.28 While the United States is dif
ferent in its constant claim of superiority and power, it is similar to so many 
other global regions in its insecurity and burgeoning inequalities. Thus, the 
US nation-state can be understood as unexceptional despite its claims of na-
tional exceptionalism since, like so many states in the Global South, it has 
emerged as a security state rather than a liberal, welfare state with regard to 
its own populations. There are, however, limits to this equivalence. The insur-
gencies in the Global South, even if they were called “militancies” or “terror-
ism,” did not have the impact that was the result of what was called terrorism 
in the empire. The US imperial state is different in scale and in the nature of 
its exceptionalism, rather than exceptional or superior from the postcolonial 
state. Its difference is that its claims the right to use violence globally while 
producing itself as normative and liberal, despite its waning power globally 
and its illiberalism within. Despite this difference, however, it also now seems 
unable to control geopolitics, or to assert itself as morally superior, or to gain 
legitimacy by providing welfare to its own populations.

The claim of American exceptionalism has been based on both a history of 
national formation within an anti-imperial teleology, and the imperial power 
to use violence.29 Making visible this ideology requires consideration both 
of the historical construction of national exceptionalism and of the political 
concepts of sovereignty and the modern state. Amy Kaplan has argued that 
the idea of American exceptionalism has been understood as a claim to anti-
colonial origins that erases viewing the United States as empire. She suggests 
that exceptionalism is a denial that produces America as a self-generating 
and autonomous nation-state that leaves out the ways that a history of Amer-
ican empire and imperialism has continuities with European colonialism.30 
As Jasbir Puar argues, Kaplan’s critique of exceptionalism engages usefully 
with an understanding of the geopolitics of sexuality and American excep-
tionalism through the work of Giorgio Agamben and Carl Schmitt. These 
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theories of the state and sovereignty as exception lay bare the violence of 
the state that is racial, gendered, and sexualized.31 Such an engagement can 
usefully examine how United States as empire comes to appear as uniquely 
progressive by absorbing social movements such as those by US-based lgbt 
communities to create an emergent homonationalism.32

It is not just in the making of nationalism, but in what has been ideologi-
cally constructed as a security state that we can diagnose the contradictions 
of the claim of US exceptionalism. In previous work, I have argued that it 
is in the juxtaposition of necropolitics and geopolitics, the “interrelation 
between the sovereign right to kill and the right to rescue” that constitutes 
modes of state power at the end of the twentieth century.33 This juxtaposi-
tion has particular salience for American exceptionalism. The United States 
has acted as a globally sovereign actor, able to suspend international law 
while insisting it applies only to Other (non-European, for the most part) 
nations, groups, or individuals. Conservative arguments supporting Ameri
ca’s national exceptionalism rely on ideas of  Western liberalism and human-
ism as superior characteristics of the United States,34 or on the ideology of 
a nation of migrants, class mobility, and the “American dream.” At the same 
time, critical scholarly studies have examined American exceptionalism as 
national fantasy,35 where national exceptionalism enables war and violence. 
All of these approaches render liberalism as either strategic or a mode of 
power, as the US empire that calls itself a liberal democracy is able to wage 
war and to violate the sovereignty of other states, setting itself up as moral 
arbiter and police as well as proponent of freedom, democracy, and the capi
talist “American Dream.”36

Theories of US exceptionalism also have considered the problems of di-
vergent effects of such claims. In a book of essays published in 1997, Seymour 
Martin Lipset argued that American exceptionalism stemmed from Alexis 
de Tocqueville’s conceptualization of America, and from the position of the 
United States as a country born out of revolution. According to Lipset, the 
characteristics of US exceptionalism include liberty, egalitarianism, individu-
ality, populism, and laissez-faire capitalism.37 Yet he argued that the antielitist, 
populist, and individualist aspects of this exceptionalism can lead to problems 
of populism, some of which have become visible over the decades and in the 
new century. As he very presciently observed, while elite forms of power con-
tinue to shape policy, populist elements continue to challenge notions of liberal 
democracy creating forms of violence that undercut US geopolitical clout.

Both elites and nonelites have become concerned with America’s wan-
ing power, though for different agendas and reasons. David Bromwich has 
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argued that US exceptionalism has changed, becoming much more about 
the claim of being “the greatest country in the world,” defending peace and 
democracy globally, but also being unaccountable to anyone. He believes 
that exceptionalism has led to moral decline.38 While there are many who 
would contest the claim of the United States to the moral high ground that 
Bromwich’s critique implicitly relies upon, his challenge that the claim of 
exceptionalism is a moral hazard that produces a lack of accountability 
is useful. It helps in understanding the US mode of empire as including a 
moral aspect. This moral aspect appears in the will to rescue, to save, to be-
come humanitarians, or to wage “just war.” It is this aspect that continues to 
be powerful in producing securitized subjects who wish to become global hu-
manitarians, even when faced with the impacts of the neoliberal policies and 
wars of the United States. It is also a “moral” aspect that has been absorbed 
into the formation of the neoliberal entrepreneurial subject within what Di-
dier Fassin and Mariella Pandolfi have called a “moral economy.”39 This moral 
striving leads exceptional citizens to continue to strive to improve themselves 
and others, even though such efforts may appear to be empty or futile.

Surveilling, Securitization, and the Security State

Over the last few years, journalists have revealed the extent to which the 
US state surveilled its citizens, especially those, such as Muslims, who are 
now figured as racialized national security threats.40 This surveillance ex-
ists alongside continuing racial profiling of South Asian Muslims and those 
of Middle Eastern descent, as well as Latinos and African Americans; such 
profiling has become a method of crime and “terror” prevention.41 Corpora-
tions also participate in surveillance by gathering consumer data, producing 
profiles, and predicting consumer behavior and habits.42 Consumer data as 
well as political behavior and actions online that become political data are 
commodities that are for sale, increasing the likelihood of more surveillance 
by digital technology companies.43 There is often a close relation between 
corporations and state security projects, as states and corporations work on 
surveillance either in partnership, separately, or even antagonistically. In addi-
tion, because neoliberalism often blurs divisions between public and private 
entities, corporations are increasingly endowed with the rights of persons. 
Entities and groups that claim to be outside of the state, such as ngos, can 
both depend on the state and claim to be outside of it.44 One widely noted 
example of the collaboration between public and private entities is the US 
government’s privatization of state security through its use of private corpo-



Exceptional Citizens? / 11

rations in the invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan.45 It is this fuzziness between 
public and private power through which sovereignty is shared, making some 
persons more secure because of power given to them and some insecure (or 
even targets of racial violence) because of the power exercised by these non-
state sovereignties. Both race and gender are key determinants of sovereignty 
or lack thereof, as race emerges to enable white citizens to governmentalize 
security, leading to criminalizing nonwhite groups in old and new ways.46 
New technologies of profiling emerge within legal, material, and political 
domains that engage with the political economy of security and insecurity.

Neoliberalism relies on racial, religious, and gender exclusions as much as 
did liberalism. Dispersing sovereignty to particular authoritarian white mas-
culinities and, to a lesser extent, femininities,47 these racialized and gendered 
subjects feel empowered and responsible in emergent ways in this century. 
Some are empowered by a sovereignty given to them to claim historically ra-
cialized white power for groups not always seen as white, while others bring 
together race and gender to create new imperial feminisms. While some 
forms of racialized exclusions (such as immigration laws) seem to continue, 
Muslims, Arabs, and South Asians are more visibly racialized as dangerous 
Others who are left out even from becoming neoliberal citizens.48 African 
Americans, Latinos, and Native peoples continue to be targets of a carceral 
state that is also part of the security state.49 White, imperial sovereignties 
constitute the “soft” and “hard power” of military force, sometimes as hu-
manitarianism and other times as police.50 In particular, what is visible in the 
new century is that this “soft power” is inextricable from the “hard power” of 
the military. Military and consumer technologies have long been codepen-
dent, and military technologies continue to reformulate everyday life in new 
ways.51 In particular, what is called the “carceral state” is constructed through 
military technologies to enact forms of racialized power.52 Racial profiling 
and consumer profiling are both enabled by new technologies that allow 
public and private organizations to collect personal data.53 State welfare 
agencies, banks, and retail companies all use digital technologies to collect 
biometric, location, dna, consumption, Internet, and face-recognition data. 
Data-mining tools grow ever more sophisticated and fine tuned, though it is 
unclear whether they can achieve the sophisticated profiling their marketers 
claim.54

In the context of twenty-first-century US empire, what Armand Mattelart 
calls “the techno-security paradigm” is focused on “terrorism,” a deliberately 
vague concept that allows violence and is not accountable to liberal consti-
tutional ideals. Mattelart argues that the war on terror was mobilized by 
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collaborations among “the entire information and technology complex.”55 
Shadowy government agencies and private corporations wage “network-
centric” cyberwar,56 using information technology to create geopolitical 
advantage, with the support of nontechnological mechanisms such as state 
antiterror laws that enforce and popularize surveillance and secrecy technol-
ogies. The state and its exceptional subjects use these new technologies to 
mobilize racialized and Orientalist ideologies.57

In the name of enhancing personal and state security, the US government, 
the technology industry, and other corporations manage and proliferate 
risks and fears to create ever more surveillance. Internet and communica-
tion technology growth is fueled by the promise of accurate and effective 
profiling—and this is part of the long history of all technology. Caren Ka-
plan has shown how air-power technology industries have long relied on 
such claims of “precision bombing” while naming their targets as “collateral 
damage.”58 When the “profile” of a consumer, criminal, citizen, or terrorist 
is dynamic—created out of shifting information flows and racialized no-
tions of security and fear—it is nothing but aporetic. Profiling does not work 
through accuracy but rather through its broad racial effects that are terroris-
tic; that is, profiling itself produces terror for those it catches in its security 
net, and those it catches are a broad group identified by religious, gendered, 
and racial characteristics produced by histories of racialized imperialism. 
In the continued use of race and colonial regimes of Orientalism, new sur-
veillance technologies rely on older racial and colonial ideologies embedded 
in Western visual histories.

One result of these twenty-first-century US surveillance practices is that 
the term “security” has come to index heterogeneous and unstable state, so-
cial, and economic powers, through blurred distinctions between individu-
als, corporations, the state, public entities, and private entities. It is precisely 
the transfer of technology from military to ordinary, everyday life that en-
ables the duplicity of the term “security” for the state and for individuals; 
this creates the state effect of fluidity between individual, personal ideas of 
home, safety, and protection, as well as between those interests and national 
threats and state security. Security traffics in the dynamism of affect across 
family, home, safety and national security, in which differences can be high-
lighted or dissolved at different times and places.

Security can refer to welfare and militarization, and to safety and violence. 
It can refer to individual and biological processes of welfare and biopolitics 
that in the US context are based on biometrics, pathologization of new racial 
formations, old and new Orientalisms, and widespread surveillance. These 
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neoliberal securitizations have, since the 1970s, supported what some schol-
ars argue is an authoritarian populism that criminalizes on the basis of race, 
class, gender and religion.59 But it can also refer to the demands made on the 
state for safety and protection that it cannot ensure, and which it often re-
fuses to ensure. Security works affectively through the promise of the safety 
of home and of nation, but also enables the powers of protection claimed by 
patriarchies, fraternities, and nationalisms that work through violence. Secu-
rity enables a promise of welfare that the state cannot fulfill, not because it is 
unable to but because its neoliberal alliances prevent it from doing so. This 
means that neoliberalisms alter the relations between citizens, nations, and 
states by shifting power and sovereignty to corporations and individuals at 
national and transnational scales. Such shifts create problems of state legiti-
macy, and have come to produce protests and frictions that mark the era of 
advanced liberalism.

Citizenship

US imperial insecurities within advanced neoliberalism mean that citizen-
ship itself has shifted, as rights have been replaced by humanitarianism, and 
social security by state security. Citizenship becomes especially fraught for 
many protesting the impacts of war and inequality, especially those who 
will not or cannot pass for white or who are able to access its privileges and 
are not seen as normative Americans. Sherene Razack argues that Muslims 
have been cast out from US liberal citizenship through their racialization.60 I 
would qualify this argument by saying that they are cast out not from liberal 
citizenship, but from neoliberal citizenship. What is foreclosed for Muslims 
in the decade since 9/11 in the contemporary United States is even the op-
portunity to become the exception, neoliberal economic citizen-subject of 
rational, flexible, and self-making practices, who makes proper investments 
in oneself through productive consumption and who takes responsibility for 
saving the security state.

In my last book, Transnational America, I argued that citizenship is no 
longer tied to liberal rights, but has become defined through technologi-
cal, consumerist, and transnational modes. I rejected the notion of “global 
citizenship” (for its history of Western travel and empire), and showed the 
multiple notions of “belonging” as citizenship, suggesting that when differ-
ential mobilities shape the lives of millions around the world, our relations to 
place and identity become unstable and malleable.61 In this book, I continue the 
discussion of the shift in liberal citizenship, arguing that under neoliberalism, 
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rights shift as well, especially in relation to sovereignty and identity. Citizens’ 
rights have changed as the work of welfare moves to corporations and ngos, 
dissolving some ties between people and the state. These rights have become 
replaced by charity and privatized giving, even as the demands for welfare 
continue.62 Yet rights and citizenship continue to be important, especially 
given the burgeoning numbers of stateless people in the new century and 
especially since fewer people can claim them.

Security has moved from the protection from adversities through wel-
fare and state support to militarized security, aggrandizing the powers of the 
state. Yet demands for welfare and state support continue from those who 
see themselves as entitled exceptional citizens, though these may not be de-
mands for rights but for special access to entitlements over others. As neo-
liberalism has become deeply entrenched, more and more of the population 
has been enlisted for humanitarian work, and more and more institutions 
have come to support it. In the process, poor women, children, people of 
color, and immigrants find it increasingly difficult to access their rights (not 
just to welfare but also to proper wages and protections). Yet in the phase of 
advanced neoliberalism, protests for rights become instead a rationale for 
authority and repression. Such repressions occur not just by the state but also 
through disparate sovereignties created by race, religion, class, and gender. 
This terrain of citizenship in the US security state is formed by exclusions 
created by new laws against terrorism, denial of citizenship to many millions, 
including the incarcerated, immigrants, and migrants who are Muslim or 
Latino, threats by powerful white neoconservative activists, and violence 
by antigovernment vigilantes, as well as vigorous social movements that 
protest violence and dispossession. What continue are also the demands 
for expertise and labor from the global economy and transnational corpora-
tions, though these have come to also generate protests from working-class 
communities in the United States. As the United States continues to wage 
imperial war and extract profits, populations from those targeted regions de-
mand asylum, but most are denied entry because of opposition from groups 
identifying as white who scapegoat immigrants and refugees as they realize 
the repercussions of the waning geopolitical power of the United States.

Two seemingly contradictory ideas emerge in this new citizenship config-
uration: first, neoliberal authority is based on the reconfiguration of citizen-
subjects by the use of state security apparatuses such as police, militarized 
cultures of surveillance, and carceral public and private institutions; and sec-
ond, sovereignty is both devolved and still tied to the state. Yet this situation 
is not paradoxical. Because the notion of sovereignty has been long shared 
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by state and citizen through the long history of the Westphalian state,63 these 
notions of citizenship are not altogether new, though the globalizations 
of the twentieth century—those that have disempowered working classes in 
the United States or produced large migrations—have created new tensions. 
Thomas Ilgen argues that “global forces, both political and economic, pry 
open states and their societies in ways that complicate the task of national 
governance and reduce its effectiveness,” resulting in a “multilayered struc-
ture of governance.”64 While Ilgen is correct in this analysis that the state has 
not always had a monopoly on sovereignty, his claim that these forces also 
“enable sub-national authorities to govern more responsibly and effectively” 
does not apply to many countries in the world where authoritarian regimes 
repress their citizens in numerous ways.65 Brenda Chalfin, for instance, has 
shown that in the case of neoliberal Ghana, state sovereignty is both seg-
mented and enhanced, and Aihwa Ong has argued for the “graduated sov-
ereignty” available under flexible neoliberal capitalism. Ong suggests that 
Asian political sovereignty is both specific and flexible, in a trajectory quite 
different from that in the United States.66

In another approach to the dispersal of sovereignty, Thomas Blom Hansen 
and Finn Stepputat delink the assumed connection between sovereignty and 
territory, showing each of these as constructs of the state.67 Their research is 
useful to my project, since they examine sovereignty as exercised through 
violence over bodies, rather than simply by control over territories. Finn and 
Stepputat point out that European state violence was not exceptional, as Carl 
Schmitt suggests, and they claim that “colonial sovereignty remained a naked 
version of modern sovereign power,”68 as Achille Mbembe has also argued.69 
They suggest that postcolonial sovereignty—expressed in the Global South 
by many states—is consequently “fragile, eroding and contested,”70 in part 
because other sovereignties have emerged, including the “economic citi-
zenship” that Saskia Sassen suggests is linked to “global economic actors.”71 
Although Hansen and Stepputat’s analysis focuses on postcolonial states, 
rather than on the colonial ones, their insights into violence are also applicable 
to the United States in its national politics, suggesting that the US empire is not 
exceptional, having some residues from European colonial histories, includ-
ing its Orientalisms and racial formations.

Their analysis of the British colonial context also applies to US empire, 
as territory becomes spectacle while sovereign power is exercised through 
threats and violence in distant regions where the United States has waged 
wars in pursuit of capital or geopolitical power. In US history, sovereignty 
has not been given to all citizens, because of the history of race, patriarchy, 
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settler colonialism, and slavery; it has been a central aspect of white power, 
captured by populist and authoritarian elements in US culture, such as those 
males claiming whiteness who have been given the ability to use violence 
for control of nonwhite bodies. This white racial sovereignty continues to 
have power over other groups in the new century; for instance, the ability of 
white males to amass weapons and to use them with impunity is protected 
by interpretations of the Second Amendment of the US Constitution. What 
we can conclude is that both neoliberalism and the war on terror have added 
emergent characteristics to this dispersal of sovereignty as it constructs the 
exceptional citizens of the United States in this new century.

The Security State

Scholars suggest that the US welfare state peaked by the 1970s and that eco-
nomic stagnation proliferated in North America and Western European 
countries by the 1980s.72 How much this decline can be attributed to neolib-
eral policies is an important question. While some scholars suggest that neo-
liberalism is all powerful and has the ability to incorporate into its logic all 
sorts of differences and oppositions, others argue that neoliberalism’s power 
is waning and power is shifting to other security projects. In his analysis of 
the relation between security and sexuality, Paul Amar argues that neoliberal 
governance has reduced the Global North’s power and that governance is now 
being replaced by a humanitarian project of human security.73 Amar reveals 
how powerful states construct human security laboratories around sexual-
ized and gendered subjects who need saving or who wish to do the saving. 
This gendering and sexualizing of insecurity asks for a more textured analysis 
of the relation between neoliberalism, militarized security, and the politics 
of protest around sexuality and gender. While Amar is correct in his claim 
about reduced superpower exceptionalism, I argue that US neoliberalism in 
this advanced phase is being enabled (not replaced) by humanitarian gover-
nance, since it is precisely through the production of insecurity at individual 
and state scales that US neoliberalism requires humanitarian governance. To 
counter protests created by insecurities, twenty-first-century US humanitar-
ian governance requires security through policing and military intervention, 
as well as the support of its exceptional citizens. Following Amar’s focus on 
security and authority, I consider that the twenty-first-century US security 
state becomes visible as a set of racialized, classed, religious, and gendered 
institutions that use authority and violence to wage war and use neoliberal 
policies to benefit privileged groups. The state thus comes to appear—as the 
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state effect theories suggest—as empire not just through military or global 
policing but also through “soft power,” exercised transnationally by particular 
sets of subjects and processes that gain traction because of histories of white 
racial, masculinized sovereignty.74

The contemporary proliferation of authoritarianism, technologized mass 
surveillance, counterinsurgency policing, and militarization of everyday life 
has produced a security state that is quite different from the declaration of 
state emergency referred to as the “state of security,” which authorizes the 
state to declare war and to use violence in the name of protection.75 Scholarly 
work on the security state follows three main approaches. In one approach—
relying on Stuart Hall and Raymond Williams’s reading of Karl Marx, Louis 
Althusser, and Antonio Gramsci—the state is controlled by the hegemonic 
capitalist ruling class, predominantly white in Europe and North America. 
In their seminal book on neoliberalism’s emergence in Britain of the 1970s, 
Stuart Hall et al. argue that the neoliberal state tends toward an authoritarian 
populism.76 Public/private collaboration on behalf of capital require police, 
creating an authoritarianism that relies on racism, masculinity, and patriar-
chy even as it allows some groups of women, especially those considered 
white, to be empowered. This approach is extremely useful in understand-
ing the legacies of racism, gender, sexuality, and class. However, it does not 
distinguish between different capitalist classes, nor does it explain how con
temporary imperial states work geopolitically to adjudicate the states labeled 
“failed” or “developing.” Theories of hegemony and neoliberalism also need 
to be modified (as Hall later did)77 toward inclusion of postcolonial, femi-
nist, and race theorists who focus on the gendered and racialized nature of 
these elites and states formed under colonialism as well as the ways that cap
italist oligarchies are also patriarchies.

In a feminist approach to the security state, Iris Marion Young, for instance, 
argues that the security state has a “patriarchal logic”: “The role of the mas-
culine protector puts those protected, paradigmatically women and children, 
in a subordinate position of dependence and obedience,” and they, then, 
come to “occupy a subordinate status like that of women in the patriarchal 
household.” She sees the security state as having “a more authoritarian and 
paternalistic state power, which gets its support partly from the unity a threat 
produces and our gratitude for protection,” while “it legitimates authoritar-
ian power over citizens internally” and “justifies aggressive war outside.”78 
Young separates “dominative masculinity” from “protective masculinity,” 
arguing against Carole Pateman’s more essentialized and heteronormative 
versions of women and of patriarchy that sees all women as belonging to the 
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private sphere of the patriarchal family.79 Yet, Young’s analysis of a Hobbesian 
Leviathan-like security state, while useful in the analysis of the production 
of fear and insecurity, leaves out the geopolitics of differentiating states. It 
also disregards gender as intersectional, leaving aside the ways that notions 
of dominative and protective masculinity are differentiated also by race in 
the United States. In a geopolitical context, differential state trajectories and 
aspirations separate the colonial state from the postcolonial as well as the 
imperial state from the states that it controls and invades. Furthermore, the 
relation between colonialism and capitalism produces different sorts of mas-
culinities and patriarchies, based on culture and histories of empire.

Understanding such hegemonic masculinities as articulated with race, 
religion, and class reveals the security state and its patriarchal authority as 
contingent and shifting, and its relation with global capital as transnational. 
Scholars deploying the second scholarly approach to the security state use 
Michel Foucault’s theory of governmentality and state effect, theorizing 
securitization as incorporating state subjects in the governance project. For 
Foucault, security is a mode of liberal power. Colin Gordon has argued that 
for Foucault, even liberalism becomes an “effective practice of security” 
that is the “political method” of modern governmental rationality.80 For Fou-
cault, the state is made up of diverse governance practices, many of which go 
awry or do not reach their goals. Furthermore, Foucault theorizes the state as 
a “state effect,” due to its heterogeneity and diversity of practices. This “state 
effect” approach accounts for the ways that security and insecurity concerns 
produce the state as a node of power, which is both feared and desired. As 
Thomas Biebricher and Frieder Vogelmann argue, Foucault’s focus on gov-
ernmentality explains how the state comes to be perceived in a particular way 
in a given period, “under what conditions, and in what form the state began 
to be projected, programmed, and developed . . . ​at what moment it became 
an object of knowledge and analysis . . . ​at what point it began to be called 
for, desired, coveted, feared, rejected, loved and hated.”81 While Foucault 
does not contend with state imperial projects, theories of governmentality 
have become useful in the context of neoliberal empire. For instance, Miguel 
de Larrinaga and Marc G. Doucet suggest that security has been govern-
mentalized and encompasses not simply military defense but also new 
political, economic, and social spaces and processes.82

The contemporary neoliberal state requires a Foucauldian, Gramscian, 
critical race, and feminist approach, which explains the forms of equality, 
elitism, and power that have become visible—especially the making of pa-
triarchal oligarchs (a masculinized and classed project) and powerful white 
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masculinities, including the “homonationalisms” that Jasbir Puar has cri-
tiqued.83 Many scholars—especially those studying race, gender, sexuality 
and empire through cultural practices or local social movements—are at-
tentive to power and inequality. For instance, Hugh Gusterson and Cath-
erine Besteman reveal that the emphasis on security has enabled power and 
wealth to be concentrated in the hands of the wealthiest Americans, lead-
ing to economic and political precariousness and the loss of civil liberties 
for many.84 Jennifer Terry shows how war becomes governmentalized in 
medical research through war funding and war injuries.85 What is especially 
useful about the Foucauldian approach is that it helps to understand how 
such inequalities make subjects who do not belong to ruling classes but who 
governmentalize the state and its powers. Foucault’s idea of “state effect” 
also critiques the positivism in international relations literature, and allows 
an examination of geopolitics as a mediated and technologized project 
through which the state can become both alien and exceptional. It explains 
how the United States can be seen simultaneously as a waning empire and an 
exceptional power.

A third approach to the security state comes from international relations 
scholars who see “state security” as national security in realist terms. National 
security in this formulation becomes a matter of military and diplomatic geo-
politics, with emphasis on the Weberian model of the state as having a mono
poly on violence. More recently, scholars have critiqued this approach as too 
narrow and needing to be modified by adding cultural, economic, and social 
factors.86 It remains powerful, however, among those who work in govern-
ment, diplomacy, and media, as well as in many academic institutions. Some 
of these critics emphasize the importance of those nonstate and transnational 
actors who are often ignored in the international relations literature.

Thomas Hansen and Finn Stepputat argue that international relations 
scholars have produced a normative idea of the state that is increasingly out 
of touch with the kinds of dispersed sovereignty and governance regimes 
that currently operate beyond the state.87 The dominant international rela-
tions notion of nation-states as bounded and territorialized entities has also 
come under critique. Joseph Nye argues that power is dispersed, divided 
among military, economic, transnational and non-state actors, and while 
the US is still dominant in military power, economic power is multipolar 
and diffused across many different actors. He argues for a new concept of US 
power that is “smart” because it is focused not on domination but on using 
“soft power” to set agendas that benefit the United States. He advocates that 
the United States take a paternal role, offering ideas and directions to attract 
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other countries and ultimately enhance its own power.88 He does not ad-
dress, however, the violence and coercive aspects of this “soft power,” which 
produce violence and inequality. For instance, the pressures put on states to 
wage a “war on terror” has made it a transnational project, with countries 
borrowing from each other to create laws that enable states to incarcerate 
and exclude without cause. While countries such as India have long-standing 
antiterrorism laws that derive from colonial rule and have been in operation 
since the 1980s—and many other countries have their own trajectories of 
violence and exclusion—US support (and funding) has transnationalized 
these projects in new ways, producing counterinsurgency and “antiterror-
ism” as technologies of power that connect the heterogeneous actions of 
actors dispersed globally.89

Some international relations scholars eschew realist approaches and 
suggest that rather than security, the project must be securitization, which 
may include nonstate actors.90 Barry Buzan, Ole Wæver, and Jaap de Wilde 
see securitization as the shifting relations between subjects and sovereign, 
arguing that the traditional approach that sees security as the domain of a 
state-centered security apparatus as inadequate.91 Securitization needs to ad-
dress the governmentalization of security through the work of individuals 
and citizens and to examine the ways that particular institutions and subjects 
produce the “state effect.”

The difference between “security state” and “national security state” 
approaches is made clear through examining empire and colonial histories. 
Scholars such as Paul Amar see the security state as an empire that is now 
transnational in its focus on policing and war, which uses humanitarianism as 
an imperial tool because neoliberal power has waned.92 Mark Duffield argues 
that even development has become a technology of security, while others sug-
gest that development (and welfare) has taken a back seat to security projects 
in many countries.93 Laleh Khalili suggests, against Giorgio Agamben and 
Carl Schmitt, that states are unexceptional in creating zones where laws are 
temporarily allayed and that they work to expand their influence and power 
over other states and regions.94 With a more feminist approach, the security 
state becomes visible as a construction of a particular masculine authority—
manifest diversely as patriarchy, as a variety of racialized and uneven hi-
erarchies of masculinities, or as patrimonial capitalism. These versions of 
hegemonic, racial white authority, intimately connected to elite transnational 
masculinities and femininities, enable state violence, capital accumulation, 
and its corollary insecurities. These insecurities have made visible economic 
and sexual violence that both oppresses and disciplines; insecurities produce 
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violence that represses and excludes in the name of neoliberalism but can also 
disrupt the neoliberal project, revealing its contradictions.

Authority is constitutively a matter of gender, as well as of intersectional 
formations of class, race, and empire; it is visible in racialized and patriarchal 
masculinities that are fought over because they appear to be waning, even 
as they remain violent. The US security state depends on and creates not 
just a masculine authority, but also a white, masculine and imperial authority 
whose patriarchal power is aspirational to its many subjects. Its state effect 
becomes an exclusionary realm of white, Christian power that produces in-
security and threats to many who live within it or who wish to enter it. While 
the state effect displays this masculinist power, some feminine subjects are 
also incorporated into this state. Wishing to be seen as empowered, imperial, 
and white subjects, they struggle with and against this patriarchy-desiring 
masculinity to demand individuality, equality, and sovereignty. These strug
gles can be antagonistic but also collaborative, securing the nation and its 
exceptionalism. The United States as security state is thus a racialized and 
gendered imperial and neoliberal state effect that produces insecurity and se-
curitizes populations nationally and transnationally. This effect is produced 
not only by the state, but also by the work of exceptional citizens—white, 
male, Christian—endowed with sovereignty to target black and brown 
Others within it and outside of it through modes of war that incorporate 
militarized humanitarianism and surveillance.

Media Convergence

Security is a difficult project because it cannot be ensured. All we have are 
the promises of security. Fears required and engendered by insecurity have 
a political economy in which media and culture industries are vital.95 Such 
insecurities are amplified across multiple boundaries, institutions, and sub-
jectivities. As David Campbell has argued, foreign policy and security are 
essential for producing national identity and the self/other divide.96 They 
create commodities that gain value from circulation. Insecurity has a political 
economy that works via the notion that militarization and technological 
change will produce commodities that can in turn provide better security. 
Proponents of digital technologies, for instance, promise state security that 
is better, faster, and total, on the one hand, even as they claim to enable 
“democratization,” insurgencies, and “commons” on the other. Despite the 
use of such technologies by “nonformal political actors” to “accommodate a 
broad range of social struggles and facilitate the emergence of new types of 
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political subjects,” as Saskia Sassen wrote in 2002,97 the digital media that has 
become iconic of this new century creates value for corporate and formal 
networks and shapes popular culture in ways that are similar to earlier media 
technologies. Such control is not absolute, however, and there are failures 
that challenge security claims, even as those insurgent challenges lead to 
counterinsurgencies in turn.

Neoliberal capitalism’s contradictions are not solely responsible for this 
insecurity around US exceptionalism. Rather, it occurs through the transna-
tional media spectacle of US failure and audience responses to this failure. 
Contradictions are not simply “there” in some transparent way so they can 
be read as such; contradictions are made visible in ways that enable protests 
and upheavals that are narrated and understood in a variety of ways. Capital-
ism’s contradictions appear through the agency of viewers, readers, writers, 
politicians, and the “international community,” as well as media technologies 
and knowledge networks that articulate those contradictions in divergent 
ways—some through a concern for the loss of empire and some through the 
struggle for inclusion and social justice. How these become visible and how 
they circulate is thus a critical issue for the study of cultural politics.

In the twenty-first century, there is a struggle over the United States as a 
declining superpower or an exceptional nation. That the United States is a 
superpower is made clear by its imperial wars, through which its own tem-
porality becomes historicized and universalized. US events are made into 
world events. This resonance is not magical but rather enabled by multiple 
forms of power generating uncontrollable violence. In Philosophy in a Time 
of Terror, Jacques Derrida explains that 9/11 was “felt” in the United States 
as a “singular” and “unprecedented” event, which was “to a large extent con-
ditioned, constituted, if not actually constructed, circulated . . . ​by means of 
a prodigious techno-socio-political machine.”98 He goes on to say that “ ‘to 
mark a date in history’ presupposes, in any case, that ‘something’ comes or 
happens for the first time, ‘something’ that we do not yet really know how to 
identify, determine, recognize or analyze but that should remain from here 
on as unforgettable: an ineffaceable event in the shared archive of a universal 
calendar.”99 Here, Derrida makes three points: first, the event is produced 
by a vast and complex machinery that disseminated images of 9/11 around 
the globe; second, such a machinery produces a temporality that comes to 
be seen and understood as universal; and third, we need to distinguish the 
event (the thing itself) from the impression (created through repetition by 
the US hegemonic machinery) and the interpretation (the belief that it was a 
major event). Derrida’s distinctions are critical, suggesting that it is equally 
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important to recognize how the individual, the nation, and the state—and 
many outside of the United States—all came to recognize 9/11 as an event, 
and an unprecedented one, at the same time. The time of terror became uni-
versal when the temporalities of these entities became globally synchronous 
and when the United States enlisted states around the world to join the “war 
on terror.” Thus, one can argue that the United States and its policies create 
convergences through media and media corporations, ignoring or eliminating 
differences to gather and create new consensus.100

As Derrida suggests, the power of the superpower is never absolute. 
Corporate media’s unstable representations and heterogeneous audiences, 
as well as its political economy that depends on a transnational reach and 
rapid circulation of images, unsettle the hegemon. Migrations and diasporas 
may (though not always) disrupt the nation and its hegemonic formations. 
Media audiences—whether they are US based, American nationalist, anti-
colonial, antiracist, or anti-Western—use the discourses of crisis, loss of US 
economic power, and critique of human rights to make visible the contra-
dictions of the imperial project; and they challenge the United States in its 
claims of superiority. Struggles over US power, over its state effect, become 
visible in new and powerful ways.

Geopolitics is produced not simply through “real” relations between 
states, but through multiple political projects in which media and spectacle 
have played important roles. Media images are always open to interpretation, 
as well as encoded with ideologies,101 and can unsettle a superpower or, in 
other times, make it more powerful. Media’s many screens send out diverse 
messages that can enable contradictory meanings, though their effects can-
not always be controlled and may lead to protests and uprisings. Embodied 
political agents and diverse organizations make meanings through the rep-
etition and circulation of specific content. In the context of digital media—
while some scholars believe that capitalism’s incorporation of digital media 
may lead to depoliticization102—it is also possible that the heterogeneous re-
ceptions of transnational media may produce challenges and protests as much 
as they produce acquiescence. Further, media does not function alone. It is 
always connected to a variety of institutions and subjects that give it meaning. 
The securitized subjects I discuss in this book become visible through these 
media industries, gaining agency within a transnational network that can be 
linked to national projects, yet is not contained by them.

The connection between protests and digital media has become an impor
tant question, as media corporations, such as Facebook, claim that they enable 
democratization.103 There are many claims about new digital media technologies 
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that were also made about older media technologies: they are global or 
enable globalization; they will produce democracy; they can resist power 
or a state; they are democratic; they can produce moral and social panics, 
governmentalities, and new forms of governance. At the same time, digital 
technology has amplified and circulated changes in social relations, subjec-
tivities, and the ways many of us live and work—all while keeping capitalist 
neoliberalism alive. David Lyon has written that technology must be seen as 
a “mode of mediating daily life,”104 and it is true that many people live with 
computers in a way they did not live with television or radio; for many, their 
laptops are now a prosthetic technology that makes media embodied in new 
ways. Digital technology reproduces security as affect that is historically spe-
cific to the period, where external threats such as terrorism, via the war on 
terror, produce subjects who work to contain and respond to these threats.

Much of the debate around security and new technologies has focused 
on surveillance, the deliberate leaking of corporate or personal secrets, and 
the disclosure of state secrets. Scholars have suggested that the security state 
signals a shift from Foucault’s notion of the disciplinary society to Gilles 
Deleuze’s notion of the society of control. While Mark Poster argues that 
networks create a “superpanopticon”—a vastly expanded and powerful ver-
sion of Foucault’s notion of panopticon, which disciplines subjects through 
visibility—David Lyon suggests that we have moved to a “post-panopticon” 
society. In a society of control, as suggested by Deleuze, there is both a pan-
opticon and a synopticon (with many watching the few), and the media has 
now made surveillance part of everyday life. Greg Elmer argues that Deleuze 
enables us to understand how sites of control are themselves multiple and ex-
panded, though even Deleuze assumes a stable object of surveillance rather 
than the networking process that creates “a range of values to objects” and 
“seeks to determine the meaningfulness of surveillant objects within the con-
text of networked economies.” Surveillance is thus “subject to an economy 
that constantly seeks to rationalize relationships among people and things to 
better manage the future.”105 In the US neoliberal security state, the media 
economy of surveillance is also an economy that manages insecurities and 
protests through the work of subjects who become exceptional citizens as they 
do this work. In so doing, however, they become subjects of both the state and 
of corporations, using media products to securitize themselves as well as the 
security state.

David Lyon’s term “panopticommodity” names the ways people market 
themselves on the Internet as individuals.106 As personal computers and tab-
lets have not only become prosthetic but also dynamic repositories that bring 
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together actions, subjects, and selves into new digital social forms, informa-
tion stored on private and state websites and servers requires protection. 
“Networked identities” are now precious commodities. Privacy is bought 
and sold—desire for protection sells products. “Identity management” has 
become a business, as corporations manage information, passwords, and 
log-ins. Similar to embodied selves, digital selves are marked by insecurity. 
Exhortations that everything in our computers is public and news reports on 
hacking and corporate security breaches produce privacy as a banal project, 
producing public selves securitized enough to claim that they have “nothing 
to hide.”

In contrast to normative citizens with “nothing to hide,” minorities (racial 
or otherwise), “terrorists,” and “aliens” are constituted as both public and 
private, having public identities with secrets, and private selves which must 
be uncovered. Having “nothing to hide” is not a possibility for such sub-
jects who are constituted as already public. As public subjects, they are con-
structed as threats since they are assumed to have secret private selves that 
must be surveilled and brought to the surface. In such a context, public selves 
are assumed to have privacy that requires disclosure, as even the most public 
subjects require monitoring. Only those constituted as sovereign subjects, 
such as the exceptional subjects I examine in this book, can experience pri-
vacy as a tool for opposing corporate and militarized state intrusion, or are 
able to deploy privacy in legal and democratic struggles.

Feminist Challenges

The securitizations and insecurities that pervade the United States make 
feminism relevant in newly urgent ways. How do we understand what is hap-
pening when feminist discourses are used to bomb and to liberate, when 
feminist discourses, strategies, and injuries become available in new and un-
intended ways to empower, secure, and destroy?107 How do we explain the 
American belief that women in the United States are better off than women 
anywhere else, despite gendered inequalities, cuts in welfare for women with 
families, and the banality of sexual violence in the United States? American 
exceptionalism mediates considerations of gendered inequalities and fore-
closes its geopolitics.108 While most “security” expertise addresses questions 
of states and geopolitics while ignoring gender, race, and sexuality, many fem-
inist scholars have critiqued masculinity and militarism by linking feminism 
and women with peace, victimhood, and innocence.109 But feminists also 
have discussed the ways in which women and feminists have participated in 
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nationalism and militarism as well as the ways in which domestic ideologies 
have supported national and imperial goals.110 An enduring and important 
feminist approach has been to analyze domesticity itself as violent, since its 
many institutions feminize subordinate subjects.111 Gender has an important 
role to play in understanding war and conflict, and women are not simply in-
nocent victims of masculinist militarism.112 In line with more intersectional 
and transnational critiques of gender and militarism, I theorize feminisms, 
patriarchies, masculinities, racialized and militarized violence, and terror as 
contingent, networked, mediated, and transnational formations that make 
up the US as empire and as security state. I draw on feminist theory challeng-
ing essentialized connections between militarism, the state, and masculinity, 
as well as those demonstrating the violence of the state, domesticity, home, 
and the everyday in contexts of neoliberal policies.113

Debates about neoliberalism demand feminist intervention because too 
often they assume that neoliberalism means the privatization of public goods, 
or that public and private are understood only in terms of states and corpora-
tions/individuals, even though the private sphere of liberal thought has been 
associated with family and the domestic sphere.114 Many scholars of neolib-
eralism assert that the protection of the private sphere (and its ownership 
of property) is a central element of contemporary capitalism. For example, 
David Harvey has defined neoliberalism in terms of an altered relation be-
tween public and private in which contemporary capitalism accumulates by 
dispossession and eliminates the “commons.” Gender, the family, and sexual-
ity appear as superstructural, as consequences of globalization’s new mode of 
production.

Feminists, however, have long argued that “public” and “private” are not 
useful concepts for understanding how gender works in modern societies. 
In classical political theory, public/private divisions have been central to the 
liberal social contract. Feminists such as Carole Pateman point out that the 
liberal public/private divide is only made possible through the control of 
women. The liberal “social contract” is a “sexual contract” in which the pa
triarchal control of the family grounds the liberal state. In liberalism, Pate-
man claims, women have few privacy rights over their homes or their 
bodies because they are always regulated by the patriarchal state.115 Along 
with Charles Mills, Pateman has argued that sexual violence is also racialized. 
Yet these divisions are difficult to maintain in the security state.

As terms, public and private are not stable or universal, nor are the related 
terms of home, privacy, and domesticity. If, in neoliberal times, the term 
“private” has become associated with the privatization of capital and of the 
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state, the term “public” has also undergone semantic shifts, as the state has 
changed through new collaborations with corporations, ngos, and religious 
groups. Separations of public and private don’t have good explanatory value 
for the messy processes of contemporary globalization. To call corporations 
“private,” when they are publicly traded, simply exonerates them from ac-
countability and enables corporate leaders to claim legal personhood, as the 
US Supreme Court confirmed in Citizens United v. Federal Election Commis-
sion.116 Definitions of the terms “private,” “privacy,” and “secrecy,” as well as 
associations between individual freedoms and control over female bodies, 
have long been debated. What counts as “private” shifts, even within liberal 
democratic states. The domestic space has never been private but rather con-
structed by the state and its sovereign masculinities, and not all masculinities 
have been understood as patriarchal in their control over the private sphere.

As the security state has become dominant in the United States in con-
trast with the welfare state, feminists’ tasks include analyzing the gendering 
of neoliberal citizenship, understanding how the fuzzy boundaries between 
public and private produce a militant masculinity and a militant femininity, 
and critiquing how humanitarian citizenship has replaced rights-based 
citizenship in a way that most impacts low-income women and those seen 
as security threats. What I call an advanced neoliberal rearticulation of the 
public/private divide has consequences for feminists and gendered subjects, 
as well as for expanded and nonheteronormative notions of family and citi-
zenship. Some critics suggest that neoliberalism reduces the state and ab-
dicates power to private realms.117 However, feminists interested in trans-
national and postcolonial analysis have shown that neoliberalism is better 
understood as a changing and flexible set of practices that produce deeply 
uneven genders and sexualities across the world.118 Such insights have led 
to feminist scholarly debates on terror and terrorism, security, and citizen-
ship under contemporary transnational neoliberalism. Some feminists have 
argued that the war on terror reveals how “terror” becomes simultaneously 
a form of regulation, a mode of securitizing populations, and a technology 
producing gendered subjectivities in hetero- and homonormative ways.119 
However, other feminists suggest that the term provides a useful way to 
examine particular forms of violence. They resignify the term and use it to 
examine violence as the purview of the state rather than of nonstate trans-
national actors and networks. Arguing that “terror” is an appropriate term 
for the violence to which many bodies, especially those gendered as female, 
are subjected, they argue that “terror” can be a useful term to describe such 
subjection.120 In particular, some feminists argue that violence within the 
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family, and the failure of the state to control male violence, are examples of 
the terror with which many women live.121 Yet terms such as “terror” and 
“terrorism” are too imbued with imperial and racial power to be repurposed 
for more progressive politics.

Advanced neoliberalism involves both contemporary manifestations 
of authority as raced, classed, gendered, and sexualized and the protests to 
such authority. Critiques of such politics require attention to the relation 
between powerful masculinities and aspirational patriarchies, white racial 
sovereignty, and forms of authority dispersed over self-improving and self-
commoditizing subjects, “private” corporations, and the security state. These 
entities collaborate with the state to use violence to assert their power over 
other groups. The advent of digital technologies, of panics over what is seen 
as public and private security, and of formations in which entrepreneurial 
and statist individuals are seen as normative citizens means that feminist ap-
proaches to citizenship have to address the ways in which neoliberal capital 
and the security state have stakes in the production of gender, sexuality, and 
the family. Feminist critique that is antiracist and anti-imperial, and which 
incorporates postcolonial and transnational theories of gender and sexuality 
that attend to the specificities of neoliberal empire, remains necessary. While 
such critique will examine how feminism can have neoliberal versions, it has 
to provide possibilities for continuing to struggle against forms of masculine 
authority that are both national and transnational.

This Book

Examining surveillance and humanitarianism as the governmentalization 
and securitization of US empire’s “soft power,” this book’s chapters relay 
interdisciplinary approaches that disrupt the academic compartmentaliza-
tion of state and security analyses. I draw on postcolonial and transnational 
theory, media studies, and law and society approaches, as well as critical race 
and gender studies, to understand the complexity of twenty-first-century 
US neoliberalism. This is not a “media studies” book, though a concern with 
media and technology appears throughout. As law is a key way the state 
becomes present to individuals, I examine how law appears more as “state 
effect” than simply “the state” itself, as that which regulates sovereignty 
between fuzzily bounded public and private entities. Studies of colonialism 
provide tools for understanding empire, and my previous research on the 
British empire and its cultures, as well as continuing interest in South Asia, 
provides the vantage point from which I trace the transnationalisms, speci-
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ficities, and differences of US politics. Critical race studies and American 
studies scholarship enable understanding of sovereignty and empire that is 
both national and transnational.122 And the fields in which I have been most 
engaged, transnational and intersectional gender and cultural studies, pro-
vide the interdisciplinary spaces to understand cultural politics and the criti-
cal engagements with state and security that are often compartmentalized in 
fields such as security studies.

I begin the book with a chapter about Hurricane Katrina as revealing rup-
tures that characterize what I see as the condition of advanced neoliberalism. 
Here, contestations between sovereignties, militarism, and security lead to the 
rise of humanitarianism as a solution to the crisis of the neoliberal security 
state. In the aftermath of the hurricane, private individuals and corporations 
were brought in to provide welfare and support, but many communities and 
social movements protested, calling for state action instead. The spectacle of 
racial injustice provides an opening for a mediated geopolitics, as critiques 
of the United States and its inability to care for its citizens circulated around 
the world. In this context, the United States appeared banal rather than ex-
ceptional, described as a “third world” nation, and its citizens as “refugees.”

My second chapter focuses on the humanitarians who become exceptional 
US citizens. Such humanitarianism is securitized, as the US government and 
military incorporates these practices into their imperial arsenal. I examine the 
subjects of humanitarianism: missionaries, “voluntourists,” nonprofit organ
izations, microlending agencies, and armchair/online donors.

Continuing this thread in the third chapter, I trace the US government’s 
crackdown on Muslim charities in the aftermath of 9/11 and argue that hu-
manitarian citizenship becomes a state security project by producing Mus-
lims as outside such citizenship. Here, I focus on the production of race not 
only though a historical sedimentation of racialized institutions, but also 
through expanding modes of neoliberal racialization. In the twenty-first 
century, evangelical Christian missionaries following a neoliberal theology 
(what John and Jean Comaroff term “millennial capitalism”) collaborate 
with and become part of the state to become the good humanitarians,123 
turning Muslims into “bad” humanitarians. Under George W. Bush’s lead-
ership, the US government put evangelical church leaders in charge of 
disbursing state funding to their own churches.124 The separation between 
church and state disappeared when there was little oversight of these funds 
and little attention to federal laws requiring accountability and nonpreferen-
tial hiring. These processes of selective inclusion of Christians existed along-
side the selective exclusion of Muslims from neoliberal citizenship, enabled 
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by a proliferation of legal statutes and policing mechanisms that pervaded 
so-called public and private entities. Yet this alliance was also provisional, 
as militarism and imperial war came into conflict with Evangelical missions.

In chapter 4, I turn to the emergence of the “security mom” and “security 
feminist” as figures of motherhood and female empowerment who attempt 
the work of state security in the aftermath of 9/11. These figures embody the 
exceptional individual as one who governmentalizes security in the private 
realm of the family, leading to a rearticulation of family and gender relations. 
Motherhood, here, becomes more about surveillance than about other tasks 
of parenting; the technology industry creates and markets products that en-
able such surveillance. The security mom and the security feminist thus 
become figures of power, yet remain conflicted because of their failure to 
secure the family or gain liberal equality.

In the fifth chapter, I examine the concept of “parental control” technol-
ogy to show how the technology industry uses moral panics to sell products. 
Although both state and technology changes suggest that complete security 
is impossible, I argue that security’s impossibility is differently experienced. 
Privacy is only possible for some families, over others, so these technolo-
gies produce their own racial formations differentiating between citizens and 
Others. As the child becomes rearticulated as a figure to be protected from 
Internet dangers, it becomes also a “digital native”—one whose generational 
difference makes it a citizen to be nurtured as well as a neoliberal consumer 
and a potential threat to parental authority.

In the coda, I bring the themes of the book together to examine the horrific 
murders at a Sikh temple in Oak Creek, Wisconsin, a killing similar to that 
which took place in Charleston, South Carolina, some years later. I look at the 
figure of the exceptional, white, male, Christian citizen—the “shooter”—who 
polices the nation and embodies the white racial sovereignty that he claims 
to possess. This figure is contrasted with those nonwhites who are seen as ter-
rorist threats, or those whose possession of guns is seen as a threat. I propose 
that the transnational connections between white supremacist organizations 
suggest that these individuals might also be seen as “international” rather than 
“domestic” terrorists.

I began my career as a postcolonial studies scholar at a time when a cri-
tique of colonialism was seen as tendentious. Yet the study of colonialism, 
whether ongoing or sedimented in everyday life around the world, remains 
crucial to understanding global conditions. Imperial cultures and projects 
abound, and become intertwined with national and transnational forma-
tions. Contemporary conditions show that colonialism and empire are 
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diverse and ongoing projects that assert the power of certain entities over 
others in the continued production of inequalities. Global capital, neolib-
eralism, heteropatriarchies, and powerful masculinities; continuing settler 
colonialisms; racial/imperial histories; geopolitics between new and old em-
pires; struggles between transnational insurgencies and national states—all 
of these require us to engage with the present in light of colonial and imperial 
technologies and histories. Importantly, the heterogeneous protests, insur-
gencies, and uprisings of the present warrant such analysis.

Feminist approaches and methods coming from studies of race and empire 
are necessary to understand neoliberalism in the United States. This book, 
though about the United States, is also a product of postcolonial and transna-
tional theory as it engages with contemporary cultural politics of gender, race, 
and capitalism. Written from within the United States but with a concern for 
the politics elsewhere, this book reflects my engagement with where I live, but 
also with the enormous power of the United States. I write along with many 
around the world and in the United States who are critiquing neoliberalism 
and authoritarian power. I write with the hope that my critiques (and those of 
my fellow scholars) can shift some of the racialized humanitarianisms and the 
surveillance regimes of our times to goals that are not just about “giving back” 
(after one has taken so much), bemoaning how America has lost its power or 
its “American dream,” or claiming that one person “can make a difference.” 
Rather, I write with the conviction that we all need to change the policies of 
the United States as neoliberal empire that affects so many around the world. 
If there is work to be done, it is to ensure that authoritarian security regimes 
lose their power, and that feminist antiracist, antisecurity, and anti-imperial 
projects proliferate.
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