
Contents

The Ends of War
Special Issue Editor Patrick Deer

Introduction: The Ends of War and the Limits of  
War Culture Patrick Deer  1

War, by All Means Randy Martin  13

Rape: A Weapon of War Jean Franco  23

The Gift of Freedom Kennan Ferguson  39

Global Society Must Be Defended: Biopolitics without  
Boundaries Leerom Medovoi  53

The Fragile Ends of War: Forging the United States–Mexico
Border and Borderlands Consciousness Gilberto Rosas  81

The War Drive: Image Files Corrupted Rosalind C. Morris  103

From Warfare State to “Shadow State”: Militarism, Economic
Depletion, and Reconstruction Jonathan Michael Feldman  143

Combat in Hell: Cities as the Achilles’ Heel of U.S. Imperial  
Hegemony Ashley Dawson  169





Contributors

Ashley Dawson is associate professor of English at the City University 
of New York’s Graduate Center and the College of Staten Island/City 
University of New York. He is the author of Mongrel Nation: Diasporic 
Culture and the Making of Postcolonial Britain (forthcoming, University 
of Michigan Press) and the coeditor, with Malini Johar Schueller, of 
Exceptional State: Contemporary U.S. Culture and the New Imperialism 
(forthcoming, Duke University Press).

Patrick Deer teaches in the English Department at New York Univer-
sity, where he focuses on war culture, modernism, the twentieth-century 
novel and film, and postcolonial and cultural studies. He is the author of 
Culture in Camouflage: War, Empire and Modern British Literature (forth-
coming, Oxford University Press). His published work includes “The 
Dogs of War: Myths of British Anti-Americanism,” in Anti-Americanism, 
edited by Andrew Ross and Kristin Ross (New York University Press), 
and “Defusing the English Patient,” an essay on the film adaptation of 
Michael Ondaatje’s novel commissioned for A Companion to Literature 
and Film, edited by Robert Stam (Basil Blackwell).

Jonathan Michael Feldman is a lecturer in the Department of Eco-
nomic History at Stockholm University. He was a student and a colleague 
of the late Seymour Melman. Feldman is the author of Universities in 
the Business of Repression: The Academic Military Industrial Complex and 
Central America (South End Press). His recent articles include “Indus-
trial Conversion: A Linchpin for Disarmament and Development,” in 
Dimensions of Peace and Security: A Reader, edited by Gustaaf Geeraerts, 
Natalie Pauwels, and Éric Remacle (P.I.E.-Peter Land), and “The Limits 
and Possibilities of Ethnic Entrepreneurship: The Case of ICT Firms in 
Sweden,” International Journal of Multicultural Societies (2006).

Kennan Ferguson is director of interdisciplinary social sciences at the 
University of South Florida in Tampa. He is the author of The Politics of 
Judgment (Lexington) and William James: Politics in the Pluriverse (Row-
man and Littlefield).



Jean Franco is professor emerita of English and comparative literature 
at Columbia University. She is coeditor of the Cultural Studies of the 
Americas series at Minnesota University Press and general editor of the 
Library of Latin America series at Oxford University Press. Her most 
recent book, The Decline and Fall of the Lettered City: Latin America and the 
Cold War (Harvard University Press), was awarded the Bolton-Johnson 
Prize by the Conference of Latin American Historians for the best work 
in English on the history of Latin America.

Randy Martin is professor and director of the graduate program in arts 
politics at the Tisch School of the Arts, NYU. He is author of An Empire 
of Indifference: American War and the Financial Logic of Risk Management 
(Duke University Press). He has also recently coedited Artistic Citizenship: 
A Public Voice for the Arts (Routledge), with Mary Schmidt Campbell, and 
The Returns of Alwin Nikolais: Bodies, Boundaries, and the Dance Canon 
(Wesleyan University Press), with Claudia Gitelman.

Leerom Medovoi is associate professor of English at Portland State Uni-
versity and director of the Portland Center for Cultural Studies. He is 
the author of Rebels: Youth and the Cold War Origins of Identity (Duke 
University Press). His most recent publications include “Nation, Globe, 
Hegemony: The Transnational Turn in American Studies” (Interventions, 
2005), “Globalization as Narrative: Three Critiques” (Review of Educa-
tion/Pedagogy/Cultural Studies, 2002), and “Cold War American Culture 
in the Age of Three Worlds” (Minnesota Review, 2002).

Rosalind C. Morris is professor of anthropology and associate direc-
tor of the Center for Comparative Literature and Society at Columbia 
University. Recent and forthcoming publications include “The Mute and 
the Unspeakable: Political Subjectivity, Violent Crime, and ‘the Sexual 
Thing’ in a South African Mining Community,” in Law and Disorder in 
the Postcolony, edited by Jean and John Comaroff (University of Chicago 
Press), “Legacies of Derrida” (Annual Review of Anthropology, 2007), 
“The Miner’s Ear” (Transition Magazine, 2007), “The Age of Dinosaurs” 
(/nor, 2007), and “Imperial Pastoral” (Representations, 2007).



Gilberto Rosas holds a doctorate in anthropology and a doctoral port-
folio in Mexican American studies from the University of Texas at Austin. 
Currently he is the Chancellor’s Postdoctoral Fellow in Latina/o Studies 
at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. He has published in 
Aztlán, La Jornada, and Latino Studies and is coeditor of a special issue of 
Cultural Dynamics on “Post-9/11 Policing and Empire.”





Introduction

THE ENDS OF WAR AND THE L IMITS OF WAR CULTURE

Patrick DeerWar is back and seemingly forever. In recent years the pacific neoliberal 
rhetoric of globalization has been replaced by the Hobbesian imaginary of 
endless war. The pervasive metaphorization of war blurs the boundaries 
between military and civilian, combatant and noncombatant, state and 
war machine, wartime and peacetime. But war discourse also operates as 
a strategy that partitions, separates, and compartmentalizes knowledge, 
offering a highly seductive, militarized grid through which to interpret 
the world. Like a virus, it seems, war tropes have spread throughout the 
body politic and global economy. What are the ends of war? This special 
issue of Social Text engages this critical question by challenging narratives 
of endless conflict, by confronting the seductions of metaphorization and 
militarization, and by analyzing the historical and material interests that 
they serve. “The Ends of War” insists on the contingent and instrumen-
tal nature of war discourse and on the need to think beyond its global 
reach.

The most seductive aspect of war discourse is its seeming power to 
manage the contradictory times and spaces of the present. Its greatest 
appeal lies in its claim to the future. If the prospect of an endless war on 
terror is less than appealing, it at least offers the compensations of proving 
“our” technological and economic superiority. The seductive mythology of 
high-tech, postmodern warfare still enshrined in the mythic active-combat 
phase of the invasion of Iraq has been kept carefully uncontaminated by 
the brutal, chaotic realities of the occupation. According to its unstable 
temporal logic, the invasion of Iraq (20 March  –  1 May 2003), like the 
100-hour 1991 Gulf War, is completely incommensurable with the Cold 
War and old “hot wars.”

In his otherwise relentlessly bloodless Pentagon briefing two days 
after the launch of the initial “decapitation strike” and “shock and awe” 
aerial assault on Baghdad, U.S. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld 
paused for a moment before taking questions to make a historical point. 
“Just before coming down,” he said after the bombing campaign began 
in earnest at 1:00 p.m. EST, “I saw some of the images on television and 
I heard various commentators expansively comparing what’s taking place 
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in Iraq today to some of the more famous bombing campaigns of World 
War II. There is no comparison.”1 Echoing the familiar claims made by the 
ideologues of high-tech “postmodern warfare,” Rumsfeld pointed out that 
today’s weapons had “a degree of precision that no one dreamt of in a prior 
conflict” and that the bombs were targeted with extraordinary care. “The 
care that goes into it, the humanity that goes into it, to see that military 
targets are destroyed, to be sure, but that it’s done in a way, and in a man-
ner, and in a direction and with a weapon that is appropriate to that very 
particularized target. . . . And I think that will be the case when ground 
truth is achieved.” General Tommy Franks, who in Afghanistan in March 
2002 had declared, “You know we don’t do body counts,” told reporters, 
“This will be a campaign unlike any other in history.” And in a September 
2003 address, President George W. Bush claimed that the war in Iraq was 
“one of the swiftest and most humane military campaigns in history.”2 
Three years later, with the occupation on the brink of civil war, Rumsfeld 
was dismissed. Even as he likened himself jokingly to Winston Churchill, 
the outgoing defense secretary reiterated the futuristic claim that the Iraq 
war was like no other, describing it as “this little understood, unfamiliar 
war, the first war of the twenty-first century — it is not well-known, it was 
not well-understood, it is complex for people to comprehend.”3

With its rhetorical emphasis on precision bombing and “humane” 
destruction, the rhetoric of postmodern warfare also claims to have super-
seded the nuclear logic of Cold War overkill, even as depleted uranium-
tipped shells and bunker-busting bombs routinely contaminate the battle-
field with radioactive dust and cluster bomblets litter the landscape like 
high-tech land mines. This “clean,” scientific, positivistic neutrality is 
supposedly quite different from the old-style “dirty war” demanded by 
colonial policing to combat the low-tech horrors of guerrilla warfare and 
terrorist violence in Baghdad, Fallujah, and Basra, conducted with impro-
vised explosive devices (IEDs) and homemade Humvee armor. High-tech 
warfare is a computer-networked, virtual, information war in which simu-
lation, artificial intelligence, and stealth weapons are the supposed keys to 
victory. In this respect, it replicates the rhetoric of high-tech globalization, 
which claims to occupy a clean, smooth space in the command-and-control 
networks of the first-world global cities, with their frictionless, speedy flows 
of metropolitan labor and capital, in stark contrast to the “dirty” quotidian 
world of the sweatshops and maquiladoras or the favelas and refugee camps 
of the underdeveloped global South. The “revolution in military affairs” 
is only the latest rationale for the U.S. permanent war economy, which has 
survived constant changes in management.

The obsessive turn toward the doctrine of counterinsurgency or low-



  Introduction �

intensity conflict in the fourth year of the occupation of Iraq displays 
a similar presentism. What is needed, according to the doctrine, is a 
deployment of culturally sensitive, technologically nimble Special Forces 
soldiers to “clear, hold, and build” the territory as they persuade the civil-
ian populations that the insurgents have no legitimacy.4 In the rhetoric 
of the armchair counterinsurgents, this doctrine has all of the futurity 
and appeal of “shock and awe,” promising to operate on the ground with 
a newfound cultural sensitivity. But the seeming newness of counterin-
surgency is, ironically, also a product of the institutional amnesia of the 
military commanders who had spent the best part of thirty years trying 
to forget the failed coupling of counterinsurgency with the brute force of 
“technowar” bombing against guerrilla warfare in Vietnam. War provides 
an educational impulse as Americans are enjoined to learn from previous 
colonial conflicts, from articles studded with quotations from Lawrence of 
Arabia, and from nervous viewings of The Battle of Algiers. Once again the 
bloody, chaotic, and unglamorous realities of urban warfare and colonial 
policing in Iraq are disavowed in favor of the glamour of empire.

War discourse also lays claim to the past. The imperial nostalgia 
evident in much recent war discourse betrays the origins of “shock and 
awe” bombing in colonial air policing. The strategic doctrine of the 
“moral effect” of the bomber was developed to police and discipline “sav-
age” colonized populations in European empires after World War I. The 
Royal Air Force, assisted by those keen imperialists Winston Churchill 
and Lawrence of Arabia, guaranteed its survival after the Great War by 
offering to police the British Empire on the cheap with what they could 
muster from the rudimentary technology of air power. The territories 
involved were Afghanistan, Somaliland (modern Somalia), and Mesopo-
tamia (modern Iraq). The mystique of imperial air power depended on 
relegating the “savage,” colonized target population to an “other” time 
and space, where morale could be decisively shattered by shock tactics 
and the “moral effect” of aerial bombing.5 Backward conditions in the 
colonial laboratory or testing ground guaranteed the technological prog-
ress and ongoing modernization of the imperial war machine. Even if the 
technology did not yet exist, did not work well, or could not be afforded, 
the Western war machine was already projected into a future epistemo-
logically and even ontologically inaccessible to the colonized other. When 
the colonized resistance movements shot back, adapted, or used guerrilla 
tactics involving space, movement, and surprise, the strategic discourse 
of air power had to work strenuously to deny the equality or coevality of 
its “other.” So much for the “benign imperialism” that apologists for U.S. 
neoimperial foreign policy, like historian Niall Ferguson, enjoin America 
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to emulate, only with greater fiscal responsibility. This is the long history 
of colonial violence that haunts any attempts by the United States or its 
British allies to intervene in whatever name.

In addition to laying claim to the past and future, war discourse 
struggles to monopolize and shape our cultures. As we saw after 9/11, 
and then more recently after the invasion of Iraq in 2003, the popular 
social imaginary of World War II has frequently been mobilized in the 
present. We saw this in Mayor Rudolph Giuliani’s enthusiastic endorse-
ment of a book about the 1940 London Blitz as he assumed his autocratic 
Churchillian role in the days after the attacks on the World Trade Center 
and the Pentagon, and also in recent disavowals of the relevance of World 
War II after the press noted that the U.S. military had now been in Iraq 
for longer than it was engaged in that earlier war.6 Dissent or antiwar 
sentiment is routinely declared a sign of weakness, relegated to the same 
historical limbo as 1930s’ appeasement of fascism. President George W. 
Bush has often likened the so-called global war on terror to World War II. 
As he asserted in his “Plan for Victory” speech in August 2005,

the veterans of World War II defended America when ruthless foes threatened 
our freedom and our very way of life. And after winning a great victory, 
they helped former enemies rebuild and form free and peaceful societies 
that would become strong allies of America. The World War II generation 
endured great suffering and sacrifice because they understood that defeating 
tyranny in Europe and Asia was essential to the security and freedom of 
America. . . . Like previous wars we have waged to protect our freedom, the 
war on terror requires great sacrifice from Americans.7

Beyond the obviously ideological attempts to co-opt the historical 
memory of a total, “people’s” war against fascism, the inescapability of 
the invocations of World War II signals a powerful desire to legitimize our 
own culture of violence. World War II saw the emergence of the first fully 
modernized and mobilized democratic war cultures, which assumed the 
traditional cultural function of mediating between the state and its citi-
zens; if citizens could not represent themselves during wartime, they had 
to learn to be represented by the official war culture.8 For British people 
living through the conflict, the official war culture helped them cope with 
trauma by offering an outlet for creative energies, a forum for intellectual 
debate about national identity and the purposes and nature of war, and a 
distraction from the violence and dehumanization of wartime. But the offi-
cial culture claimed a monopoly on making sense of wartime. Despite its 
democratizing and radicalizing force, the official British culture of World 
War II promoted a reinvigorated form of popular imperialism that silenced 
and deferred the historic struggles of national independence movements 
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and critics of colonialism. It sought to expand over the entire cultural field 
to make itself identical with culture as a whole, normalizing and natural-
izing war as a form of social, political, and economic activity. But this 
contradictory project had its limits since war culture, like the wider culture, 
was everywhere committed to separation, partitioning, and dividing up. Its 
attempt to colonize the dominant culture revealed its pervasive anxieties 
and parvenu status. It policed its boundaries, projected its demonology, 
expelled its others, and enforced its standards of taste and aesthetic values. 
Above all, modern war culture is self-perpetuating and self-replicating; 
it normalizes and naturalizes a state of war. Peace is not the end of war 
culture. At its core, war culture seeks a postponement of peacetime “for 
the duration”; it seeks an adjustment to a state of permanent war.

Compared to previous conflicts, recent wars have created a new low-
intensity war culture in the United States. Official attempts to monopolize 
representations of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, as well as the more 
nebulous war on terror, are greatly aided by media consolidation, offi-
cial secrecy, embedding of reporters, and the witchhunting of “unpatri-
otic” critics. But the midterm congressional elections of November 2006 
revealed the failure of these attempts to capture the popular imagination. 
The real problem of course is that the bodily and psychic sacrifice is being 
borne at a great distance, its traumatic effects carefully contained and 
screened away; meanwhile, in plain sight, American citizens are asked 
to sacrifice their basic civil rights and constitutional protections. Where 
British or American citizens were asked to sacrifice in the name of a Sec-
ond World War against fascism that promised postwar reconstruction or 
prosperity, the current conjuncture promises the rewards and the terrors 
preemptively.

Even torture, that most atavistic, corrupting, and degraded form of 
violence, is given a futuristic gloss by the U.S. culture of violence. Talk-
show pundits spin extreme, apocalyptic “ticking time bomb” scenarios 
in “debates,” arguing that terrorists must be tortured in order to head off 
possible nuclear catastrophe. Reclassified as “enemy combatants” subject 
to “extraordinary rendition,” people are injected with drugs in the street 
and whisked off in unmarked CIA-chartered executive jets to “black sites” 
in countries with reliably shady human rights records. Meanwhile, on Fox, 
through the paramilitary antics of lead character Jack Bauer, the series 
24 unabashedly stages these scenarios as showstopping spectacle. Lest 
the older networks think themselves superior, the forensic gaze of Law 
and Order and ER represents everyday life as a body-strewn battlefield in 
which the violated, stripped corpses are most often female, each resembling 
America’s next (dead) top model. This media arena is presided over by the 
inexorable logic of a police and judiciary increasingly influenced by the 
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logic of counterinsurgency and indefinite detention. The psychic impact 
of the Iraq war is a fairly constant feature of our own culture of violence, 
in stereotypes of traumatized veterans borrowed from the aftermath of 
the Vietnam War. Indeed post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is con-
stantly claimed as symptom on daytime talk shows, worn as a badge of 
what makes us most human. Yet the bodily impact of war remains an open 
yet hidden secret: coffins are shipped back in secret; wounded veterans 
are sequestered in military hospitals in Germany and in underfunded VA 
establishments at home.9

The environmental impact on both Iraqi civilians and American men 
and women in uniform also remains obscured; this “slow violence,” as Rob 
Nixon compellingly describes it, is consigned, like Gulf War syndrome, 
to the marginal twilight of “junk science” or popular conspiracy theory.10 
And what of the astonishing asymmetry between U.S. military “casual-
ties” and those wounded in combat? Or of a different kind of exchange 
rate, between “our” dead and the seemingly uncountable numbers of 
Iraqi civilians killed and maimed on a daily basis? An army that had spent 
decades projecting an image of social mobility and racial integration now 
finds itself engaged in the colonial policing of a multicultural Arab nation. 
Stretched to its limits in Iraq in 2005, the National Guard was unable to 
come to the aid of the predominantly poor and black victims of Hurricane 
Katrina. Yet the economic connections are seldom drawn between a war 
that, according to the National Priorities Project, is costing $255 million 
per day and nearly $11 million per hour, a permanent war economy sus-
tained by military budgets that exceed Cold War levels, and the depleted 
state of the U.S. infrastructure.11

These silences in contemporary war culture account, I would suggest, 
for the continuing appeal of representations of the 100-hour Gulf War 
of 1991, like David O. Russell’s film Three Kings or Anthony Swofford’s  
celebrated memoir Jarhead, which focus obsessively on the traumatizing 
effects of war as a nonevent on young men trained for combat but deprived of 
release in battle. Compared to the bloody realities of occupied Iraq, the vir-
tual Gulf War that “Did Not Take Place” seems charmingly old fashioned. 
Even as this slim canon of Gulf War fiction represents the traumatic effects 
of a disembodied, distanced war that exploits the armored yet vulnerable 
minds and bodies of young men in uniform, it also stages the melancholy 
detachment and routinized fear of the domestic war on terror. These belated 
representations of mediatized warfare continue to obsess both the exponents 
of the revolution in military affairs (RMA) and their leftist critics. Their 
structural absences and hallucinatory visual fields seem to vindicate theori-
zations of our violent culture in terms of foreclosure or primary repression, 
or of unrepresentable trauma.
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Yet the forbidden and the taboo are more often hiding in plain sight 
in the U.S. culture of violence, disavowed but not foreclosed.12 Ironically, 
it is from the unofficial, pornographic, and taboo subcultures of war that 
images have emerged to interrupt the silencing chatter of official war 
culture and to force the open secrets out into the light of day. The now 
infamous Abu Ghraib torture photos were produced by the guards them-
selves as a kind of war porn designed to document their own everyday 
lives, as screen savers, as amateur reality TV or a horrifying mutation of 
America’s Funniest Home Videos. Disseminated to the press and to army 
lawyers, they became whistle-blowing documents of a wholesale violation 
of human rights. The insurgents themselves have used Web sites to post 
horrifying footage of beheaded hostages, and their chilling propaganda 
videos of IED and sniper attacks surface routinely on YouTube and Google 
Video, but so too do video clips of U.S. soldiers surviving roadside bomb-
ings. Are these images merely symptomatic, or do they bear witness to 
the unacknowledged cost of suffering, the moral confusion, the abuses of 
power, and the corruptions of empire? What do they say about the pro-
found gender disturbances managed so routinely by the eroticized social 
imaginary of the “straight” war culture? The officially sanctioned war of 
images may struggle to police its own boundaries, to compartmentalize 
the experience of combatants and noncombatants, to divide and rule. But 
the cultural productions of the war machine, as Gilles Deleuze and Félix 
Guattari remind us, obey their own logic and can often return to haunt 
and scandalize the state and its military institutions.13

As a force for modernization, as “a force that gives us meaning,” war 
culture claims to be forever. But there is now a strong body of work that 
seeks to explore and contest the war culture’s tangled disavowals and open 
secrets. Alongside the theorizations of Foucault, Agamben, Baudrillard, 
Žižek, Butler, and the Retort group, and complementing the burgeoning 
genre of investigative histories,14 are a growing number of narrative rep-
resentations of the Iraq war. Charting the disturbances and dislocations 
of a conflict at once immediate, fully mediatized, and radically distanced, 
they straddle uneasily the generic divide between fiction, memoir, blog-
ging, embedded reporting, and polemic.15 Like the satirical pastiches of 
news media on The Daily Show or The Colbert Report, they chart a world in 
which the Orwell-Chomsky-Moore tradition of plainspoken demystifica-
tion seems no longer sufficient.

The continued and relentless militarization and colonization of every-
day life can be resisted, but this takes more than simple demystification. 
By charting the genealogy, construction, and buried histories of a “post-
modern” war culture, we can challenge its seductive mythology. This 
makes clear the historically contingent and limited nature of a “cultural 
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tradition” that seeks to make war a permanent and natural way of life. A 
true return to peacetime would require putting war culture in its own place, 
as a historic and historical remnant of a period of violent global struggle 
never to be repeated.

The essays in this special issue engage the newness and urgency of this 
warlike present but insist that the current proliferation of war discourse 
often masks older continuities and long-standing material interests. For 
Randy Martin, the financialization of conflict and the proliferation of risk 
visible in the current era of “derivative wars” reveal powerful continuities 
with Cold War regulation and the management of difference. Tracing the 
intimate exchanges between a postwelfare world, in which citizens must 
assume the maximum burden of risk, and the speculative violence of the 
revolution in military affairs and Special Forces warfare, he challenges 
the mythic futurity of an economy that generates endless preemptive 
conflict as the price for “security.” Jean Franco argues that rape, that 
most invisible of war crimes, has been deployed by the modernizing states 
of Peru and Guatemala as a weapon specifically targeting indigenous 
women in a scorched-earth policy that continues a long history of con-
quest and colonial domination. Confronting a horrifying sexual violence 
designed to render them abject, silent, and expelled from the human, 
and the tendency of truth commissions and international human rights 
organizations to position them as marginal and victimized, rape survivors 
have struggled to reclaim their voices and contest this pervasive weapon 
of war. Taking at its word the neoliberal claim of inflicting the “gift” of 
freedom on the Iraqi people at face value, Kennan Ferguson traces the 
violent genealogy and inequalities of gift giving. Focusing also on the 
violent gendered imaginary of war discourse, he argues, “If structures 
of masculinity depend upon giving, then both militarism and generosity 
become intertwined with conquest and the feminization and delegitima-
tion of the invaded.”

Tracing the links between globalization and the war on terror, Leerom 
Medovoi argues that they share common strategies of biopower, cultural-
ism, and internal threat. For Medovoi this represents a mapping onto the 
neoliberal globe of the Foucauldian dynamic of “race war” that can be seen 
haunting the bellicose imaginaries of European colonialism and U.S. Cold 
War strategy. In his ethnography of the militarized U.S.-Mexico border, 
Gilberto Rosas traces a tangled history of paramilitary policing, disciplin-
ing of labor, and popular resistance by those border crossers who claim the 
borderlands as a Barrio Libre. Though the border, like other militarized 
zones discussed in the issue, resembles the state of emergency theorized by 
Agamben, the forms of violence deployed there and the collective struggle 
of those who oppose them make clear that there are longer, bloody colonial 
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histories at work in these seemingly exceptional spaces. In an extended dis-
cussion of “shameless” warfare that takes images of the Abu Ghraib torture 
scandal as its point of departure, Rosalind C. Morris argues that the cur-
rent conflict in Iraq has seen the emergence of a mediatized, desexualized 
form of conflict that departs from the traditionally patriarchal wartime goal 
of rescuing or capturing a victimized or vulnerable femininity. She asks, 
“By what processes did war, and the violence that accompanies it, come 
to exceed the question of sexual difference, by assuming so acute a form 
of racism? This is a question about the new nature of war, but it is also a 
question about the regression of our increasingly technologized forms of war 
making.” Excavating a neglected tradition of “counterplanning” for recon-
struction, Jonathan Michael Feldman tracks the continuities between the 
U.S. permanent war economy that emerged in World War II and boomed 
during the Cold War and the Vietnam conflict and the current disastrous 
confluence of militarism, global outsourcing, and economic depletion. He 
argues for the relevance of “utopian realism” and alternative networks for 
reconstruction as ways out of a present addicted to war. Ashley Dawson’s 
discussion of the high-tech urban warfare currently being offered as a 
military paradigm for the era of global underdevelopment also warns of the 
historic limits of such colonial policing techniques and of their tendency to 
migrate to the metropolis, where they are deployed against enemies within. 
He contends that the “technologies deployed by imperial military forces 
around the globe . . . build on enduring practices of internal and external 
spatial apartheid and surveillance.”

War discourse makes powerful claims on the present. It offers a vision 
of endless, permanent warfare, of cutting-edge technological innovation, 
of the power to instill order and govern the epoch of globalization. It also 
claims to monopolize patriotism, to provide a proving ground for gen-
der roles or citizenship, and to offer the prospect of a renewed, stronger 
nation. Even if these are shown to ring hollow, to have terrible long-term 
human and environmental consequences, then the war makers will settle 
for second best. They will settle for confusion, for fear and anxiety, for 
exploitation, and for the prospect of endless conflict “over there,” anywhere 
but here. By blurring the boundaries between civilian and soldier, between 
noncombatant and combatant, war discourse seeks to defer the human cost 
of permanent warfare for as long as possible. If we are all at war, if we are 
all traumatized, and yet people like us can get through the battlefield of 
everyday life, then it cannot be so bad, can it? This “sacrifice,” with all its 
consumer comforts and distant demonic threats, could be borne forever, 
could it not? How long can this go on? The immediate answer seems to 
be for as long as we can bear it. Or until we are able to interrupt the logic 
of endless war and keep other, nonviolent ends in sight.
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War, by All Means

Randy MartinThe war against this enemy is more than a military conflict. It is the 
decisive ideological struggle of the twenty-first century and the calling of 
our generation.
 — George W. Bush, 11 September 2006

Five years on, and without a victory in sight, the war on terror has been 
renewed with the same evangelical vigor by which it had been launched. 
While priding itself on the selectivity of its targets, the claim made for 
this war is that it is joined by everyone everywhere, its century-long 
future borne as a calling in our present. Despite the assertion of Septem-
ber 11 as its genesis, the war of which Bush speaks in my epigraph has 
been a long time in the making.1 Afghanistan and Iraq were the objects 
of U.S. agitation long before terror made the journey from a method to an 
ideology.2 Yet the threat is to be met less with ideological clarity (witness 
how ill-defined freedom and democracy turn out to be) than with meth-
odological rigor. A war against all is prosecuted through the protocols of 
risk management, a technique for converting uncertainty into calculable 
gain. Risk has come to be central to the present imperium’s governance of 
its foreign and domestic affairs.3 Where invading armies actually landed, 
it was to attack old allies in Afghanistan and Iraq as new enemies with 
swift, decapitating precision that would leave waves upon waves of volatil-
ity in its wake. Threats were not eliminated but set in motion, amplifying 
terror and providing the occasion for epic conflict. Denying sites of occu-
pation their determinate history is part of the repertory of imperial war. 
Yet the emphasis on risk belies a history of commingling the management 
of populations at home and abroad along a model of war.

Before there was a war on terror, domestic wars were declared on 
drugs, crime, youth, and culture. These policy initiatives shared the per-
spective of populations at risk, a notion itself promulgated by a Reagan-era 
report on education called “A Nation at Risk.”4 Populations at risk pre-
sented the specter of failure that could become a contagion to the rest of 
the nation. The shift to war as a domestic policy framework referenced the 
way in which these various social problems would be addressed from local 
to federal agencies that could impose punitive standards, prosecute special 
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interventions, and conduct seizures. These wars promoted the suspension 
of liberties in the name of liberty, whether by using federal troops for drug 
interdiction or usurping the authority of local school districts. Even natural 
disasters that could place populations at risk would be fought along military 
lines, a reform whose most tragic symptom (especially for victims of Hur-
ricane Katrina) was in making the Federal Emergency Management Asso-
ciation (FEMA) a subordinate of the Department of Homeland Security 
(DHS). This new configuration, with its own cabinet-level office — hailed 
at its inception as the most significant government initiative since the cre-
ation of the Defense Department — captures the entanglement of foreign 
and domestic war under the shared administration of risk management. 
Like the commanders in Afghanistan and Iraq, unable to take control of 
the territories they occupy, DHS secretary Michael Chertoff has insisted 
that not all of the homeland can be protected.5 Risks must be assessed to 
maximize opportunities for the selective application of resources. The 
resulting militarization of all manner of policy means that battles are won 
so that the war can go on.

Winning the war does not mean ceasing hostilities but, rather, entails 
expanding the mastery of risk capability. Risk replaces progress as the 
measure of how we are all doing. More generally, over the past twenty-
five years, the risk-capable have become the new subjects of history, those 
able to benefit from decisions taken and able to free themselves from the 
encumbrances of the at-risk. Famously, the risk takers have been doing very 
well during the same period that those at risk have seen their fortunes fade. 
Those cresting the wave of each successive speculation seem propelled only 
by the wind at their back and the initiative under their feet. They go by 
the name of investors, not workers, consumers, or citizens, and appear as 
a species of the extremely free-willed, those able to endure the unexpected 
with such profound conviction that they are set apart from the herd. But 
the cocktail of policies and self-transformations of state is more pressingly 
determinate than the speculator’s own irrational exuberance. Investors, 
the acme of economic policy, are indeed the labor that drives the diffusion 
of finance into the precincts of everyday life. Finance, once the province 
of staid investment banks and governments with sovereign control over 
international exchange with fixed rates, lived a virtuous life of equilibrium. 
This, at least, was the fable of U.S. monetary hegemony in the heyday of 
the Bretton Woods agreements (1944  –  73) by which the global financial 
order would be pegged to the dollar, anchored by gold reserves.6

Postwar equilibrium in monetary policy enjoyed a partner in the grand 
strategy of Cold War international relations. Gold and nukes would anchor 
security from within their stony vaults, yielding a symmetry of power 
among rival societal systems. The idea of a system, a closed world whose 
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elements were functionally interdependent and tended toward balance, 
imagined that human affairs could be modeled as a machine, generating 
behavior or output that was mathematically calculable.7 In the 1950s, 
systems approaches were applied to clarify the foggy theater of war and 
also to forecast the volatile movement of the stock market — both efforts 
to grapple with the unreason of volatility that could unseat equilibrium.8 
Accordingly, banking and politics aligned along firm commitments to 
security, both resting on containable boundaries between the foreign and 
the domestic. Security meant preserving the sanctity of the inside against 
the uncertainties of the outside. The entailments of domestic security 
provided a sensibility of passive accumulation or savings evident in the 
foreign policy of the nuclear arms race and the domestic protocols of 
investments for retirement (typically a percentage of final salary known 
as defined benefit). Sturdily policed boundaries would contain enemies 
overseas and maintain the sanctity of private life from the moral corrup-
tions of politics. By this reckoning, nations and persons would follow a 
predictable and parallel course of development meant as a guarantee of 
progress. As time went on, life would get better and the future would 
offer a qualitative improvement over the present. In a utopian dream, the 
fate of the individual person would be aligned with the expansion of the 
dominion of capital.

By the mid-1970s such holy binaries were under strain on multiple 
fronts. The U.S. defeat in Vietnam had given the lie to containment and 
the geopolitics of symmetry, not least because of the domestic opposition 
to the disastrous war. The new financial services industries that emerged 
in the wake of Bretton Woods sought to make a virtue of disequilibrium, 
treating volatility and risk as productive forces in their own right for a glob-
ally circulating economy of credit and debt. The social forces mobilized 
throughout the 1960s politicized the boundary between the public and 
the private, making difference central to the expansion of what popula-
tions made of social life. Without doubt, the new domestic wars — from 
education and crime to culture and the arts — that served to constitute 
populations at risk took this whole field of difference as their battleground. 
The multiplicity suggested by critical notions of multiculturalism was not 
simply an array of identities that jostled with normative conceptions of 
American life.

Difference referenced a generative and expansive productivity that 
posited the very form of social life as a matter of historical transforma-
tion — whether this meant the nature of employment, expression of affect, 
or the organization of everyday space. If anything, the risky wars were a 
reaction, a state resistance to the mobilizations associated with the 1960s 
that politicized the domestic in the context of a critique of imperial war. So 
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long as the journey from private to public life took the form of welfare-state 
entitlements, service sector jobs, and consumer goods, it looked as though 
the potent productivity unleashed by the various movements was readily 
assimilable to individual rights and benefits. But always a residue remained, 
and the movements themselves surpassed what could readily be afforded 
them through standard reforms. Difference was treated as the emblem of 
what people could create together, not only to critique existing norms but 
to enact more enriching cultural practices. It was reduced by the emergent 
condominium of reaction to an aberrant identity that would be brought 
under attack, now without the conciliatory carrots of incremental entitle-
ments. The at-risk would be carefully policed, measured, and monitored, 
but ultimately left to account for themselves.

The reaction undertaken in the 1980s took the form of a heady but 
unstable alliance of neoliberalism and neoconservatism, which has reached 
its apotheosis with the war on terror — itself an initiative full of historical 
antecedent. Throughout the twentieth century, the legal and repressive 
means were being developed for the policy of generalized warfare. The 
Palmer Raids (in the aftermath of the Espionage Act of 1917 and the Sedi-
tion Act of 1918) detained more than ten thousand suspected radicals. The 
House Un-American Activities Committee, in various incarnations from 
1938 to 1975, devoted itself to the pursuit of subversives. The 1970 Anti-
Racketeering Act (RICO), first passed to fight organized crime, made it 
possible to prosecute the shadowy networks and corrupt organizations that 
supported violence. Strains of liberalism and conservatism as a governing 
dialectic of the nation stretch back much farther.9 The political conjunc-
ture that has made for the war on terror suggests an ideological hybrid. 
Neoliberalism argues for small government and rational self-regulating 
markets, while neoconservatism advertises a morally interventionist state 
and an evangelical economy, a proselytizing of credit that delivers its faith 
in the here and now. The assault on the welfare state and the attack on social 
movements need to be understood in the context of efforts to make the loss 
of equilibrium, symmetry, security, and progress into a virtuous crusade, a 
war, by all means, propelled by a shared methodology of risk-embrace.

The erosion of equilibrium as the governing value in the international 
economy served to precipitate an expansion of finance. Finance, whose root 
meaning is to bring debt to an end, is now a medium of ceaseless circula-
tion by which capital is made available to others and mutual indebtedness 
becomes a generalized means. The amount of money moving through the 
coffers of finance exceeded that of industrial production around the time 
of the demise of Bretton Woods, and today the financial transactions of 
a month are more than the global gross domestic product.10 This is not 
simply a matter of magnitude. Finance is ruled by risk management, by 



		 War,	by	All	Means	 17

efforts to harvest market volatility for gain. Accordingly, all manner of 
instruments or products are created by which investments can be made 
now on anticipated movements of price in the future, the futures, forwards, 
options, and swaps made when financial traders peddle their wares.

The social impact of a financialized world is to increase mutual indebt-
edness that is experienced as a matter of personal risk capacity. Mortgages, 
credit cards, and student loans are bundled together from local lending 
agents and marketed as equities in their own right, a process known as 
securitization. Pensions, once the gateway to emancipation from labor, 
shift from government- or corporate-defined benefits to pay-as-you-go 
self-managed contributions to financial markets. To make generalized 
disequilibrium a universal social good, venturing risk must reap suitable 
rewards. Drawing people into this logic of investment requires a new belief 
in the future: not that it will be unpredictably different, but that it will be 
calculably the same. The time of investment is now, the future must be 
lived in the present. To make volatility stick, inflation must be eliminated, 
for a return on investment will dissipate when inflation runs high (with 
12 percent inflation, a 12 percent rise in stock prices is neutralized). To 
avoid discouraging popular participation in the stock market, the state 
must remain fiscally vigilant, which has meant constantly adjusting inter-
est rates in anticipation of inflationary anxieties. When the future is lived 
in the present, policy is carried out preemptively.

Long before it was a tenet of Bush foreign policy or monetarist eco-
nomic intervention, the preemptive strike was a doctrine used to transform 
the U.S. military. In the aftermath of the Vietnam debacle, the application 
of advanced weapons and communications systems to preempt an enemy 
response came to be known as the revolution in military affairs (RMA).11 
The Vietnamese victory also anticipated the reversal of Cold War symme-
try, the military advantage of the seemingly weaker force that now guides 
imperial intervention. As it came to be used within military circles, RMA 
sought to eliminate human error or the fog of war by applying computer-
assisted information processing to automated weapons delivery. The highly 
touted capacity for “shock and awe” assumed that overwhelming force 
could be delivered to precisely defined targets (an already dubious claim 
for the NATO bombing of Kosovo in spring 1999).12 The battlefield would 
be rendered transparent through capture by surveillance of all relevant 
information, and risks would be managed through systems models that 
could predict optimal gains for minimal input. Behind the cybernetic cel-
ebration of Cold War arms superiority, the RMA responded to the crisis of 
military labor that Vietnam presented. A drafted citizen army questioned 
mission validity and challenged military command structures beyond what 
was sustainable politically.
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The force transformed by the RMA would be leaner and meaner 
(downsized by more than half a million and by six divisions).13 Military 
operations would be spearheaded by small teams of Special Forces who 
could anticipate threats before they were manifest, practicing what in 
military parlance is called “forward deterrence.” Special Forces are the 
military equivalence of arbitragers in finance, those who make small invest-
ments on volatile fluctuations that are leveraged to considerable gains.

Not only do Special Forces undertake the riskiest operations, but they 
are now deployed strategically as key interventions in the theater of battle 
so as to assure that their work will have the maximum effect. Like the 
arbitrager, they thrive in the volatility they create. Military and financial 
operatives share the temporality of anticipating future risks in the present 
and of fomenting by their interventions the volatility that makes their work 
possible. Financial arbitrage drives the proliferation of new debt and credit 
products, each designed to profit from a self-generated form of risk. As is 
painfully clear in Afghanistan, Iraq, and now Lebanon, precision aerial 
bombardment accompanied by surgical applications of special operatives 
proliferates those risk-embracing antagonists (lumped together as terror-
ists) who propel the war.

Both military and financial deployments share the logic of the deriva-
tive, a fluctuation in the value of an entity that is isolated and placed in 
circulation, like a currency exchange rate or a targeted safe house. In 
finance, a derivative is a contract to buy stock or currency, or some other 
commodity at a particular time for a given price. It is used to hedge against 
unforeseen fluctuations in price and, at the same time, to take advantage 
of those fluctuations, especially if the commodity’s price exceeds what the 
buyer is guaranteed to pay for it when the contract comes due. Because 
trading in derivatives increases volatility and produces risk through the 
collateral damage to securities and populations that are their medium of 
circulation, they are essential machineries of risk production. Win or lose, 
there is money to be made, certainly a tag for the wars in the Middle East 
but also a rationale for the relative underdeployment of soldiers and the 
absolute underfunding of reconstruction.

The mutual imbrication of finance and war in the protocols of risk 
management touts a generalizable rationality that fuels conditions for 
further misery and violence. The risk that spreads everywhere does not 
imagine universal enlightenment. Rather, it is a great sorting machine. 
Some will find benefits through risk-embrace just as others will accede to 
the mandate of unshakable war. Populations at risk consist of those unable 
to turn volatility toward their own profit. The terrorist embraces risk 
against the imperial ends of war. The wars against the at-risk battle their 
growing disenchantment that the future holds a place for them by directing 
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their attention toward the immediately engrossing demands of financial 
self-management. The war against terror seeks to channel risk’s enchant-
ments toward imperial rule by disallowing those populations around the 
world whose spirit might move them elsewhere. Hence, while the at-risk 
can always be named by category (children, artists, people of color, devi-
ants of various stripes), the terrorist who thrives on bad risk is unname-
able and uncountable (witness the claim made by the occupying armies 
that the casualties and the combatants in the war on terror are impossible 
to count). While the at-risk are to be held to account by punitive testing, 
mandatory sentencing, and zero tolerance, the bad risk presented by ter-
ror is extreme beyond all accounts. People everywhere are to be liberated 
from the prior encumbrances of social life, whether this meant a stable 
community or secure job, a certainty of state power, or a distant future in 
which dreams could be deposited.

The logic of the derivative that informs financial investment and mili-
tary intervention also seems to remove the underlying reference to value 
in order to render action arbitrary or discretionary. Just as anything can 
become an opportunity for profit taking, so, too, imperial intervention can 
occur anyplace, at any time — a necessary response to the unbounded risk 
of terror. The evangelism of the imperium brings all possibility into the 
present and insists that discretionary intervention is worth the risk, even 
if many places and peoples will be left behind. Freedom is the prospect of 
having everything now, of not having to wait for the dull march of progress 
to deliver the future. Risk management installs a preemptive temporality. 
Imagine what might happen and take care of it straightaway. Turn every 
specter into a realizable opportunity. Those incapable of embracing the 
ethical means or the moral ends of risk must therefore be attacked before 
they can make their differences manifest.

The obsession with preemption is at the same time reactive. The 
intolerance of difference — sexual, racial, religious, gendered, laboring, or 
otherwise — has long been made known. The wars, foreign and domestic, 
that aim to cleave populations around the operations of risk are not merely 
opposed to historical formations of cultural difference, but are prosecuted 
on behalf of a virulent indifference. After all, difference is not merely a 
habit of the heart or pattern of belief. When set in motion against the 
state as a politics that makes a claim on social wealth, it is generative of all 
manner of practical and institutional benefit, from health and education 
to urban infrastructure. The politically mobilized demands of popula-
tions have been addressed through extensive social investment from which 
those who would harbor society’s wealth as a private matter now seek to 
flee under the cover of bomb-generated dust and strong winds. Financial 
freedom is meant to sever the encumbrance of creative populations on 
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social life. No small wonder that emancipation from terror and disaster 
leaves cities leveled and diminished, schools closed, hospitals abandoned, 
employments scarce but for pervasive speculation. The monies squandered 
on war and tax abatement (hundreds of billions in the case of the former, 
but trillions of dollars lost to tax cuts) conform to a preemptive logic of 
waste meant to make social investment unthinkable.14

The insistence that the future be lived out in the present constitutes an 
abandonment of capital’s own utopian promise of progress for all through 
a dream machinery that would yield secure deferral of something better 
to come. The imperative that all reserves be spent now, that everyone be 
freed immediately, that all opportunities for risk be undertaken spawns 
vertiginous volatility. The purchaser of a derivative can trade it away 
before the underlying contract comes due. A military intervention’s time 
can be up even if the war it launched lives on. Staying with war is no easier 
to justify than maintaining a course of investment. Interventions arrive 
wearing disinvestment on their sleeves. Exits must be found before the 
debts come due. Domestic support collapses as the war effort implodes, 
dispersing risk everywhere.

Antiwar mobilizations anticipate the start of wars, as if they too were 
already in circulation. The circuits of peace are now as durable as the war 
economy, but the military knows that actual deployment will mobilize 
the war resisters and that occupations must therefore be kept as brief as 
possible. Tempting as it is to measure the antiwar march’s success in a 
strict temporality of cause and effect, these demonstrations, assembled 
from all manner of organizations with better ideas for how to spend our 
wealth, make tangible what is on offer by a movement at peace. Despite 
the fearmongering, the death and destruction, the vast concentration of 
wealth and power on display by the present empire of indifference has 
moved beyond self-justifying necessity. The end of war that is on the march 
transnationally proposes more than a cessation of hostility prosecuted by 
a brutish empire. The counterproposition to war occasioned by its imme-
diate opposition imagines a different condition of mutual indebtedness 
after such heavy debt makes us aware of all that can be done toward and 
on behalf of one another. If derivative wars appear arbitrary and even dis-
cretionary, they mark a historic moment when intervention funded by vast 
surplus wealth can be attached to social investments of our own design. 
Left abandoned, disinvested, dispossessed, enclosed, a population for itself 
makes the road to peace. They chart a course for what is to be done with 
the riches we can afford to share.
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Rape

A WEAPON OF WAR

Jean FrancoRape is “the least condemned war crime,” according to the U.N. Com-
mission on Human Rights.1 The “historic breakthrough” made in 2001 
when the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia 
(ICTY) charged three men with seven counts of violation of the laws 
or customs of war (torture, rape) and seven counts of crimes against 
humanity (torture, rape) was in fact a puny conclusion to the war in Bos-
nia where thousands of women were raped during the process of ethnic 
cleansing.2 Rape is still being committed with impunity in internal con-
flicts in Darfur, the Congo, and Colombia.

Susan Brownmiller’s pioneering study Against Our Will: Men, Women, 
and Rape documented examples of wartime rape, but her basic premise that 
rape “is nothing more or less than a conscious process of intimidation by 
which all men keep all women in a state of fear”3 is far too blunt a general-
ization given the need to differentiate between criminal rape and rape as 
a strategy designed to destroy or disperse ethnic groups. Her conclusions 
addressed rape as if it were only an individual problem. Women could 
protect themselves by learning self-defense, and rape might eventually be 
eradicated thanks to the “good will” of both men and women, solutions that 
can hardly be applied to state-sanctioned terror or situations in which the 
intention is to restructure communities by force in the cause of “modern-
ization.” There is a difference between individual acts and the collective 
project of ethnic cleansing, between one man’s assault on an unprotected 
woman and rape as a form of torture that often terminates in death and 
aims to destroy a community.4

Nowhere was this strategy adopted more ferociously than in Peru 
and Guatemala during the civil wars of the 1980s and 1990s by armies 
engaged in a scorched-earth policy against insurgency. In both countries, 
indigenous peoples suffered the worst of the atrocities, including the rapes 
extensively documented by the Guatemalan Comisión para el Esclare-
cimiento Histórico (Commission on Historical Clarification, henceforth 
CEH) and by the Peruvian Comisión de Verdad y Reconciliación (Com-
mission on Truth and Reconciliation, henceforth CVR).5 These reports 
not only reveal the extent of the atrocities, but they also include substantial 
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sections on violence against women. The CEH, set up as a result of the 
Oslo Agreement in 1994 with Christian Tomuschat of Humboldt Univer-
sity in Berlin as coordinator, published its findings in 1999 after conduct-
ing thousands of interviews. According to Tomuschat, the CEH report 
stressed that “the rules governing the taking of evidence were tailored to 
victims who could not yet be sure with the advent of peace, democracy 
and human rights, that the rule of law would prevail not only as the law 
on the books, but in daily practice.”6 The commission was financially 
strapped and met obstruction from the armed forces. On receiving the 
report, the then president of Guatemala, Álvaro Arzú Irigoyen, concluded 
that nothing needed to be done.7 He refused to express public apologies 
or to purge the army, nor was the charge of genocide acknowledged. In 
Peru, after the flight of President Alberto Fujimori to Tokyo in 2000, 
the interim president, Valentín Paniagua, took the opportunity to set up 
the CVR, coordinated by the president of Catholic University, Salomon 
Lerner. Both reports amassed documentary evidence and evidence from 
exhumations and presented a vast number of testimonies given in private 
in Guatemala and publicly in Peru.

The numbers speak for themselves. Of the estimated 69,000 dead in 
Peru, 75 percent were indigenous peoples of both the highlands and the 
Amazon basin. In Guatemala, of the 30,000 dead, most were Mayans.8 
Although there is no way of knowing the exact number of rapes committed 
during the wars, both Truth Commissions acknowledged that the major-
ity of raped women were indigenous: 88.7 percent in Guatemala and, in 
Peru, 75 percent were Quechua speakers.9 The Guatemala Commission 
documented 1,465 cases but estimated the number to have been around 
9,411, an estimate that cannot be complete because of the reluctance of 
many women to admit that they were raped, while many others, as the 
Peruvian CVR underscored, “died as a result of torture so that it is dif-
ficult to recover their story directly” (CVR, 34).

In both Peru and Guatemala, war was waged against armed uprisings. 
In Peru, the insurgent Sendero Luminoso (Shining Path, henceforth SL),10 
inspired by a version of Maoism and based in the southern highlands, 
began its campaign in the early 1980s with the aim of destroying the 
infrastructure of the state, beginning with the rural areas, according to a 
program similar to that of Pol Pot in Cambodia. In the highland villages 
that they occupied, the SL prohibited markets and trade, planning to 
starve the cities in preparation for their conquest. Unlike the Guatemalan 
Army of the Poor, they had no interest in the indigenous heritage, nor did 
ethnicity enter into their scheme of things. Villagers were either recruits 
or class enemies.

The armed uprising began in 1982, just before the election of Fer-
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nando Belaúnde as president, when the SL invaded the voter registration 
office in Chuschi and burned the ballot boxes. Their intention was to sweep 
away the republican state apparatus — the police, the economy, the power 
and telephone grids, and the education system — and to make a “clean 
start.” Because of President Belaúnde’s initial reluctance to engage the 
army, the uprising spread, and in 1982 a state of emergency was declared 
in the city of Ayacucho and eight other provinces, inaugurating the “dirty 
war” that would escalate during the presidencies of Alan García and 
Alberto Fujimori.11

Both the SL and the MRTA (Movimiento Revolucionario Tupac 
Amaru) committed rape. For the SL, it was a way of punishing supposed 
informers and avenging themselves on husbands who were not sympathetic 
to the cause or who occupied official positions. It was also a form of forc-
ible recruitment of women who were made to accompany the guerrillas 
on marches or to become their sexual slaves (CVR, 287  –  92). Among the 
more bizarre atrocities documented by the commission were cases of the 
rape of the dead and the punishment of male homosexuals by cutting off 
their penises (CVR, 286).

But it was the Peruvian armed forces (including the navy) and 
DECOTE (the Police Department against Terrorism) who used rape 
(often followed by execution) in a systematic way as a form of torture. 
Captured women, suspected of belonging to the SL or of aiding them, 
were handed over to the troops, whereupon they were submitted to mass 
rape accompanied by insult and other forms of humiliation. But there were 
more sinister incidents of rape during the wholesale massacres of villages 
where Quechua-speaking inhabitants were suspected of supporting the SL 
or the SL had recently occupied. In these places, the men were shot first 
and the widows raped and then executed.

In Guatemala, four guerrilla groups came together in 1982 as the 
Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca.12 One of the major guer-
rilla groups, the Guerrilla Army of the Poor, focused its attention on 
the countryside and on the indigenous peasantry, many of whom were 
members of the Comité de Unidad Campesina (Committee for Peasant 
Unity, henceforth CUC).13 In 1982, a successful coup staged by Rios 
Montt against his elected predecessor, Romeo Lucas García, initiated 
the state’s scorched-earth policy in the highlands, during which the army 
massacred whole villages, killing women and children or forcing reloca-
tion. Guatemala: Memoria del Silencio records that the savagery of the 
massacres was of such a magnitude that “on a first reading, it could even 
provoke a certain incredulity.” What made the events credible was the 
commission’s reiteration of detail: of the exhumations of bodies, but also 
“the images, still vivid in the minds of witnesses — of cut throats, muti-
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lated corpses, pregnant women with their bellies cut open with bayonets 
or machetes, bodies strewn (sembrados) on stakes, the smell of burnt flesh 
of those burned alive and dogs devouring abandoned bodies that could not 
be buried, correspond to a real event” (CEH, 3:249  –  50). Children (“the 
seed”) were killed by beating them against the wall or by throwing them 
alive into graves where they were crushed by the bodies of dead adults. 
The military also destroyed ceremonial places and drove “upward of 80 
percent of the population from their homes.”

Rape was seldom an isolated act committed by one person. Rapes 
were collective acts. A witness from Guatemala describes a woman who 
lost consciousness and was raped by twenty soldiers: “she was in a pool 
of urine, semen and blood; it was really humiliating, a mixture of hatred, 
frustration and impotence” (CEH, 3:28). Soldiers were instructed to kill, 
torture, and rape as a recognized strategy (CEH, 3:29). Army witnesses 
who gave evidence before the Guatemalan Commission on Historical 
Clarification confirmed that rape was ordered by the commanders, who 
gave instructions as to how to proceed. Catherine A. MacKinnon, writ-
ing of Bosnia, calls this “rape under orders.”14 One witness stated that the 
soldiers were not thinking of “excesses,” only of “pillage and rape,” as if 
violence against women could be counted among the guaranteed spoils 
of war (CEH, 3:29). After the event, bodies of dead rape victims were 
exhibited, sometimes with sticks in the anus or vagina to publicize the fact 
that rape had taken place.

Consider these eyewitness accounts, in which the spare language only 
emphasizes the extreme violence that accompanied rape. The first is from 
Guatemala:

One day I managed to escape, and from my hiding place, I saw a woman. 
They shot her and she fell. All the soldiers left their back packs and dragged 
her like a dog to the bank of the river; they raped and killed her, and a 
helicopter that was flying overhead came down and they all did the same 
with her.

This demonic incident from Peru was witnessed by a prisoner in a bar-
racks:

They threw [the woman] to the ground as if she were any object and began 
to abuse her in a degrading manner, all the soldiers abused her sexually. At 
the beginning the girl said nothing, but after a good while she said, “Don’t 
do it any more.” There were about thirty or forty people. In the end, they 
all stood around and began to shoot, . . . and they told her to speak but she 
did not reply. Apparently she had fainted. Four persons wearing black hoods 
[encapuchados de negro] appeared holding something like a dagger in their 
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hands about l5 or 20 centimeters, others pointed their weapons. . . . They 
knelt between her legs and put the knife into her vagina. The girl woke, cried 
out and fainted. Then a car came, that closed truck I don’t know what color. 
They put her in a bag and threw her into the truck. (CVR, 313  –  16)

Such ferocity accompanied by abusive, discriminatory language (and 
there are many other examples) can only be explained on the grounds 
that women represented a significant threat. In Guatemala, women were 
mutilated, their breasts or bellies cut, and if they were pregnant, fetuses 
were torn from their bodies. In one case, a woman’s breasts were cut off 
after the rape, and her eyes were pulled out. Her body was left hanging 
on a pole with a stick in her vagina (CEH, 3:35). A pregnant woman was 
raped in front of her children and then was killed, and the children were 
knifed to death. There were many cases of adolescent girls and children 
being raped (CEH, 3:36  –  40). In a Peruvian incident, a witness was raped 
anally and vaginally until she was almost dead, while the soldiers insulted 
her, shouting “bitch betrayer of Peru, this is how you’ll die” (CVR, 348). 
During rape, women were routinely called prostitutes or animals, as if the 
verbalization confirmed the degraded state of the victim and helped spur 
on the perpetrator to more acts of violence. Police passed their penises over 
women’s faces and mouths, and they beat women on the stomachs, as if to 
emphasize that this was a deadly campaign against the body’s reproduc-
tive potential (CVR, 306).

In The Body in Pain, Elaine Scarry describes the self as embodied in the 
voice and in language. “The goal of the torturer is to make the one, the 
body, emphatically and crushingly present by destroying it, and to make 
the other, the voice, absent by destroying it.”15 That contrast was extreme 
in Peru and Guatemala, where mass rape was often followed by the abso-
lute destruction of the body of the voiceless female victim, a body already 
degraded because it was racially inferior. At the same time, the tortur-
ers spoke emphatically, using a vocabulary of insult and euphemism. In 
both countries there were special terms for mass rape. In Peru, it was 
known as pichana, which means “a sweep.” Officers “gifted” captured 
women to the troops: “She was given over to the troop. Before killing 
her, we gave her to them,” stated one witness (CVR, 342). In Guatemala, 
when women were captured the soldiers announced “Hay carne” (“there’s 
meat”; CEH, 3:34). In Rabinal, naked women were beaten and told they 
were cows; “they treated them as if they were cows exchanging the stal-
lion” (CEH, 3:31).

Gang rapes consolidated the rapists as a group who mingled their 
seed in a single body. Soldiers who were reluctant or refused to participate 
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were insulted. In Peru, the army raped according to rank, officers going 
first and recruits last.16 There were bizarre scenes. In Guatemala, women 
were forced to dance, to cook for the army, and raped to the music of the 
marimba. The troops even had a hymn, “Himno al Macho Patrullero,” 
that grotesquely proclaimed macho solidarity. Ritual was important. In 
Guatemala, a troop of specially trained soldiers, ironically named kaibiles 
after an unconquerable indigenous leader, was trained to become kill-
ing machines by being forced to eat raw meat and drink blood (CEH, 
2:55  –  62). In Peru, soldiers were said to wipe blood onto their faces after 
the killing as an act of solidarity.17 Sometimes soldiers identified themselves 
by nicknames or wore hoods, giving an air of sinister and archaic mystery 
to the rapes and killings, as if the soldiers were performing acts that were 
outside any human norm.18

As in the former Yugoslavia, both the Peruvian and the Guatemalan 
governments suspended the order of law and created a state of emergency 
or exception in which prohibitions were lifted, “permitting” the killing of 
those suspected of aiding the enemy. Accounts of massacres in Guatemala 
describe orgiastic scenes as, for example, the events in “Dos Erres” Petén 
in 1982, after the kaibiles19 were ordered to “vaccinate” the population, 
first children and women and then men, all of whom were then hit on the 
head with a hammer and thrown into a pit; pregnant women were beaten on 
the stomach; and women, including children, were raped. After finishing 
off the survivors, the kaibiles “were laughing as if nothing had happened” 
(CEH, 6:402).

Rape and execution in the examples I have discussed perform expulsion 
from the human, reducing its objects to a state of abjection. Abjection places 
the victim outside the bonds of the human, for the abject is “inscribed in 
a primordial chaos, marked by a primary indistinctness or formlessness. 
Which is to say that, before differentiation, ordering is a relation to lack of 
distinction. The abject is, in other words, not a pole in a binary distinction 
but indistinction itself.”20 The very postures forced on raped women were 
designed to maximize their abjection. “They put them on all fours and then 
shot them, placing the gun in the anus or vagina” (CEH, 3:29). The women 
were systematically mutilated beyond recognition, reduced to animal-like 
postures, their bodies defiled and dumped, reduced to inhuman objects. 
“They treated us like animals. They gave us nothing to eat except for three 
tortillas. They carried big sticks and hit us all as if we were just dogs, and 
they came in to interrogate while kicking us. At night the soldiers came 
to rape the girls, the youngest. And those who did not give in were beaten 
badly” (CEH, 3:37). The Peruvian critic Rocío Silva Santisteban described 
these acts as a “rubbishing” (basurización) of the female body.21 Rubbish is 
what is ejected, dispensable because it is lacking in form.
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But while the raped woman is expelled from the social and from 
humanity, the patriarchal structure is strengthened and purified. Writing 
of such rituals in relation to the ethnic cleansing in Bosnia, Bülent Diken 
and Carsten Bagge Laustsen argue that rape pollution consolidates the 
perpetrators in a “brotherhood of guilt,” giving them a sense of community 
derived from the victim’s abjection.22 It is also an act of initiation, serving 
to strengthen ties to the army or the nation, and “on the side of the victim, 
the same act often resists translation into language and thus cannot serve 
as the basis for the formation of a social bond.”23 “Hypermasculinity” is 
exalted insofar as the female as well as the male enemy are degraded. That 
the rape of women was also an attack on the opponent’s manhood was 
vividly exemplified by an incident in Guatemala, where soldiers cut off a 
father’s penis and thrust it between the daughter’s legs (CEH, 3:51).

In Guatemala and Peru, this dual process of ejecting certain bodies 
from humanity while exalting others was not random but part of a strategy 
for rebuilding the nation. To rape and then kill, although not unusual in 
criminal cases, is different in wartime because of both the scale and the 
planning involved. It demonstrates the desire for the final solution. Is it too 
exaggerated to suggest that rape, in these countries, was a reenactment of 
the conquest itself, that these atrocities attempted to finish off the work of 
conquest? The Guatemalan Commission argued that the slaughter justi-
fied a charge of genocide. Certainly, the destruction of unborn children 
suggests a determination to eliminate “the seed.” “She was pregnant, they 
raped her, then cut her throat with a knife and finally opened her stom-
ach. She was eight months pregnant and they took out the baby” (CEH, 
3:34). But whether defined as genocide or not, mass rape was a systematic 
and planned practice. Describing “shows” with prostitutes that preceded 
a military operation, the CEH concludes that “it was not a question of 
isolated acts and sporadic excesses but a strategic plan. The devaluation 
of women was absolute and allowed the army personnel to attack them 
with total impunity because they were indigenous women of the civilian 
population” (CEH, 3:27).24

The overwhelming evidence from both countries points to the darker 
project of genocide. A witness who gave evidence to the Guatemalan 
Commission overheard a soldier saying, “kill boys, kill everyone because 
it’s now time to kill,” underscoring that the aim was “not to kill one, two, 
or three but so terminate us once and for all” (CEH, 3:321). The use of 
weapons as instruments of rape linked violation to extermination. In Peru, 
soldiers and police thrust guns into the vagina and anus, in a symbolic 
reversal of impregnation by means of a death-dealing rather than a life-
giving instrument, a symbolic negation of life. Women, as the bearers of 
a future generation, were seen as dangerous, hence the practice of taking 
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fetuses out of the wombs of pregnant women.
Only a deep-rooted hatred of a people thought to be “alien to moder-

nity” can account for the assassination of children and the wholesale mas-
sacres in which people were burned alive. As the Guatemalan Memoria del 
Silencio puts it, “Racism was an influence in nurturing feelings against the 
indigenous as ‘distinct, inferior, a little less than human and removed from 
the moral universe of the perpetrators, making their elimination less prob-
lematic’ ” (CEH, 3:325). The commission members also emphasized that, 
given this racist mentality, any indigenous mobilization became identified 
with the atavistic image of an uprising: “In this sense, it can be taken into 
consideration that racism was also present in the most bloody moments of 
armed confrontation when the indigenous population was punished as if 
it were an enemy to be conquered” (CEH, 1:93). In Guatemala, rape and 
massacre were planned in order to lay the groundwork for reconstructing 
the nation-state on radically new lines that were explicitly outlined during 
the government of Ríos Montt in a National Security and Development 
Plan.25 The aim was not only to destroy indigenous traditions and to disrupt 
communities but also to integrate survivors as citizens now severed from 
communal ties, as Spanish speakers, and even as evangelical Christians, 
into a regenerated nation. As Greg Grandin has argued, extermination 
was “a carefully calibrated stage in the military’s plan to establish national 
stability through an incorporation of Maya peasants into the government 
institutions and a return to constitutional rule.”26 This plan was formu-
lated by a group of modernizing army officers who devised a doctrine they 
termed “strategic democracy,” its long-term objective being to convene a 
constituent assembly and adopt a new constitution. The first and deadly 
stage in this program involved the militarization of society, the destruction 
of the insurgency, and the extermination of their base of support in Maya 
communities. As part of the policy, PACs (Patrullas de Autodefensa Civil, 
civil self-defense patrols) were formed with the idea of recruiting sectors 
of the population to support the army. In Peru, peasant patrols (Rondas 
Campesinas) were formed with a similar aim in view. Their effect was to 
divide communities between army supporters and opponents.

The enormity of the nation-building project can only be appreciated in 
light of the postconquest history of indigenous peoples. In both Peru and 
Guatemala, state policies in the colonial period and after independence 
had left indigenous communities on the margins of the state, to be used 
as ethnic labor. They were often monolingual, outside the education sys-
tem, maintaining their indigenous language, their traditional dress, and 
certain customs. Although the arrangement underwent modifications and 
attack over the centuries, the cultures of the indigenous communities of 
highland Peru and Guatemala were powerful incubators of practices and 
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beliefs that provided alternatives to the dominant culture. This is not to 
say that they were ideal or utopian communities but that they had reserves 
of historical memory and experience that should have been respected. 
The civil wars struck at the very roots of these traditional arrangements 
in a bid to abolish indigenous difference, if not through extermination, by 
conscripting indigenous people into the state apparatus as recruits against 
the insurgency and forcing them to participate in acts of violence against 
their own communities. In Guatemala, there were serious attempts to 
suppress indigenous languages and dress in order to force the population 
into a new type of social contract.27 The Guatemalan army was explicit 
in its aims, envisaging the birth of a new nation and an eventual electoral 
“democracy,” under new terms that included the preparation of a consti-
tution, presidential elections, and “demilitarization of certain state agen-
cies,” all of which, however, was predicated on reorganizing the surviving 
remnants of the indigenous population.

The state of exception that allowed the army to operate outside the 
guarantees of juridical rights and, certainly, outside any covenant of human 
rights prepared the ground. Though the Peruvian military was less explicit 
in stating its long-term aims, it too took advantage of the suspension of 
guarantees under a state of emergency declared by President Belaúnde 
in 1982.

Rape had a devastating effect since it attacked the family as the very 
basis of society, inducing feelings of isolation and desperation.28 Women 
who survived rape often suffered physical damage and were left not only 
feeling shame but also guilt. As Diken and Laustsen wrote of former 
Yugoslavia, “The victim is excluded by neighbors and by family members. 
Hence the rape victim suffers twice: first by being raped and second by 
being condemned by a patriarchal community.”29 This is the negative side 
of the honor code that has sometimes been used as an argument in defense 
of a community’s actions, so that the killing of dishonored women has been 
explained if not excused on the grounds of cultural difference. The U.N. 
Commission on Violence against Women pointed out that this resort to the 
honor code “obscures the violent nature of the crime and inappropriately 
shifts the focus toward the imputed shame of the victim and away from 
the intent of the perpetrator to violate, degrade and injure.”30 Although 
this justification was not officially employed in Peru and Guatemala, there 
was an often tacit condemnation of raped women, and many women felt 
guilty. They were considered “used” or “wasted” and “were blamed by 
their companions, by their families, and by agents of the State and even 
by those who committed rape” (CEH, 4:56).

The concept of “honor” is troubling in that it is one of those deeply 
sedimented norms that are not easily subject to national or international 
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law, especially in societies where family custom weighs more heavily than 
the decrees of the state. It still functions as an unwritten code in many 
sectors of Hispanic societies, as it did in Bosnia. In sixteenth-century 
Spain, the purity of the wife was the guarantee of the male’s honor, of his 
standing in society, and had to be defended by husbands or fathers. Honor 
underscores the gap between individual behavior and legality, a place 
where the law is ineffective. On the one hand, rape secured the military 
and the police in their belief that the indigenous were without honor. In 
indigenous communities, on the other hand, honor was not an individual 
value but a communal one, so that rape endangered the weft and warp of 
the social bond.

Rape violates the integrity of the body — whether of the individual 
or of the community — to such an extent that it becomes unspeakable or, 
rather, speakable only in euphemistic or indirect terms. Bosnian women, 
for example, spoke of being “touched” by Serbs. A Peruvian witness speaks 
of “acoso sexual” (sexual harassment); in Guatemala women used such 
mundane words as pasar or usar (CEH, 3:21). In detailed testimony given 
before the Peruvian CVR, a witness speaks of her rape but cannot repeat 
the “dirty words referring to sex”:

In the very headquarters, they threw me down, began to beat me, they beat 
my feet, legs, sides and breasts, they pulled my shirt and they raped me. They 
were several; I remember up to the third who threw himself on top of me, 
even when I was shouting. I shouted all the time that I was innocent . . . they 
looked at me naked and said, “Look how thin she is; she won’t take it,” among 
themselves with dirty words, their slang referring to the sex. And one of 
them, not content with having raped me, put the cannon of the machine gun 
[metralleta] in the anus and said, “You still haven’t had it here.” (CVR, 319)

A Guatemalan witness uses the same euphemism (touching) as the Yugo-
slav rape victims. On l5 September 1982, “we were coming back with 
my father from the market in Rabinal. Soldiers stopped us near the base 
and confined us separately . . . they pulled off my clothes in pieces and 
all mounted me, the captain first and eight more soldiers. The others 
touched me, treated me badly, and told the one on top to hurry up. They 
said to me to move and they beat me to make me move” (CEH, 3:51).

Indigenous people often did not report rape because they had no confi-
dence in state institutions and because of the absolute impunity of the 
perpetrators, who were often still living in their community. But in addi-
tion to these rationalized silences, there is the fact that “unlike sin, shame 
resists verbalization; it (rape) cannot be elevated into a sign of faith or 
belonging.”31 Indeed, raped women often seem to have suffered alone. 
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The ethnographer Kimberley Theidon, in a sensitive study of the after-
math of atrocities in highland Peru, writes that “if anything can strike a 
person dumb, it is rape. Women have many reasons for concealing that 
they had been raped and with justice only a distant possibility they have 
few motives to speak of stigmatized and shameful experiences.” She adds 
that the “stigma associated with rape has multiplied the consequences. 
Women go on trying to manage the stigma and the great majority have 
never spoken of the horrible experience.”32 Theidon’s study is unusual 
in exploring women’s resistance to rape and their tactics of survival, 
including abortion and consenting to sex with the military in order to 
save daughters or relatives.33 She also takes into account the Quechua lan-
guage, which conveys different concepts of suffering, weakness, and evil 
as well as different concepts of the body and selfhood.34 Yet some women 
were able to bear witness, and despite shame, guilt, and silence, the Truth 
Commissions sometimes managed to record explicit and detailed accounts 
of rape, sometimes by the assaulted person.

The case of Giorgina Gamboa in Peru is particularly interesting in this 
respect. Gamboa was one of many who gave birth to a daughter after being 
raped. In many such cases, women were stigmatized by the community 
and even by their own families. In some cases they left the babies to die or 
gave them over to convents. Giorgina Gamboa was refused an abortion, a 
decision that at first made her suicidal. She eventually accepted the child 
and became a proud mother, appearing before the Commission of Truth 
and Reconciliation with her then twenty-year-old daughter. In an essay on 
the case, Rocío Silva Santisteban argues that in thus refusing shame and 
victimization, Gamboa was able to overcome the limitations of the Truth 
Committee itself, which adopted a “tutelary” role toward “victims,” and 
was thus able to insert her own voice into the national narrative. “Giorgina 
speaks to the members of the Commission, to journalists and on behalf 
of ‘human rights.’ ” Her testimony, given publicly and before cameras, 
was “organized according to the urgent need to highlight her search for 
justice and the need that this be situated in a broader public space than 
her community.”35 This is an important strategy that few others have been 
able to follow.

“Violence,” writes Judith Butler in her book Precarious Life, is a way 
that “a primary human vulnerability to other humans is exposed in its most 
terrifying way, a way in which we are given over, without control to the will 
of another, a way in which life itself can be expunged by the willful action 
of another.”36 In response to recent global violence, Butler asks, “What 
counts as human? Whose lives count as lives? What makes for a grievable 
life?”37 This kind of question was asked in a different form by Solomon 
Lerner in his presentation of the Peruvian Report of the Commission on 
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Truth and Reconciliation in 2003. “What does it say about our political 
community, now that we know that 35,000 of our brothers are missing 
without anybody missing them?” What does it mean, we might add, that 
so many “sisters” have disappeared or have been attacked in their very 
selfhood? Can “truth” and “reconciliation” repair the wreckage of so many 
lives and the divisions between those who adapted to militarization and 
those who did not, especially given the fact that it has been so difficult to 
remove the impunity of perpetrators?

“Truth Commissions,” writes Greg Grandin, “are curious, contradic-
tory bodies. They often raise hope of justice symbolized by the Nurem-
berg Trials yet operate within the impoverished political possibilities that 
exist throughout much of the post  –  Cold War world.”38 The Guatemalan 
Commission was set up by the Oslo Accord of l994, and the Peruvian 
Commission drew on the body of international law in its definition of jus-
tice. International human rights, however inadequate and whatever their 
limitations, are strategically significant as an arm against national or local 
injustices. Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri have argued that such “new 
supranational subjects that are legitimated not by right but by consensus 
intervene in the name of any type of emergency and superior ethical 
principles. What stands behind the intervention is not just a permanent 
state of emergency and exception, but a permanent state of emergency and 
exception, justified by the appeal to essential values of justice.”39 Without 
international human rights rulings, it is unlikely that Peru and Guatemala 
would, on their own initiative, have recognized rape as a crime against 
humanity, and even now most of the perpetrators have gone unpunished. 
As I have mentioned elsewhere, I find it more useful to consider “the appeal 
to essential values of justice” as strategic.40

Peru and Guatemala are now different societies, and indigenous peo-
ples have a far greater public presence in those postwar societies despite 
the fact that attempts to understand and come to terms with the past are 
hampered by impunity and trauma.41 But the melancholy truth is that 
ethnic cleansing, massacre, and rape go on elsewhere. In Colombia, where 
there is an ongoing civil war, both guerrilla groups and paramilitary groups 
rape, and “violence against women, particularly sexual violence by armed 
groups, has become a practice within the context of a slowly degrading 
conflict and a lack of respect for humanitarian law.”42 And rape and exter-
mination of women in Juárez, Mexico, and in Guatemala City (described 
as “feminicide”) in “peacetime” raise the uncomfortable question as to 
whether atrocity of this kind has now been “privatized.”

Rape as act of war, genocide, or crime against humanity is not only 
widely publicized, but the possibility of prosecution now rests on a substan-

ST91-04_Franco.indd   34 6/5/07   10:46:19 AM



  Rape: A Weapon of War 35

tial body of legal precedent.43 A parallel development is the number and 
strength of women’s organizations, including organizations of indigenous 
women, of families of the disappeared, and nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs) under the aegis of UNIFEM, the women’s fund of the United 
Nations.44 The problem is that this mobilization does not sufficiently dis-
turb the rest of the population and force them to take action. The impu-
nity of the military and others will only be broken when the population at 
large accepts rape as a crime against humanity and determines to bring 
the perpetrators to justice.
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The Gift of Freedom

Kennan FergusonThe only gift is a portion of thyself.
Thou must bleed for me.
 — Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Gifts”

It’s the Thought That Counts

On 20 March 2003, the U.S. military, with minor assistance from Eng-
land, Australia, and a smattering of other countries, invaded the state of 
Iraq with the avowed purpose of overthrowing the authoritarian and bru-
tal government of Saddam Hussein and replacing it with a constitutional 
democracy. At great expense, considerable human cost, and the destruc-
tion of vast amounts of international goodwill, the United States intended 
to free the Iraqi people. (Even though considerable talk of the threat of 
weapons of mass destruction had preceded the offensive, that chatter 
disappeared soon after it became clear that the dictator had — surpris-
ingly — complied with international demands and rid the country of any 
such weaponry.) What did the U.S. government demand from the newly 
liberated Iraqi people in return? Nothing: this freedom was a gift.

Of course, many critics of the war have insinuated that certain demands 
have been made: that access to Iraq’s considerable reserves of oil remains 
paramount, or that the U.S. government will insist on the permanent 
entrenchment of military bases in the country. They have doubted George 
W. Bush’s announcement, at the war’s beginning, that the U.S. intent was 
“to bring freedom to others.”1 But as of now, at least, the Bush administra-
tion has guaranteed that it will abide by the will of the new governmental 
structure. Thus, putting aside such objections for the purposes of this 
essay, the U.S. military has invaded and occupied Iraq solely to give politi-
cal freedom to the people therein. In the words of Bush’s press secretary, 
Ari Fleischer, the United States helped “lead a war to give freedom to the 
people of Iraq.”2

Yet the gratitude that the United States expected has not exactly been 
forthcoming. Since the startlingly quick collapse of Hussein’s military and 
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the conquest of Bagdad, violence has steadily continued against the great 
emancipators. Americans are roundly reviled; Western journalists can no 
longer travel safely in much of the country; virtually no Iraqi political par-
ties will admit to asking the Americans to stay. Each supposed demarcation 
toward the end of the uprising — the capture of the fugitive Hussein, the 
transfer of “sovereignty,” the holding of elections — has failed to end the 
violence or stabilize the country. And the Iraqi people overwhelmingly 
agree that the United States should leave Iraq as soon as possible.3

Such a result appears outrageous, at least from Washington’s view-
point. They have given an amazing and costly gift, and, worse than insuf-
ficient gratitude, outright resentment has resulted. The majority of Iraqis 
do not want Saddam Hussein back in power, and yet they also do not want 
the Americans, the very Americans who saved them from Hussein’s rule. 
Admittedly, the Iraqi people did not ask for the invasion, but at its suc-
cessful initial conclusion, with Hussein gone, why did they not embrace 
this new state of events?

I argue that the U.S. government had little idea what it was doing. 
Not necessarily in its military strategy (though that is possible), nor in its 
occupational strategy (though that is probably at this point beyond seri-
ous argument), but in its very conception of the relationship that gifting 
entails. If indeed freedom can be a gift, and if the intent of the American 
governmental structure was to bequeath such a gift, then what did the 
action of giving mean, to both the grantor and the receiver?

To answer this question, I turn not to policy, political-science analysis 
of power politics, nor to classic theories of international relations. Instead, 
I look at the anthropological, philological, sociological, and philosophical 
meanings of gift-giving. For almost a century, the question of the gift has 
been investigated as a cultural, economic, and psychological phenomenon; 
hermeneutic and sociological interpretations suggest why people give and 
identify the corresponding obligations, or lack thereof, that giving pro-
duces. Under these auspices, the meaning of the “gift of freedom” that 
the U.S. invasion has delivered looks very different.

Of course, such an approach ignores a number of the conclusions that 
most commentators desire to draw about Iraq. It sidesteps the question of 
U.S. grand ambition, the meaning of democratic freedom, and the cen-
tral role of violence and death in imperialism. One could therefore argue 
that this entire analysis ignores every important aspect of the war in Iraq. 
The presumption that the United States gave freedom (of whatever sort) 
to the Iraqi people still bears closer scrutiny. Yet many other essayists, 
commentators, and academics have explored these issues of justice, inter-
national law, and the authenticity of American claims about weapons of 
mass destruction. Their answers, even if incorrect, at least explore these 
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issues.4 If, however, both sides conceptualize the invasion as a gift, in the 
complex and problematic way explored by theorists, then the usual analyses 
of national interest and international law have failed to understand central 
and continuing motivating factors on all sides.

To Give

Many will deny that the intertwined motivations of the U.S. military and 
the Iraqi people do constitute the giving and receiving of a gift, especially 
those repulsed by this war. A gift, they will argue, must be desired. A gift 
can be refused. A gift is given only with generosity, or only to one who is 
beloved, or only with goodwill. The war in Iraq, they will assert, shows 
none of these traits: it is merely a question of dominance, might, and 
grand imperialist ambitions. As tempting as these claims might be, they 
are demonstrably false. Such a naive conceptualization of gift-giving fails 
any normative and descriptive test, whether cultural, anthropological, or 
economic. Gifts, simply put, operate at far more complex (and far less 
sanguine) levels.

To give and to take share the same Indo-European roots.5 In middle 
Dutch, the word gif meant both a gift and a poison; the German word gift 
means toxin.6 Anthropologists, linguists, and philosophers have engaged 
the counterintuitive overlap between gift and appropriation, between giv-
ing and stealing.

The differences between a gift and an anonymous donation are readily 
apparent. Gifts are never simply contributions: they take place publicly, 
with expectations of acknowledgment, and between people who have 
(or hope to have) a relationship. One cannot understand a gift, there-
fore, without comprehending the cultural interrelationships in which it 
operates. Gifts are social objects, circulating in spirit between gifter and 
giftee, creating and consolidating connections and social standings. The 
young, for example, bear different gift-giving expectations than do adults. 
Children do not need to give as many gifts to their parents as parents give 
their children, for example, and the effort a child spends creating the given 
object holds greater import than its monetary cost. But the assumptions of 
gift-giving still apply: a child’s empty-handed arrival at another’s birthday 
party in the United States would not soon be forgotten.

Anthropologists were the first to study gifts seriously, investigating 
the demands they create. Upon analysis, practices of giving clearly involve 
more than mere friendliness or generosity; rules, expectations, and tradi-
tions appear clearest to those who have not internalized the gestures. Gifts, 
in other words, partake in economies — not in the traditional sense of a 
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measurable equilibrium of labor-power exchange, but in a social, interac-
tive, creative, and sometimes excessive exchange of value.

Here one must mention the early-twentieth-century anthropologist 
Marcel Mauss. In his fragmentary, schematic, and astonishingly influen-
tial analysis of Melanesian, Polynesian, and northwest American Indian 
tribes, Mauss developed a theory of gift exchange that swept away the 
usual dismissive attitudes toward giving as a normatively empty, formal 
gesture. The Gift explained various methods by which social bonds and 
political status emerge from the giving of presents; in doing so, Mauss’s 
book thus outlined a critical analysis of the processes by which ostensible 
generosity transmutes into economies of goods, power, status, and domina-
tion. He did not intend to limit his investigations to far-flung lands, either, 
but hoped that such appraisals would apply to Germany, to the West, to 
“social life in its entirety.”7

Other analyses soon followed: studies by Georges Bataille, Claude 
Lévi-Strauss, Martin Heidegger, Marilyn Strathern, Marshall Sahlins, 
Pierre Bourdieu, Gloria Goodwin Raheja, and Jacques Derrida.8 Each 
brought more cultural evidence, newer theories of exchange, and a deepen-
ing of the sense of the importance of gift-giving to social relations. Start-
ing with Mauss’s conclusions, these theorists expanded and enriched the 
various implications of giving into space, sex, and time.

Many of these readings of economy followed Mauss’s attention to the 
northwest American tradition of potlatch.9 During the potlatch, the gift-
giving cycle reaches beyond the bounds of generosity into the realm of 
pure destruction. Haïda and Tlingit chiefs invited their rivals to complex 
ceremonies, where they gave gifts and ceremonially broke or burnt other 
valuables, such as houses, crates of whale oil, and copper vessels.

To Mauss, this process of destruction showed the purity of the gift, 
where you as giver have not given “the slightest hint of desiring your gift 
to be reciprocated.”10 By conquering the property, you conquer the system 
of exchange. This destroys the possibility of reciprocity, the object of the 
system of gift-giving, by making repayment impossible. Mauss divided the 
symbolic meaning of potlatch into the sacrificial (where the object goes 
from the material world into the realm of the spiritual) and the warlike. 
Discussing the latter, he explained that the Tlingit call their potlatch the 
“War Dance,” and they conceive of the property as being killed — either 
destroyed, or given to a tribe that does not have the resources to recip-
rocate.11 The enemy can be beaten when that which is given cannot be 
returned.

For Bataille, the act of destruction itself constitutes the soul of the 
gift. In the first volume of The Accursed Share (1991), Bataille redefined 
political economy as intrinsically concerned with excess and surplus, 
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rather than — as in traditional economics — scarcity.12 All organisms and 
cultures, he argued, exceed their minimum requirements; growth, change, 
and reproduction — the intrinsic determinants of life — can only occur 
when energy is available that exceeds the requirements of mere existence. 
The most important anthropological question to ask of a society, Bataille 
suggested, should not be “where does it get the necessary resources to 
survive?” but “what does it do with its excess?” In his reading, destruction 
must be central to social organization. Warfare, sacrifice, religious devo-
tion, monuments, art, and gifts all constitute forms of waste and excess; 
only a healthy society partakes in such exorbitance, just as only a thriving, 
extravagant organism has the capacity to grow or reproduce. 

Derrida, too, rejected Mauss’s closed economy of gift-giving. He 
pointed out that the circulation of gifts logically contradicts their status as 
gifts. Once a thing has been truly given, that thing can no longer be part 
of an exchange.13 For Derrida, what is given in gift-giving is not objects, 
but the over-and-above, the excess of objects. Time, experience, and life: 
those are what are being given, all that can be given. The destruction found 
in gift-giving arises from the systematic culmination of the exteriority of 
such gifts. Insofar as gift-giving always builds to overcoming, it also always 
builds to madness.14

These various interpretations are less important for their differences, 
though, than for the centrality of destruction in each. Potlatch serves as the 
archetypal form of gift-giving precisely because the giving, the sacrifice, 
has been abstracted from the taking, from need. The ornamentalism of 
exchange has been transcended, revealing the power inherent in the act 
of giving. When the economics of the objects are transcended, only the 
economics of relationship and affect endure. At the heart of the gift, then, 
stands the act of giving, not the need or pleasure of receipt. In the annihila-
tion of the thing, the subjugation of the other is all that remains.

Materialism

Freedom itself is an abstraction. Gifts, however, are physical objects: they 
hold concrete economic value even if they are not traded thus. But free-
dom is neither a copper headpiece nor a container of seal oil; it cannot be 
fungibly transferred in like a physical good. Freedom, as a concept, can-
not corporeally be given, or earned, or even measured. To be free remains 
indefinable, as a half millennium of political philosophy shows.

This complicates our understanding of giving. For example, Bataille 
argued that the essence of the gift was the transmutation of a thing (what 
is given or destroyed) into rank (that which is gained by the act of giving 
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or destruction).15 Though he carefully distinguished rank from power 
(strictly, the ability to coerce), the two concepts remain mutually reinforc-
ing. In cases where “prestige is power, this is insofar as power itself escapes 
the considerations of force or right.”16 A form of social magic occurs, 
where the act of wasting material goods transforms into the acquisition of 
sacred stature. If no transformable object exists, what precisely occurs? 
What makes up the gift?

One answer for the example at hand is to emphasize the material qual-
ity of the invasion of Iraq. The matériel of warfare overwhelms the mind in 
its vastness. Troops, weapons, organizations, training, support: all these 
comprise massive amounts of physical outflow from the United States. The 
bodily materialism of the armed forces themselves proves both symbolic 
and incontrovertible; the numbers of U.S. soldiers wounded and killed 
constitute part of the cost of the war.17 Perhaps the measurable expenditure 
of equipage serves as the material basis of the gift.

Another answer could highlight the abstraction of value that the mate-
rial wealth represents. That is, wealth itself is wasted. For Mauss, the social 
presentation of destruction proved important: one approach to potlatch 
involved a chief setting afire barrels of whale oil, a valuable commodity. 
In that overt expenditure, with of course no hope of return, the gift shows 
itself as both expansive and wasteful.

So perhaps the expending of billions of dollars in unnecessary warfare 
itself serves this purpose. This expense need not be translated into mate-
rial goods to be seen as a massive outlay. Certainly, the U.S. government’s 
financial separation of the Iraq war from the rest of its budget emphasizes 
the specific and immense cost. Though most commentators interpret this 
maneuver as a way to feign financial conservativism while simultaneously 
inflating national expenditures, it seems unlikely that many onlookers are 
confused.18 Indeed, this move overemphasizes warfare expenditures, keep-
ing them from being dwarfed by the size of the national budget.

A third answer may play up the immaterial nature of the result. Just as 
freedom cannot be measured in its giving, neither can it be measured in the 
taking. That is, perhaps warfare redefines freedom as closer to destruction 
than gift. “Look,” says the giver, “at how much effort and wealth went into 
the process. One cannot deny the result.” Freedom, under this definition, 
is not measured by journalistic autonomy or national self-determination or 
even formal balloting — it is measured, instead, by the exertion expended 
for it. Such an understanding would explain the U.S. government’s con-
tinued ability to assert that the situation in Iraq continually improves, even 
though all mensurable evidence points to violence and instability: so much 
exertion must be having a positive effect.19

These answers do not exclude one another; perhaps all of them together 
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indicate the material meaning of freedom. That mere emotion or gesture 
does not suffice, however, remains clear. Sacrifices must take place for a 
gift to be a true gift; oblation cannot arise from immaterial (in both senses 
of the word) things. Feelings such as pity or admiration, no matter how 
earnestly experienced, do not require or even suggest repayment — they 
are a-economic. It is the object’s value and materiality that necessitate the 
unavoidable cycle toward mutual obligation and power.

Production

Additional questions arise: where do all of these gifts come from in the 
first place, and precisely whose blood and treasure went into the giver’s 
control of them? In her analysis of the relationship between giving and 
cultural prestige, Lisette Josephides points to what she terms “the unac-
knowledged relationship to production,” the social and economic relations 
underlying the creation of the objects given.20 Who actually makes the 
things, who works for those with the power to gain privilege from the act 
of giving, cannot be separated from the dispensation. A New Guinean 
chief’s generosity depends on those who labor to create the objects given; 
the power to gift also signifies the power over others to originate the gift. 
In other words, according to Josephides, the cultural power of dominance 
underlies the ostensible equivalence of exchange. Most anthropological 
descriptions, including Mauss’s, naturalize the chief’s possession of the 
objects/gifts. He somehow owns them; production processes fade into 
the background. Josephides asserts the importance of the conditions of 
production of those gifts: how do they become the chief’s to give away?

In the case of the U.S. invasion of Iraq, who produces freedom? In 
the Marxist terminology of Josephides’s focus on production, who are the 
workers whose labor gets alienated from them? Soldiers, certainly, appear 
on the front line of the U.S. production of the gift of freedom. It is they 
who suffer through dust storms, physical exhaustion, canteen meals, and 
physical labor.

The threat of injury and death, too, constitutes a form of labor. 
Mortar attacks, improvised explosive devices, suicide bombers, accidents 
and “friendly fire” incidents, even the constant possibility of such events 
occurring in otherwise benign circumstances, all form sorts of payments 
made by the bodies and minds of the American soldiers, most of whom 
would not choose to be in the Middle East if not called up and deployed 
there. Certainly, military personnel receive significant (at least to them as 
individuals) wages, but such payments make no sense outside the power 
relations of obligatory deference to authority and the rhetorics of patrio-
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tism that undergird a volunteer military. Few, if any, of the enlisted service 
members would have chosen on their own to exchange their security for 
the results of the Iraq war: a distant state’s quasi partition into various 
principalities, including Shari’ah-inflected legal republicanism.

In other words, gifts are far easier to give if the giver has a highly 
disciplined, compulsory workforce whose labor — rather than his or her 
own — produces the object given. If Bataille’s economic presuppositions 
prove correct, the excess must be expended at the expense of those who 
create it. The Americans literally at war in Iraq, as the rest of U.S. society 
lives more or less untroubled by the conflict, provide the sacrificial expen-
diture that serves as the American gift. Iraqi freedom, argued Donald 
Rumsfeld (then the U.S. secretary of defense) on the third anniversary of 
the invasion, “is a gift, selflessly purchased by the very best and brightest 
among us.”21 For the nation, these soldiers literally embody the overflow 
of economy, its excess, its wasted gift. It is far easier to comprehend the 
contradictory messages of the political apparatus under such a concep-
tion. Common sense suggests the incoherence of simultaneously hiding 
the casualties of American service personnel while harping on the mas-
sive sacrifices made by the everyday soldier. But if the symbolic expense 
supersedes the literal bodies of the soldiers, if the sacrifice of the soldiers 
is at all threatened by their all-too-human wounds, opinions, and corpses, 
then the latter must be hidden lest they eclipse the former.22

That the gift takes the form of warfare, of the violence done to the bod-
ies of the state’s own citizens and others, serves as the hypertropic form of 
expenditure. Ferocity and vehemence already constitute a dynamic of the 
gift-giving process for the individual; for states to give gifts the expense 
must be much greater. International war serves as the quintessential act, 
possessing sufficient dramatic importance to justify such cost. Even those 
wars that the United States did not originate (such as the two world wars) 
necessitated astonishing degrees of force, carnage, and expense. “The 
violence appears irreducible,” one might say, “within the circle or outside 
it, whether it repeats the circle or interrupts it.”23 Indeed, the need for 
expenditure even continued well after these wars into the postwar period, 
as the Marshall Plan and the Japanese occupation showed. But the suc-
cess of these wars (or even all wars) is measured more by sacrifice and 
bloodshed than by formal gauges of national accomplishment. We lionize 
achievements by generals and soldiers for generations, whereas we quickly 
forget successes by ambassadors and U.N. negotiators, no matter how 
impressive or substantive. Novels and films celebrate wars and battles, 
not the triumphant use of subtle diplomatic engagement or the skillful 
stabilizing of economic growth.

The realization that war can serve as the ultimate in sacrificial gift- 
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giving undercuts the optimistic presumption undergirding Mauss’s analy-
sis. Mauss hoped that gift-giving could act as a social repository for the 
strong passions and excitements of warfare, displacing them into a safe alter-
native. When differing cultures, even those of neighboring tribal groups, 
meet, they “can only either draw apart, and if they show mistrust toward 
one another or issue a challenge, fight — or they can negotiate.”24 The gift 
concretizes this second, nonviolent option: “It is by opposing reason to 
feeling, by pitting the will to peace against sudden outbursts of insanity . . .  
that peoples succeed in substituting alliance, gifts, and trade for war, 
isolation, and stagnation.”25 Marshall Sahlins explained this as Mauss’s 
solution for the problem of the Hobbesian state of war, where the rational-
ity of structured exchange replaces the natural human tendency toward 
conflict and oppression.26 But this opposition, which implicitly shows the 
savages as progressing toward (peaceful) civilization, rests on too facile 
a dualism. War and exchange are not mutually exclusive, as the complex 
economies of contemporary countries no less than ancient civilizations 
demostrate. On the contrary, they comprise interrelated and reinforcing 
methods by which people and societies negotiate difference.

Gender

The differences in gift-giving, and the differences between the desires of 
donor and recipient, draw out the power dynamics within a society. The 
inherently gendered nature of gift-giving reinforces these personal poli-
tics. But this depends on the recognition of the gendered social dynamics 
within which the giving occurs. So long as the gift is understood as the 
object itself, instead of the relationship (what Mauss calls the “spiritual 
bonds”) between the giver and receiver, the gift remains a mere thing. 
So long as giving is understood as merely a relationship between two 
people, the social components of the giving are merely the background. 
But acknowledging the act, the thing, the social relationship, and the 
overarching plurality of meanings of gift-giving, while difficult, allows 
for an analysis that examines the mutually reinforcing aspects of their 
interrelatedness.

Feminism, as Marilyn Strathern argues in The Gender of the Gift, 
encompasses more than an approach to cultural understanding that focuses 
primarily on women, though it is often misperceived that way. Gender, 
she says, “is easily relegated to male-female interaction, male-female 
interaction to the concerns of women, women to domesticity — always 
something related to, contained by ‘society’ and ‘culture.’ ”27 Instead, 
feminism examines the very gendering of social and academic comprehen-
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sions of behavior: what counts as knowledge, what counts as action, what 
counts as interpretation (in any culture, whether academic anthropology 
or Melanesian familial structures) draw on and reinforce sexual, cultural, 
and power dynamics of that group. A feminist approach, she argues, cannot 
be simply pasted onto anthropology, any more than the reverse, but each 
can allow for new understandings and analyses.

Strathern contends that each participant necessarily experiences the 
gift transaction differently: for one the gift means a continuation of his or 
her self, now in the embrace of the other, while for the other the gift must 
be forcibly extracted and disengaged from the previous owner. Similarly, 
between a man and a woman, especially those within a patriarchy, the 
gift can never operate as simply as Mauss or others who scrutinize only 
male-male gift-giving can comprehend. For one partner, the gift may seem 
deserved or already owned; for the other, the gift cannot even serve as a 
mechanism of reciprocity.28

Other feminist analyses assert the ways in which the act of giving 
genders both people involved. Hélène Cixous has argued that once one 
accepts Mauss’s conceptual schema, in which gifts enter the parties into 
a system of reciprocity, one must necessarily ask about the differences in 
reciprocity demanded of men and women. For women, especially wives 
without economic recourse, the return of value that a gift demands cannot 
be replicated in financial terms. The implication for a woman, then, is that 
her own subservience must serve a man’s virility, his masculinity.29

But this implication reaches beyond women: it holds true for all who 
receive. Passivity, Cixous argues, gets rendered female.30 In the traditional 
form of gift-giving, those who give are claiming their masculinity (an 
open-ended and always fruitless claim, since their masculinity can never 
be fully assured). One could even expand this, as does Cixous’s contempo-
rary Luce Irigaray, to identify the tendency to turn humans into objects, to 
commodify women, as an extension of the desire to control others through 
the use and expense of things.31 But the gender of giving does not need 
to commodify only women: anyone and anything can be given, provided 
one holds sufficent power. Cixous: “Giving: there you have a basic prob-
lem, which is that masculinity is always associated — in the unconscious, 
which is after all what makes the whole economy function — with debt.”32 
If structures of masculinity depend on giving, then both militarism and 
generosity become intertwined with conquest and the feminization and 
delegitimation of the invaded.

The buildup to the Iraq war and the early days of the conflict severely 
tested the relationship between the United States and France, especially 
among supporters of the American president. Innumerable strains emerged 
on the western side of the Atlantic, including the renaming of “french 
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fries” as “freedom fries,” the public destruction of French wine, and 
the popularization of the sobriquet “cheese-eating surrender monkeys,” 
that exemplified the level of contempt.33 What primarily bothered a great 
number of commentators was France’s perceived lack of gratitude for U.S. 
involvement in World War II, sixty years before. (Never mind that Pearl 
Harbor, the motivating event for U.S. entry, followed Germany’s invasion 
of France by a year and a half or that France itself historically aided U.S. 
military independence by joining George Washington’s forces to defeat 
Cornwallis.) The frenzied fury even led one Florida congresswoman, 
Ginny Browne-Waite, to introduce a bill seeking to repatriate the bodies 
of World War II American servicemen interred in France.

These attitudes demonstrate a particular continuity of resentment on 
the part of these Americans. What, precisely, did France owe? Obeisance 
to American foreign policy? Support of questionable intelligence? More 
important, what constituted the international economy of exchange: what, 
precisely, should the French have paid for their own gift of freedom? 
Clearly, commitment to democracy, to sovereign decision making, and to 
international law did not suffice.34 And obviously the gift could never be 
repaid, since the French government’s half century of determined anti-
Stalinism failed to discharge the debt.

From this perspective, by accepting the gift of freedom France had 
acquired an eternal obligation. Opposition, disagreement, or even lack 
of support had become unacceptable: a gift had been given, after all. No 
one demanded that freedom need be renounced, or somehow paid back; 
instead, the continuance of French democracy necessitated a responsive-
ness to demands. As Wilton Dillon noted in the 1960s, the French reluc-
tance to accept the Marshall Plan arose from the suspicion that such a gift 
would carry obligatory demands and eternal reparations.35

Civilization

Anthropologists — by the very nature of their work — rarely explain the 
ways in which the practices they study transcend the cultures that engen-
der them. They may do a superb job interpreting one culture for another, 
or clarifying how apparently economic relationships are better understood 
as symbolic cultural relationships. More difficult, though, is making sense 
of the overlap and interrelation between traditions. A gesture, an object, 
or a phrase may be profoundly meaningful in two different traditions, and 
yet when exchanged between actors across those traditions, it may have 
entirely unrelated meanings.

Maussian and post-Maussian theorists of gift-giving, in pointing 
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to a universality of excess and exchange, are clearly critiquing Western 
societies. “Look,” they are saying, “the complexities of our economies are 
just like these so-called ‘primitive’ ones: we too arrange our systems of 
exchange toward symbolic rather than commodity exchange, and we too 
do not understand that the excesses of production could be used to help 
our weakest and most needy.”

Strangely, however, there has been far less attention paid to the prac-
tices of transcultural gifts. Perhaps this deficiency arises from the common 
phenomenological or structuralist assumption that, since such behaviors 
are universal (or at least come from transcultural economic and social 
systems), they must hold the same symbolic meanings or disguise the 
same ugly, oppressive realities across cultures. Yet the dynamics of a gift 
given around the world, at least one outside the formalized networks of 
diplomacy, remain poorly understood.

Such a gift remains poorly understood by the givers, at least, who 
remain convinced they are acting with utter benevolence and tremendous 
generosity. The recipients are not so naive. They may recognize that the 
history of globalization, writ large across the past half millennium, includes 
countless examples of gift-giving as cross-civilizational practice. From 
the gifts given by European explorers and colonists to native peoples, to 
the gifts of civilization brought across the planet through colonialism and 
imperialism, to the gift of economic development through industrialization 
and free trade, the poison has long been indistinguishable from the gift. 
These presents were freely given, and sometimes freely received, but they 
often built relationships that were lethal to the recipients.

What those who receive the gift of freedom understand is that no gifts 
are truly free, that the submission inherent in getting a gift results by its 
very nature in unfreedom. Why else do invasions face resistance and denial, 
even by those they ostensibly free, while revolutions far more often garner 
celebration and commemoration?36 In the case of Iraq, even some of those 
who most hated the tyranny of Saddam Hussein argued forcefully against 
the U.S. invasion.37 Many still do; in fact, it would be politically suicidal 
to suggest publicly in much of Iraq today that the U.S. invasion has been 
overall a benefit. Gifts, as the saying goes, keep on giving.
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Global Society Must Be Defended

BIOPOLIT ICS WITHOUT BOUNDARIES

Leerom MedovoiPeace and War: Governmentality as a Military Project

What do globalization and the war on terror share? The connection 
between these two frames for the present moment is easily obscured by 
the seemingly different levels of social reality they address: globalization 
names a broad and impersonal macroeconomic process, while war on 
terror evokes the military campaigns that the Bush regime has pursued 
in the name of responding to the September 11 attacks. This apparent 
difference echoes the one that Wendy Brown has observed between “neo-
conservatism,” the hawkish ideology of the Bush administration as it seeks 
to “intensify U.S. military capacity and increase U.S. global hegemony,” 
and “neo-liberalism,” which she understands as a “political rationality” 
of market intensification that began to build momentum as far back as 
the Reagan/Thatcher years.1 In contemporary usage, the war on terror 
fits neatly with the neoconservative political agenda, while globalization 
represents, in large measure, the process celebrated and promoted by 
neoliberalism. In this essay I will bring these two formations together 
through a specification of their common genealogy and their shared bio-
political aims. Together, as I will show, they have precipitated the telling 
collapse of liberal society’s traditional distinction between the internal 
and external enemy, as well as between the practices by which each is 
targeted: regulation and warfare, respectively. This collapse of internal 
and external threat is itself a consequence of precisely what globalization 
and the war on terror share: the unbounded surface of the earth as their 
territorial frame of reference.

In a critical reflection on Michel Foucault’s biopolitical investigations, 
I will argue that these regulatory and military practices were never as far 
apart as they might on first glance appear. Born in the early nineteenth 
century, as Foucault argued, the regulatory techniques for managing 
biopower modeled themselves on an older conception of race war from 
which they borrowed the dictum that “society must be defended” against 
its internal enemies.2 I will argue that the older form of war also survived 
this process, however, though reshaped into liberal society’s ongoing bel-
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licose relationships with its outside: colonial warfare and the Cold War are 
two historically central examples. In contrast to the colonial or Cold War 
worlds, our most recent regimes of world power — globalization and the 
war on terror — are distinguished by their undecidable suspension between 
the rubrics of regulation and war. Indeed, I will ultimately suggest that 
the war on terror represents the moment when globalization at last openly 
reveals the military side of its Janus-faced geopolitical aspirations. Society 
must now be globally defended.

What happens when we approach neoliberal globalization through a 
Foucauldian lens? Like Wendy Brown, and also for that matter like Michael 
Hardt and Antonio Negri, I am interested in reading it as a biopolitical 
project for the regulation of a planetary population. But my emphasis dif-
fers from both. For Brown, neoliberal globalization must be understood in 
terms of what differentiates it from classical liberalism, namely the former’s 
more sophisticated premise that homo economicus and market rationality 
are not humanly natural pre-givens but, rather, must be carefully and 
systematically constructed through strategies of governance. Neoliberal-
ism, in Brown’s reading, governs by training the population to regulate its 
own life process according to the economy of cost-benefit analysis.3 Yet 
in reading neoliberalism at face value, Brown takes it at its word to be an 
administrative project, a code of conduct rather than a strategy of combat. 
Hardt and Negri, by contrast, make biopolitics into a subset of sovereign 
power, the right of empire to manage the life of the multitude in the name 
of the perpetual peace that it promises and upon which it situates its claims 
to political legitimacy. For them, empire does indeed reserve the right 
to take police actions, to enact sanctioned violence. But civil peace and 
juridical right are the legitimating conditions that direct these exceptional 
actions. As they put it, “interventions are always exceptional even though 
they arise continually; they take the form of police actions because they 
are aimed at maintaining an internal order.”4

What if we approach war, not as an exception to or the opposite of 
regulation, but rather as continuous with it, as the point when regulation’s 
militarism has surged into the open? As we know from Marx, capital’s 
domination through the impersonal forces of the market does not eliminate 
class struggle. Rather, it represents the effective waging of class struggle: 
a population is threatened, disciplined, and positioned (using economic 
or ideological force) into laboring for someone else’s profit. So too with 
neoliberal globalization, we must ask what wars it seeks to win and how it 
constructs its subjects as entrepreneurial, self-regulating beneficiaries of 
an ensuing global peace.

The war on terror’s importance for globalization can be understood 
if we return to Foucault’s founding claim about biopower, namely that 
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the regulation of the life of the population is itself conceived on the model 
of war. It is through biopower, after all, that Foucault first sought to 
explain the emergence of genocide as the “dream of modern powers,” itself 
inseparable from the twentieth-century phenomena of mass and multiple 
intersocial wars.5 If globalization is the name that implicitly designates the 
“pacification” of populations in the name of world market integration, then 
the “Global War on Terror,” as the Bush administration insistently calls it, 
should be understood as the territorially unbounded, politically malleable 
military strategy that this pacification actually demands. On this score, 
neoliberal globalization is perhaps not all so different from classical liber-
alism. Both ultimately guarantee the peacefulness of their civil order by 
conducting a perpetual internal war against wayward and resistant forms 
of life. They paradoxically assert a simultaneous state of war and peace.

What is new, however, is that, for neoliberalism, the “population” in 
need of protection is global in scope. As such, there is no distinction to be 
made between internal and external threats. Everyone who threatens the 
globe’s civil order is, at this point, conceived as internal to it but simul-
taneously also as fair game for the open warfare formerly declared only 
against external enemies. I begin by mapping biopolitics in relation to 
practices of war and peace, beginning with their origins in the seventeenth-
century polemic of race war as described in Foucault’s “Society Must Be 
Defended” lectures. From there, I consider the tandem development of 
“internal” governmentality and “external” colonial warfare during the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Then I trace their international reor-
ganization under the postcolonial condition of the Cold War and finally 
into the era of globalization and the so-called war on terror. This highly 
telescoped and partial historical excursus has a limited aim: to shed light 
on the current conjuncture by understanding the permutations now being 
played within a genealogy of liberal biopolitics that has long depended on 
a simultaneous practice of war and peace.

Biopolitics as Nonsovereign Power

Biopower has become a central analytic in the Left’s accounts of the 
current political conjuncture, thanks in large part to Michael Hardt and 
Antonio Negri’s Empire and Giorgio Agamben’s pair of studies Homo 
Sacer and State of Exception. To put it crudely, Empire brought biopower to 
bear on globalization, and Agamben’s texts made it relevant to the war on 
terror. Hardt and Negri’s reckoning with biopower helped to reconceptu-
alize so-called economic globalization as a juridico-political phenomenon, 
a quasi regime that regulates the planetary life of an otherwise dispersed 
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human multitude in the name of the “pax” it establishes. They therefore 
locate empire’s prototype, not in the marketplace, but in a system of 
federation exemplified by U.S. constitutionalism.6 By contrast, Agamben 
does not read biopower in relation to globality at all. Rather, he articulates 
biopower within a Schmittian conception of state sovereignty such that 
the fundamental object of its rule becomes the bare life of its population. 
In his provocative reading of the “camp” as the paradigmatic space of 
exception within which population becomes “bare life,” Agamben offers 
a ready model with which to theorize the war on terror at several levels: 
the apparent reassertion of state sovereignty as seen in unilateral U.S. 
military action, the activation of emergency “wartime” powers, the prac-
tice of rendition, the uses of torture and abuse, and the employment of 
threshold legal categories, such as the “enemy combatant.”7

I rehearse these tremendously influential positions in order to observe 
a debatable theoretical move they share: both Agamben and Hardt and 
Negri have swiftly brought biopower back into the orbit of sovereignty. 
Whether in the context of state or empire, biopower becomes, first and 
foremost, the revised object and the exercise of juridico-political rule. Now, 
this is curious. Foucault’s investigation of biopower grew precisely out of 
the critique of a sovereignty model that, in his view, distracted us from 
the newer economies of power associated with disciplinary microphys-
ics and macrosocial regulations of the population. As Foucault famously 
explained, “What we need . . . is a political philosophy that isn’t erected 
around the problem of sovereignty, nor therefore around the problems of 
law and prohibition. We need to cut off the king’s head: in political theory 
that has still to be done.”8

Neither Hardt and Negri nor Agamben seriously entertains Foucault’s 
underlying proposition about liberal modernity: within the general econ-
omy of power, sovereignty (despite its continued visibility) has steadily 
retreated, giving way to less dramatic but far more effective disciplinary 
and regulatory regimes of power that can administer life from the indi-
vidual level of the body all the way up to the statistical amalgem of the 
population. Even Achille Mbembe’s fascinating essay “Necropolitics,” 
while astutely foregrounding the practice of war in the exercise of power 
over life and death, does not relinquish sovereignty as modern power’s 
primary mechanism. Mbembe builds his case directly on Agamben’s 
notion of the “state of exception,” so that war and law enter a relationship 
of exception and rule in an analysis of sovereign power. The question of 
whether war may perhaps operate outside the principle of sovereignty 
arises only anecdotally, as Mbembe explores actual examples (rather than 
philosophical conceptions) of war in the postcolony that include complex 
spatial vectors of force, militias, corporate mercenary groups, and other 
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nonstate agents.9 In my view, this latter section of Mbembe’s essay offers, 
in its perceptive reading of openly militarized contemporary biopolitics 
(comprehensible as complexly practiced race wars), an implicit critique 
of the philosophical groundings in sovereignty theory that the earlier sec-
tions had proposed.

Why are these theorists so ready to read biopower back into the sov-
ereign from which Foucault took such pains to distinguish it? Perhaps this 
temptation exists because the population targeted by biopolitics possesses 
approximately the same scale as the “body politic” of the state. Perhaps 
Foucault himself encourages this conflation when he first introduces the 
object of biopolitics (in The History of Sexuality) as a curious inversion 
of the king’s fundamental right over his subjects. While the king decides 
either to kill or let live, biopolitics determines instead whether to “foster 
life or disallow it to the point of death,” deciding thereby when and where 
to weed out certain forms of life so that life worth living can flourish.10 
Finally, it is perhaps because we presume that only the sovereign bears the 
right to declare war. And yet, as Foucault explicitly warns us,

wars are no longer waged in the name of a sovereign who needs to be defended; 
they are waged on behalf of the existence of everyone; entire populations are 
mobilized for the purpose of wholesale slaughter in the name of life necessity; . . .  
this is not because of a recent return of the ancient right to kill; it is because 
power is situated and exercised at the level of life, the species, the race, and 
the large-scale phenomena of population.11

As Foucault determined, biopower is the currency of a new and dif-
ferent political project that he terms governmentality, the art (and later the 
science) of managing bodies and things, life and wealth. Governmental-
ity is a liberal political project insofar as it decenters the state from the 
processes by which it regulates the population, but it is crucial also to 
capitalism in that its object is precisely to enact a “political economy,” a 
maximization of the relationship between wealth, territory, and popula-
tion with a minimization of force exerted. Governmentality, as meant by 
Foucault, converges with the “mode of regulation” as the regulation school 
theorists of capitalism conceived it.12 Both governmentality and regulation 
serve to designate the ensemble of mechanisms and tactics through which 
a conducive social environment for capital accumulation emerges, renews, 
or even improves. Since the time of mercantilism at least, the object of 
government has shifted from consolidating the power of the state (or raison 
d’état) to abetting what we call the “economy,” the accumulation of bod-
ies and things.13 Governmentality therefore concerns not “the people” of 
national sovereignty, but people targeted as a population and an economic 
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resource: “men . . . in their relations, their links, their imbrication with 
those other things which are wealth, resources, means of subsistence, the 
territory with its specific qualities, climate irrigation, fertility etc.”14 The 
population, along with its various statistical quantities (level of education, 
health, customs, reproductive capacities, and so forth), thus expresses 
a certain magnitude of biopower that government aims to mobilize and 
expand through its regulatory and disciplinary techniques.15

Liberalism and the Fundament of Race War

It is from precisely this point of view that we can begin to think of liberal-
ism’s fundamental preoccupation with war. Within the realm of language, 
biopolitics poses “regulation” as the means to a peaceful and affluent 
administration of life. And yet, as noted earlier, biopower is born for Fou-
cault amid the dream of genocide, and as a kind of inversion of the sword 
of the king. In the title to his recently translated 1975 lectures, Foucault 
describes the biopolitical imperative with the words “Society Must Be 
Defended,” suggesting that it is the model of war which ultimately invests 
the exercise of biopower. As Julian Reid notes, Foucault had in fact been 
moving steadily throughout the seventies toward an investigation of war 
as the origin point of modern power. In Discipline and Punish, he had 
already cited military discipline as offering portable tactics to be applied 
to civil order. Gradually, however, Foucault reached the conclusion that 
social pacification and regulation, the production of “docile bodies” and 
productive populations, had in fact begun as a military project. It is not 
just that the arts of war had much to teach political power, but rather that, 
reversing Clausewitz’s influential formulation, politics were reconceived 
as the extension of war.16 Civil order and social peace become understood 
as a military outcome, the successful practice of a campaign vis-à-vis the 
population. Little wonder then that “genocide is the dream of modern 
power.”

The “Society Must Be Defended” lectures were centrally concerned 
with one question: where and with whom did this conception of power 
as war originate? Tantalizingly, Foucault concludes that biopolitics find 
their martial sources in an older practice of a “race war” against sovereign 
authority. By the early nineteenth century, Foucault presumes, “race war” 
was absorbed by biopolitical regulation. I shall argue, however, that race 
war did not go away but was instead redirected toward the constitutive 
“outside” of liberal society, where it has been continually reframed and 
redeployed in a series of major historical permutations: colonial war, the 
Cold War, globalization, the war on terror.
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What precisely is this concept of “race war”? Contrary to Agamben, 
who reads biopower into a near transhistorical model of sovereign right, 
Foucault traces a mere four-hundred-year genealogy for modern biopoli-
tics, affiliating it instead with an antisovereign project: the conduct of civil 
war. Biopolitics does not begin in a juridical model of the social order, but 
in a partisan and historical account that directly challenges what he calls 
the classic “Jupiterian” history of the state. Derivative of the pax Romana 
in its expression of a regime’s august might and peaceful influence, a 
Jupiterian history seeks only to legitimate the sovereign model of power. 
Beginning in the seventeenth century, argues Foucault, one finds the emer-
gence of a radically different mode of history telling, one that posits social 
tranquility as merely a pseudopeace belying a continuous war between two 
armies, a war raging within the interstices of “society.” He associates the 
origins of our modern concept of race with this notion of continuous war, 
articulated from the viewpoint of one people who have been subjugated 
by another one that controls both the state and its celebratory Jupiterian 
discourse. In recounting its history of race war, the subordinated thereby 
struggle to keep alive the partisan truth of their own subjugation, offering 
up a counterhistory to the official narrative of power.17

In this early form, “race” is not yet “pinned to a stable biological mean-
ing. And yet the word is not completely free-floating.”18 What it does of 
necessity signify is a partisan divide within the populace. It may of course 
allude to “bloodlines,” as it does in the distinction between the invaded 
“Saxons” of England and their Norman conquerors, or in the indigenous 
“Frankish” nobility overrun by the Roman-supported Gaullic monarchy. 
But in this moment prior to scientific racism, the narrative of race war is 
most fundamentally concerned with two peoples, divided by language, 
religion, place of origin, or some other formative collective experience who 
are nonetheless caught up in a history of mutual struggle. The two groups, 
Foucault explains, “form a unity and a single polity only as a result of wars, 
invasions, victories, and defeats, or in other words, acts of violence.”19

The politics of race war are thoroughly ambiguous. It served the popu-
list radicalism of the levelers and Puritans during the seventeenth-century 
English Civil War, but half a century later it would express the conserva-
tive agenda of the French aristocracy in their reactive battles against the 
absolutist monarch. Overall, Foucault stresses the practice of race war 
for the space of a counterhistory that it opens up and the fragmentation 
of sovereign authority that it seeks. Race war has granted modern history 
a flexible range of partisan politics, not least of which is the conscious 
practice of class struggle in the Marxist and socialist vein. It also enabled 
the kind of anticriminalization and antipsychiatry movements with which 
Foucault was engaging at the time of these lectures.20
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Race war’s dominant appropriation, however, is in the birth of modern 
biopolitics, a project that coalesces in the liberal triumph of the French 
Revolution, which successfully asserts the sovereign unity of the people. 
Race war’s binary conception of society is now collapsed into a monist one, 
but the category of race does not disappear. Rather, it becomes explicitly 
biologized for the first time, and folded into a medicalizing project that 
seeks to eliminate unproductive forms of life that threaten the health of the 
social body. When biopower first appears, it borrows something crucial 
from the relationship of war, namely, the notion that “in order to live, you 
must destroy your enemies.” However, these enemies are now no longer 
in a “military relationship of confrontation” but rather in a “biological 
relationship” to the life of the social body.21 Instead of war, we have bio-
political governmentality, the managing of social risks, birth and death 
rates, public health, criminality, sexual perversion, and the like, for the 
optimal dispensation of bodies and things.

Foucault fails to raise at least two important questions, thereby clos-
ing off some interesting lines of thought. First, even though he links the 
emergence of biopower to the French Revolutionary moment, he does not 
ask whether biopower bears some kind of generalizable relationship to 
the project of political liberalism. Earlier in the lectures, he had rejected 
Hobbes and Machiavelli alike as possible originators of the military model 
for power.22 While they certainly do not fit the profile of the “race war” 
partisans that interest him, they do both seem vital reference points for 
race war’s subsequent transformation into biopolitics. Hobbes is crucial 
because, even in suggesting that the founding of a “commonwealth” 
leads to the cessation of the war of all against all, he makes it equally clear 
that that state now becomes responsible for waging war (in the stead of 
each individual subject) against anyone who threatens the common weal, 
whether from within or without.23 For Hobbes, therefore, the perpetual 
war in the state of nature does not so much end as get redirected toward the 
enemies of civil society. Nor is this unique to Hobbes. While John Locke 
did not take the state of nature as one of war, in chapter 3 of the second 
Treatise he nevertheless spells out a natural man’s absolute right to wage 
war unto death against any who threaten his property or life. As in Hobbes, 
the formation of a commonwealth displaces this right of war from the 
natural individual to the state: “He that in the State of Society would take 
away the Freedom belonging to those of that Society or Common-wealth 
must be supposed to design to take away from them every thing else, and 
so be looked on as in a State of War.”24 The king’s sword is thus handed 
down to the liberal state in the project of defending the commonwealth. 
The very notion of “commonwealth,” meanwhile, already anticipates the 
rise of governmentality, the shift from a politics of sovereign right to one 
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that concerns the economic maximization of common wealth. All that is 
required, in a sense, is for “weal” (the general good) to become “wealth” 
in a more fully articulated capitalist sense.

Foucault also fails to consider what happens to the practice of race 
war following the onset of the biopolitical age. Part of the problem, as 
Ann Laura Stoler has argued, is that Foucault characteristically fails to 
incorporate into his argument the history of colonialism in particular and, 
in general, Europe’s entire relationship to its outside: the peoples of the 
Americas, Africa, and Asia.25 Although early modern Europe’s internal 
struggles and civil wars also drew on the discourse of “race,” our contem-
porary understanding of “race” discourse descends more obviously from 
the racialized relationship of war that it mapped in those same centuries 
between European sovereigns and native peoples in the Americas. If 
Foucault seems blind to this fact, it nonetheless seems probable that the 
partisan European mobilizations of “race war” that he cites (in reference to 
the English Civil War or to the French aristocracy) enacted a kind of tacit 
identification, or at minimum an analogy, with indigenous peoples. Race 
war, that is, becomes the partisan, politico-historical discourse through 
which one indigenizes a European people: Saxons or Franks become akin 
to “native” peoples, invaded and colonized by a hostile force that now 
conceals itself behind the peaceful mask of the state. One can see in this 
maneuver the racial kernel around which the emergent project of European 
nationalism will be implicitly organized.

In the era of biopower, the politics of race war drastically reverses. On 
the domestic front, with the ascendancy of liberalism, race war becomes 
aligned with the state and not against it, as a submerged language for 
articulating society’s defense against its endemic biological weaknesses. 
In the context of empire, however, race war comes to openly articulate 
the practices of the colonizer. Marcia Klotz has incisively argued that 
nineteenth-century European imperialism oscillated between two differ-
ent logics, one of which she calls “civilizationism” and the other “global 
biopower.”26 The former, a self-proclaimed peaceful project, practiced 
colonialism in the name of bringing law, religion, and industry to native 
peoples. Colonial atrocities, within this logic, are always either disavowed 
altogether or else acknowledged as highly regrettable bumps on the difficult 
road to civilization. In its pessimistic Conradian variation, civilizationism 
may attribute colonial atrocities to a reverse process, in which the coloniz-
ers have succumbed to the temptation of precisely the native savagery that 
they had sought to supplant with civilized ways. For all its skepticism about 
the colonial project, even the Conradian narrative preserves aggression 
as a savage characteristic, and leaves civilization, however fragile, as an 
untainted ideal.
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The secondary logic of global biopower, however, moves quite openly 
through the language of war. The notion of race is now biologized, as 
it is in the case of “domestic” biopower. But unlike domestic biopower, 
the colonial version retains the partisan language of race war, practicing 
imperialism as a struggle of biologically defined groups that tests the 
“strength of human populations — understood both in terms of racial 
bloodlines and monetary power.”27 On first glance, the externalist practice 
of colonial race war might no longer seem to take the form of civil war. 
But the matter becomes more complex once we account for the global-
ism of the nineteenth century’s European world empires. If the globe is 
understood as the unbounded territory of the species, then imperialism 
as race war is precisely a civil war of “mankind.” Through a logic that 
explains the relationship between “race” and the “human race,” colonial 
imperialism enacts a global biopolitics whose militarism can be openly 
avowed in the name of a partisan, yet universal, humanism. Liberalism 
may therefore cast its internal exercises of biopower predominantly as a 
practice of peace, presumably because the population that it regulates is 
roughly coterminous with the sovereign unity of the people. Nevertheless, 
in the colonial era it continued to practice race war, though now in the 
name of a universalist humanism, through its external campaign against 
colonized populations.

This turn toward a civil war of mankind, as we shall see, becomes an 
important precursor for subsequent narratives of “world war” in its vari-
ous incarnations. It accounts for the racialized language of World War I 
as a global struggle against the “Hun.” It prepares the way for the lofty 
language of both World War II and the Cold War as humankind’s two civil 
wars between free and totalitarian humanity. It even prepares the ground 
for Samuel Huntington’s “clash of civilizations.”28 Under the sway of global 
biopower conceived as race war, the discourse of human rights becomes 
a mechanism for distinguishing between the tolerant and right-honoring 
zone of liberal civil society’s “inside” and the intolerant, right-violating 
“outside” against which it perpetually wars.

The Age of Three Worlds: A Race War without Race?

Historically speaking, the endgame of the European empires coincided 
with the beginnings of the Cold War and a globe no longer imaginatively 
divided into those fit to colonize and those fit to be colonized, but rather 
into the so-called three worlds: capitalist, communist, and decolonizing. 
Like the colonial world, the postwar world also enacted the simultaneity 
of war and peace, but in a quite different relationship to race. On the one 
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hand, the preamble to the 1945 Charter of the United Nations declared 
the founding of a new international order that would spare future gen-
erations from “the scourge of war” by maintaining a regime of “interna-
tional peace and security” in which “armed force shall not be used, save 
in the common interest.”29 This chartering of “perpetual peace” was 
closely linked to the global repudiation of biological racism and race war, 
which the 1948 U.N. Universal Declaration of Human Rights described 
as a defeated fascist ideology that had “resulted in barbarous acts which 
have outraged the conscience of mankind.”30 And yet, just two years 
after signing the U.N. charter, President Harry Truman would declare, 
without any perceived contradiction, a permanent proxy war against the 
Soviet Union.

In his 12 March 1947 speech to congress outlining the need to sup-
port anticommunist counterinsurgency operations in Greece and Turkey, 
Truman argued that U.N. objectives of world peace and human rights 
would not be reached,

unless we [the United States] are willing to help free peoples to maintain their 
free institutions and their national integrity against aggressive movements 
that seek to impose upon them totalitarian regimes. This is no more than 
a frank recognition that totalitarian regimes imposed upon free peoples, by 
direct or indirect aggression, undermine the foundations of international 
peace and hence the security of the United States.31

The biopolitics of the Cold War moment are completely bound up in this 
contradictory formulation of “totalitarianism.” On the one hand, “totali-
tarianism” is equated with the repudiated notion of “race war,” because 
both fascism and communism are understood to name politics that wage 
war against both their own populations (genocide) and other ones (race 
war). On the other hand, the Cold War, understood as the global struggle 
against totalitarianism, was itself a politico-cultural surrogate for a race 
war that could no longer openly speak its name. Prior to the 1950s, anti-
communism had openly appealed to antiforeigner, nativist sentiments 
in the United States, campaigning against domestic labor radicalism as 
WASP America’s necessary measures of self-defense in a “race war” 
against immigrants.32 With the global condemnation of racial ideology 
that accompanied the defeat of fascism and high imperialism, the racial 
dimension of anticommunism gave way to a struggle articulated instead 
as a world war between systems, ideologies, or ways of life.33

Precisely because it displaced race from the global scene of military 
confrontation, the Cold War always found its exemplification in divided 
nations where blood was shared but “ways of life” were not: in Germany 
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most of all, but also in Korea and Vietnam. As the latter two cases may 
serve to remind us, the Cold War also posited a narrative of development 
centered on the decolonizing third world, now poised to decide between 
democracy and totalitarianism. Cold war against communism, as Truman 
explained, was crucial precisely because “at the present moment in world 
history nearly every nation must choose between alternate ways of life. 
The choice is too often not a free one.”34

Many scholarly accounts reduce America’s internal Cold War politics 
to a repressive operation of “containment” whereby the external enemy 
became a model for identifying and targeting internal ones: labor radi-
cals, gays and lesbians, antiracist activists, all being treated as so many 
shades of pink.35 Such analyses effectively capture the biopoliticization 
of domestic U.S. culture in exactly the military sense that interests me: 
to be blunt, it was regulated as so many domestic battles in a global war 
against communism.

Yet there is far more to say about Cold War biopolitics. The mili-
tarization of American culture also gave rise to modern identity poli-
tics. While the difference between the American and Soviet model was 
rarely racialized, it was openly attributed to differences in what got called 
“national character” and, shortly thereafter, “national identity.” I have 
argued elsewhere that our current language of “identity” was born in the 
early years of the Cold War, conceived as a universally normative category 
that established the psychopolitics of peoplehood.36 Erik Erikson’s highly 
influential 1950 study Childhood and Society was the first major text to 
posit “identity” as the positive achievement of a self-determining sense of 
personhood for individuals and groups alike. From the start, this concept 
was both psychological (about the emancipation of the ego’s inner life) 
and political (cast as the personality’s capacity to decolonize itself from 
the social roles foisted on it by figures of power and authority). This con-
cept spread rapidly across American culture, reverberating as well with 
psychoanalytically inspired critiques of fascism and colonialism (those of 
Eric Fromm, Theodor Adorno, Frantz Fanon, and the like) to popularize 
an antitotalitarian psychopolitics.37

Like race war in the seventeenth century, the politics of identity was 
highly ambiguous. Early on, it served the ends of American Cold War 
propaganda as a means of opposing American freedom to Soviet tyranny. 
Yet the free character of American identity was often cited by appealing to 
America’s anticolonial revolutionary origins, a move that mimed the libera-
tionist drama of third-world peoples. At one ideological extreme, even the 
hawkish secretary of state John Foster Dulles would proclaim in 1954, “We 
ourselves are the first colony in modern times to have won independence. . . .  
We have a natural sympathy with those everywhere who would follow our 
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example.”38 In less than fifteen years, and from obviously different politi-
cal positions, gay identity movements would declare solidarity with the 
third world in such organizations as “Third World Gay Liberation,” while 
people like Eldridge Cleaver would describe black power and other racial 
identity movements as fifth columns for third-world revolutionaries inside 
the “belly of the beast.”39 By the 1960s, if not earlier, identity discourse 
would begin to avail itself as the basis for a new politics of race, gender, 
and sexuality in the “first world.”40

This version of identity politics remains the politics of war, declaring 
as it does a rebellion, struggle, or insurrection against a pseudototalitar-
ian regime: militarized Amerika, white supremacy, patriarchy. As in the 
premodern discourse of race war traced by Foucault, the imperative of 
identity politics resembles the formulation that “we must defend ourselves 
against society.” Antiracism, antisexism, anti-imperialism, these were all 
identity politics, each asserting a history of subjugation that challenged 
the “Jupiterian” narrative of the pax Americana. But these politics existed 
simultaneously with those of the Cold War national security state, whose 
biopolitical imperative was that “society must be defended.” The self-
appointed task of the security state was to identify and neutralize internal 
threats to the American “way of life” by the various surrogates of com-
munism: civil rights activists, feminists, gays and lesbians, radical students, 
and indeed all the partisans of identity politics. Were these “police actions” 
seeking to secure a domestic peace? Or were they taken to represent a 
domestic front in an international war? This remained a principal point 
of contention between the liberal and conservative blocs that alternately 
held control over the Cold War security state.

Against this backdrop we can now begin to place the neoliberal nar-
rative of globalization. What, after all, was the “globe” that globalization 
envisioned, if not the imaginative collapsing of the Cold War’s three worlds 
that followed the actual tearing down of the Berlin Wall? The former 
second world, specifically the former Soviet Union and its East European 
client states, would be steadily incorporated into such first-world con-
glomorations as the new European Union, while the third world, seeing 
no alternative to capitalism, would necessarily follow the lead of the East 
Asian, newly industrializing countries. In the fantasy of a unified globe, 
of one world coming to replace the three worlds of the Cold War, we again 
see the monist conception of society that Foucault attributes to political 
techniques of biopower. The difference, however, is that the national ter-
ritory of “society” now expands to fill the globe itself.

In both the colonial and Cold War eras, an inside/outside binary 
obtained: the policing of “life” applied on the inside of the state’s terri-
tory; on the outside one waged a war against biologically foreign “races” 
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(colonialism) or against ideologically foreign “ways of life” such as fascism 
or communism (the Cold War). In the narrative of globalization, the dis-
course of war retreats while that of biopower and the “peaceful” regulation 
of the social body is projected onto the globe itself.

This is not to say that the world of globalization in the 1990s was 
not violent but, rather, that its violence was always effaced by the need 
for regulation. For once, global exercises of biopower disavowed almost 
entirely the military character of their project. Economic violence was 
merely “structural adjustment,” every apparent war only a police action, 
every conflict with some “way of life” a managing of risk to the global 
social body.

It is important to recognize, however, that all this “peaceful” regula-
tion, including the “police” actions in Bosnia and the Gulf, was justified 
as a necessary antidote to the perceived threat of yet another global race 
war: the Huntingtonian “clash of civilizations.” In this most widely cited 
and influential prediction of the post  –  Cold War condition, Samuel Hun-
tington claimed to foresee emerging antagonisms between seven or eight 
world populations, divided no longer by mere political ideology (as in the 
Cold War), but instead by far less mutable “cultural characteristics and 
differences”:

In class and ideological conflicts, the key question was “Which side are you 
on?” And people could and did choose sides and change sides. In conflicts 
between civilizations, the question is “What are you?” That is a given that 
cannot be changed. And as we know, from Bosnia to the Caucasus to the 
Sudan, the wrong answer to that question can mean a bullet in the head.”41

In the Huntingtonian model, the Cold War retroactively took the form 
of an artificial truce in an underlying, permanent race war that tends to 
hold between world cultures. Huntington’s position was not at all unlike 
that of Immanuel Kant in his essay “Perpetual Peace,” where Kant had 
argued that the natural relationship of nations, just like individuals in a 
Hobbesian state of nature, is one of war, not in the sense of continuous 
“open hostilities,” but rather in the “constant and enduring threat of 
them.”42 Kant, however, at least believed that permanent peace between 
nations could be established through social and juridical forces imposed 
by a universal federation of free states. Such a federation would in effect 
expand the liberal social contract to the international level, extending to 
nations the collective equivalents of the rights that free and equal indi-
viduals presumably enjoyed under the rule of law within any one of those 
nations. Both the League of Nations and the United Nations represented 
obvious efforts to implement something very much like Kant’s prescription 
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for “perpetual peace,” a geopolitical framework whereby another world 
war could be avoided.

Huntington departed from the Kantian model primarily by rejecting 
the liberal political remedy for international or intercivilizational conflict. 
The post  –  Cold War world would now demonstrate unequivocally that 
liberal universalism was nothing more than the West’s unique cultural 
endowment, a civilizationally specific project that other world civiliza-
tions could now be expected to resist as we returned to the natural state 
of world war.

Globalization, as the dominant strategy of governmentality at this 
moment, tacitly adopted Huntingtonian race war as the outcome risked by 
its own failure. In lieu of Kant’s universal political liberalism, “globaliza-
tion” named an alternative universal economic liberalism, hence a neolib-
eralism, whose narrative emplotted an inexorable (if somewhat uneven) 
integration of the earth’s population into a geosocial order that would 
overcome the propensity for civilizational clashes. As Thomas Friedman, 
perhaps the leading popular guru of globalization in the United States, 
breathlessly put it, “globalization involves the inexorable integration of mar-
kets, nation-states, and technologies to a degree never witnessed before.”43 
The very word “globalization” projected an asymptote toward which we 
steadily approached: the creation of the “globe” as a new domain of regula-
tional universality (though not statehood) for the population of the species. 
The practice of globalization was thus strongly marked by its temporality 
of the “not yet but soon to be,” fixed ambiguously between present and 
future, of which the “now” was a healthy but incomplete approximation 
of the “globe” toward which we ineluctably pressed forward.44

This mode of temporality is hardly unique to the post  –  Cold War 
world. It reiterates earlier narrations of capitalist modernization, and as 
Dipesh Chakrabarty has shown in his analysis of the “not yet” positioning 
of the colonial world by European historicism, it also reflects the temporal 
logic of high imperialism.45 It even has an immediate antecedent in the 
development narrative for third-world nations of the Cold War era. What 
does perhaps distinguish globalization is its seeming assertion that this 
temporal “unevenness” that is in the process of resolving itself happens 
within a fully interior space: the singularity of a borderless globe.

How does this economic coalescence of a globe serve as an antidote to 
the natural state of war between civilizations per Huntington? Certainly, 
globalization looked quite different from the “federation of free states” 
advocated by Kant and mirrored in the Cold War years by the United 
Nations. The fourth article listed by Kant for achieving perpetual peace, 
for example, was that “no national debt should be contracted in connec-
tion with the foreign affairs of the nation.”46 For Kant, perpetual peace 
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depends on a juridical equality and a political federation of nations that 
must not be undermined by the economic peonage of one people to another, 
hardly a problem for globalization advocates. Superficially, “globaliza-
tion” resembled the full realization of the “world market” as described by 
Marx.47 But what distinguished the narrative of globalization as an anti-
dote to civilizational clash was its culturalism, in the sense that it posited 
not simply the spread of capitalism but a kind of cultural integration of 
the human world (and thus an implicit overcoming of race antagonism in 
a very broad sense) that would match its economic integration. Thomas 
Friedman called globalization a “new international system” that served as 
the countervailing force to cultural conflict:

What is new is the system [of economic globalization]. What is old is power 
politics, chaos, clashing civilizations and liberalism. And what is the drama 
of the post  –  Cold War world is the interaction between this new system and 
all these old passions and aspirations. It is a complex drama, with the final act 
still not written. That is why under the globalization system you will find both 
clashes of civilization and the homogenization of civilizations.48

If globalization were to succeed, as the very word implied that it must, 
cultural difference would thus gradually lose its frictional quality, becom-
ing less an occasion for race conflict than for exchange and enrichment. A 
wealth of images, values, lexicons, and products would become increas-
ingly free to flow, just like capital itself.49

Globalization’s narrative of culture thus mimicked its narrative of 
economic value, imagining a new world in which cultures would remain 
more or less distinctive (no need to fear homogeneity), yet would become 
increasingly available to all through their fungibility. One might say that 
“globalization” applied neoliberal market promises to culture, where the 
benefits of cultural value from around the world would be everywhere 
exchanged without restriction, just as everyone who became part of the 
new global village would stand to gain from the new circulation of eco-
nomic value. According to Friedman’s “golden arches theory of conflict 
prevention,” civilizational clashes associated with our atavistic attach-
ments to cultural specificity (symbolized by the “olive tree”) would give 
way to peaceful exchange under a capitalist order signified alternately by 
McDonald’s or the Lexus.

Ironically, Arjun Appadurai’s much-celebrated essay “Disjuncture 
and Difference in the Global Cultural Economy” of 1990 tactily follows 
these Friedmanesque lines. While the essay begins by insisting on a con-
temporary “disjunction” between economy, politics, and culture, it rapidly 
institutes in the place of determination a homology between them in which 
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the key metaphor becomes “flow,” so that capital becomes the tacit fun-
gible model for globalization’s effects on the other “scapes” of ethnicity, 
media, technology, and ideology.50 Appadurai’s move tended to iterate in 
an academic idiom the dominant globalization narrative I am describing, 
including that narrative’s disavowal of conflict or war as central to the 
dynamics of geocultural, economic, and political interplay.

Much more helpful, in my view, is the break with this approach repre-
sented by George Yúdice’s discussion of the “expediency of culture” (and 
especially in the mode of “multiculturalism”) in the era of globalization, 
both in the economic sense that culture offers exchange value to a major 
growth industry, but also in the political sense that culture is often deployed 
as a means of defusing civilizational tensions and thus race wars.51 In this 
version of the globalization narrative, race is rendered into culture, which 
in turn is rendered as the pacifying process of consuming goods produced 
for exchange by an otherwise potential civilizational enemy.

Clearly, the narrative of globalization projected an imaginative out-
come: the asymptote of a pacified global unity. But its application had 
practical consequences. During the Cold War, America had proclaimed 
itself a champion of democracy first and foremost, even if democracy 
was supposed to entail the economic option of capitalism (a free people 
seeking their human development would presumably always choose free 
markets). But in the neoliberal rhetoric of globalization, the presumption 
was reversed. The rising tide of free markets took priority, on the assump-
tion that sooner or later this must yield a free people. The globalization 
of China, Korea, Egypt, or Mexico would eventually democratize them. 
Economic development should therefore precede human development, 
which explains in turn the urgency with which free-trade agreements were 
granted priority over human rights accords during the 1990s.

The transnationalization of capital accumulation, as Amy Chua points 
out, hardly leads to the inexorable smoothing out of ethnic, racial, or 
cultural strife. Indeed, it is her argument that the growing gaps between 
market-dominant minorities and surrounding populations actually fuels 
social resentments and violent reactions.52 The response of globalization 
gurus, of course, is to naturalize the conflicts as ancient and atavistic 
hatreds that only more globalization will cure. But the point to be made 
here is that globalization (like any other form of governmentality) has only 
a limited ability to pacify the population it seeks to mobilize on behalf of 
capital accumulation. Whether the September 11 attack had happened or 
not, the veneer of an unstoppable globalization process might have been 
stripped anyway, as had earlier versions of modernity’s inexorable tempo-
rality. Certainly this seemed a growing possibility after the breakdown of 
the November 1999 World Trade Organization Ministerial Conference 
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in Seattle amid unprecedented popular protests, the advent of the first 
World Social Forum meeting in January 2001, and the demonstrations at 
the Genoa Group of Eight Summit in July 2001.53

The Return to a War We Never Left

If the premise that globalization was ushering in an era of civil peace was 
already growing dubious by 2001, then it was, ironically enough, Presi-
dent George W. Bush who dealt it the final death blow when he declared 
a perpetual war in his address to the Joint Session of Congress on 20 
September 2001. Rather than responding to the 9/11 attacks as an inter-
national crime by a specific group or organization, he instead announced 
an open-ended and limitless war against unspecified enemies: “Our war 
on terror begins with al Qaeda, but it does not end there,” he proclaimed. 
“It will not end until every terrorist group of global reach has been found, 
stopped, and defeated. . . . Americans should not expect one battle, but a 
lengthy campaign, unlike any other we have ever seen.”54

Bush’s declaration here of yet another world war, and one that reacti-
vates the figure of totalitarianism, suggests where the analysis of globaliza-
tion as a “pax” had gone awry. Although globalization discourse sought 
the integration of the Cold War’s three worlds into one, it had little to say 
about the “second world,” whose specific value as “enemy” it no longer 
referenced except in regard to the “defeat of communism” that served to 
preface the globalization narrative. For globalization cheerleaders, the 
contemporary second world merely became an extension of the third 
world, which would begin to prosper as it was integrated into a neoliberal 
global regime of regional trade agreements, direct capital investment, 
and export-centered industrialization. Antiglobalization critics responded 
that, in point of fact, globalization merely confounded the international 
division of labor between third and first worlds. Third-world conditions 
infiltrated the first world, in new shantytowns of migrant workers in Paris, 
London, and Los Angeles, impoverished cities that were once industrial 
hubs like Detroit, and in the general breakdown of the Fordist social 
compact throughout the former first world. Meanwhile, a first world of 
foreign business groups, local comprador classes, and new elites appeared 
within the third world and made rapid gains from the new flows of capital 
into the global South. Skyscrapers rise in Shanghai and Seoul, and gated 
communities spring up in Cairo and Rio de Janeiro, even while the cit-
ies’ growing majorities live in expanding slums as a growing semi- and 
lumpen-proletariat.55

These criticisms are still timely and important. Yet one question they 
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did not engage was whether globalization still needed an enemy. This 
question makes even more sense in the face of globalization’s growing 
fragility and loss of its sense of inevitability. We therefore need to ask this 
of the current post-Fordist condition of global capital: how has it come to 
define its biopolitical threat in the absence of a communist world with a 
distinct sphere of geopolitical influence? Who is the opponent, in short, 
against which “global society” and its way of life must be defended? The 
war on terror can perhaps best be understood as a new development in 
which, for the first time, the classic external enemy of a race war has been 
internalized by, and incorporated into, the biopolitical project of governing 
“bodies and things” on a global scale. Terror is the name for a biological 
threat internal to the globe, rather than one located, at least primarily, 
“out there” in a discrete second world. While it is true that George W. 
Bush instrumentalized the World Trade Center attack for his own political 
purposes, it must also be acknowledged that he succeeded so quickly and 
so effectively because biopolitics had already prepared us for a wartime 
version of the new globe.

Similarly, even if Bush’s political fortunes continue to crash, and 
even if future presidents are Democrats, it will not be so easy to leave 
this “Global War on Terror” behind, any more than it was a simple thing 
to dispense with the Cold War during the second half of the twentieth 
century, or easy for the imperial powers to walk away from their colonies 
before that. Within the framework of perpetual war, political movements 
that dismiss the necessity of ruthless enemies against whom one must 
never cease to struggle are by definition “soft,” unprepared or unwilling 
to defend society, and hence a security risk for liberal civilization in toto. 
As neoliberalism continues to erode people’s sense of social and economic 
security, the appeal to the enemy only gains in importance. In the United 
States, we can therefore expect that Democrats will need to show that they 
can fight the war on terror “better” and “smarter” than the Republicans, 
but it is unlikely they will call off the campaign.

How in fact does the global war on terror differ from the Cold War, 
which was no less permanent and no less worldwide in its biopolitical 
objectives? There are at least two distinct approaches to this question: one 
that focuses on the nature of the enemy, and another that attends to the 
transformed theater for its battles. One might begin by inspecting the dif-
ference between the communist and the terrorist. For all its demonization, 
communism could never be treated in an entirely monological fashion dur-
ing the Cold War. The word always bore reference to a historical movement 
with manifestos, leaders, and political parties in possession of a historically 
appealing critique of capitalist exploitation and imperialism. Even the fierc-
est Cold Warriors could not avoid contending with communist nations as 
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members of the United Nations, or with communist leaders visiting the 
United States as invited guests. In these ways, the United States was led into 
a kind of ideological contestation that sometimes took on the rationalistic 
trappings of a debate. One might allege, per Truman, that communists did 
not mean to let people make a free choice between capitalism and com-
munism, yet it was difficult to avoid acknowledging that a choice existed, 
one that even allowed for third ways at times, as the nonaligned movement 
that grew out of the 1955 Bandung conference demonstrates.56

Terrorism, while it mimics the -ism formula for political ideology, lacks 
precisely the external content signified by communism. It is important 
that the enemy seems not to be particularized, as jihadism, or indeed any 
term that possesses a political positivity in its own right. Terrorism does 
not name a substantive critique of any social order, nor an alternative con-
ception for social order. It projects no “second world” with its alternative 
ways of life. Rather, the terrorist is to terror precisely as the criminal is to 
crime in Foucault’s Discipline and Punish, or the pervert to sex in volume 
1 of The History of Sexuality. Terrorism becomes, like murder or rape, the 
naming of a deviant type against which society must be defended. This 
is the sense in which the external racial enemy has been folded back into 
a biopolitical project of the traditionally domestic sort: the surveillance, 
policing, and punishing of a race of “abnormals” who exist in advance 
of their criminal acts, and who thus should be detected, identified, and 
neutralized preemptively, before they actualize the potential social threat 
that they pose.

There is another level at which the Cold War and the war on terror 
should be contrasted, and that is in their starkly different modes of ter-
ritorialization. The Cold War quite straightforwardly delineated an inside 
and an outside: on this side of the Iron Curtain, the free peoples following 
the leadership of Western civilization; on the other side, the totalitarian 
enemy. The model allowed for infiltrations, zones of contestation, and 
proxy battles. But there was a line that moved across the map, less a bor-
der than a front: Cold Warriors employed the language of “roll-back,” 
“containment,” or “falling dominoes.” In the war on terror, however, 
the terrorists are thoroughly dispersed. “There are thousands of these 
terrorists in more than sixty countries,” President Bush explained in his 
speech of 20 September 2001.57 After being trained, “they are sent back to 
their homes or sent to hide in countries around the world to plot evil and 
destruction.” This is the militarized mirror image of globalization’s one 
world, in which there is no inside/outside distinction. We are everywhere, 
but so are the terrorists. The second world, we might say, has also been 
dispersed across the globe from the viewpoint of this new race war, and 
thus the campaign is an unbounded one.
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This situation also explains why governmentality rather than sover-
eignty is the ultimate frame of reference. I do not mean to call into doubt 
a certain obvious reassertion of American sovereign power to wage war 
and, in the Agambenian sense, to “suspend the rules” under the rubric of 
a state of siege. My point is rather that we are being asked to construe a 
“Global War on Terror” that does not resemble a war between sovereign 
states, battling across a frontier. Rather, this is a war that openly concerns 
populations rather than sovereign claims on territory. It is projected and 
practiced as a war between a global “way of life” and the subpopulation 
that poses the biological threat to it. In this respect, the war on terror 
perhaps more closely resembles the war on drugs than the Cold War. The 
state has a role in this biomilitary campaign to be sure, but even in Iraq it 
is shared with other states, with transnational corporations like Bechtel and 
Halliburton, with Kurdish and Shiite militias, with a wide array of NGOs 
(nongovernmental organizations), and with mercenary companies. What 
we are witnessing is a neoliberal transfer of regulatory responsibility for 
the pacification of populations even in the most explicit war zones.58

If we translate this change into the language of biopolitics, it looks 
something like this: Whereas under globalization, every military confron-
tation was a police action, now we might say every police action, every 
response to the “crime” of terror has become an act of war. As Bush put it, 
“Al Qaeda is to terror what the mafia is to crime. But its goal is not making 
money; its goal is remaking the world — and imposing its radical beliefs on 
people everywhere.”59 Perhaps the most precise reading, however, is to say 
that the two sets of categories — the military and biopolitical — have been 
deliberately blurred, though under the sign of permanent war.

As is often observed, the war on terror finds its institutional hallmark 
in a carceral archipelago: Guantánamo Bay, Abu Ghraib, the unspecified 
secret CIA “detention centers” and “renditional” prisons in Afghanistan, 
Pakistan, Egypt, Khazakstan, and elsewhere. One could argue that these 
sites merely globalize the U.S. prison system. Julia Sudbury among others 
has noted that the tactics of humiliation and abuse used at Abu Ghraib were 
borrowed from domestic American prisons.60 And yet, in theory at least, 
the American prison system is a juridical institution where techniques of 
discipline meet up with the sovereign power of the law. By contrast, these 
are sites, as Judith Butler has noted, of “indefinite detention,” where even 
the formality of a sovereign decision concerning the legal status of the 
“enemy combatant” is continuously deferred. In the place of any such 
sovereign decision, suggests Butler, we get a system of carceral govern-
mentality — the managing of an enemy population — that paradoxically 
displays anachronistic, localized eruptions of sovereign power (the figure 
of the soldier at Abu Ghraib or the warden at Guantánamo who treats the 
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inmate precisely as bare life).61 These ironies are themselves outcomes of 
precisely what Amy Kaplan observes as the “ambiguous territory” of places 
like Guantánamo, alternately inside or outside of juridical space as the need 
serves the war on terror. The law is redrawn, as Kaplan puts it, “to create 
a world in which Guantánamo is everywhere.”62 But where and what in 
fact is it? Not a domestic prison where constitutional legal redress should 
apply, since as the Bush administration has successfully argued it does not 
fall under sovereign American jurisdiction. Neither, however, is it a war 
camp; because there is no “outside” place against which the war on terror 
has been declared, the inmates do not receive recognition as soldiers and 
do not receive the protection of the Geneva conventions. I do not point this 
out in order to expose the administration’s legal hypocrisy but, rather, to 
show how the very language it deploys seeks to collapse crime and combat, 
prison and camp, biopower and race war into an undecidable space.

The war on terror is thus the dark face of globalization, the result of 
imagining one world that is neither a pax Americana nor a peace of any 
kind. This is not a realm of tranquil capitalist integration but is instead 
a living world that must wage bloody war against itself, that must avidly 
kill its internal enemies so that life worth living can continue. It is now 
global society that must be defended. Globalization, I observed earlier, 
promised both economic and cultural wealth in a world civilization mod-
eled on the market. The war on terror represents the military targeting 
of what globalization would consider cultural abnormality: beliefs, mean-
ings, and practices of any sort that threaten or resist its Jupiterian vision 
of incorporation into a global liberal society. The biopolitical distinction 
would be between “normal” Islam and the “abnormal” kind that “hates 
our freedoms” and thus our way of life, or indeed between “normal” 
culture of any kind (defined as a way of life prepared to be fungible and 
expedient — so that it can join the marketplace of the global economy) and 
any kind that apparently wills not to be so. Whether we call this globaliza-
tion or a war against terror, we must challenge a global logic of normalized 
species life that necessitates biopolitics without boundaries, and thus also 
war without frontiers.
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The Fragile Ends of War

FORGING THE UNITED STATES  –  MEXICO BORDER  

AND BORDERL ANDS CONSCIOUSNESS

Gilberto RosasAt three o’clock in the afternoon on this day in 1999, the odors of siz-
zling meat and hot tortillas waft through the hot air at a taco stand next 
to two fast-food establishments in Nogales, Arizona, about a half mile 
from the border that severs this community from Nogales, Sonora, Mex-
ico. In 1994, Joint Task Force-6 (JTF-6), a branch of the U.S. military 
involved in domestic drug enforcement efforts along the U.S.-Mexico 
border region, renovated the fence that separates these two communities 
with artifacts from another war. Surplus mobile military runways from 
the 1991 Gulf War were used to transform the chain link fence into a 
fourteen-foot-high, two-mile-long steel wall, and at the same time, the 
number of Border Patrol agents in the area tripled.

At one small table, two screaming children ruin their harried parents’ 
meal of barbecue, refried beans, and pungent grilled onions. At another 
table, four young Mexicans — or are they Chicanos? — drink their cans 
of Budweiser and proclaim “salud!” — to your health! A boisterous blond 
couple perspires heavily in the dry, ovenlike heat. They wear sombreros and 
Nikes, having just returned from Mexico. They speak English slowly and 
raise their voices to the Spanish-speaking help, as if trying to assist in the 
ordering of another round of tequila. Their canvas bag, the word “Guada-
lajara” stitched on it, bulges, probably containing Oaxacan carved animal 
figurines, bottles of Jalisco’s best tequila, and other wares purchased in the 
tourist district of Nogales, Sonora, on the other side of the border. A gray 
drainage ditch ends in a dark tunnel just in front of the restaurant.

A Border Patrol vehicle pulls up to the taco stand in a routine exhibi-
tion of state power at this southern periphery of the United States. Behind 
mirrored sunglasses, an officer evaluates the scene. Their voices lowered, 
the four likely Mexicans continue to sit at their table, sipping beer. The 
blond couple downs their tequila shots and orders another round. A Border 
Patrol helicopter buzzes overhead. A police car cruises down the street. 
The waiter, who appears to be Latino, ignores it all. Border Patrol and local 
police officers frequent the place. I feel their momentary scrutiny. Soon the 
authorities leave. A few minutes pass, then about ten people run into the 
bright light of Nogales, Arizona, from the sewer tunnel. They scan the sur-
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roundings. The family continues to dine while the four Latino men enjoy 
their beers. Except for occasional glances and a few smirks, those at the 
first two tables seem to ignore these undocumented subjects, who likewise 
seem to frequent the place. The blond couple moves to their SUV.

Roman, Margarita, and Victor, all of Barrio Libre (Free ’Hood), stand 
in the shadow of the tunnel, having literally undermined the U.S.-Mexico 
border.1 Behind them are other youths whom I do not know. This is their 
sometime home: a sleeping bag, once-white shirts and once-blue jeans 
grown brown, boxes, and wrappers from fast-food establishments. On the 
cement walls of the tunnel I read “Barrio Libre” alongside the familiar 
names of el Chamuco, Teporron, la Morena, Roman, Chiuwilli, Guero, 
and many others. I scale the ditch as quickly as I can and walk toward the 
young people, who wait for me among the shadows of the dark interstices 
connecting the United States and Mexico. After we exchange greetings, I 
ask them: “What do you do when you are down here?”

Roman (speaking in Spanish): We are free. We are the Free ’Hood.
Victor (interrupting): We are free.

This ethnographic vignette captures the confounding effects of a 
seeming paradox appearing at the turn of the twenty-first century, specifi-
cally, the conjunction of increasingly militarized boundary policing, a vast 
number of undocumented border crossings, a continuing escalation and 
normalization of immigrant death, and a historically specific intensification 
of “migrant” policing in Mexico. Drawing on my long-term ethnographic 
research in the Arizona and Sonora borderlands on a severely marginalized 
population of young people and the vexing sociospatial formation that they 
call Barrio Libre in the Arizona and Sonora borderlands, I explore how they 
and other immigrants undermined the border by traveling through a sewer 
system that connects Nogales in the Mexican state of Sonora to Nogales in 
Arizona. As I have written elsewhere, these young people rendered this dark 
liminal space into a treacherous geography, sometimes mugging immigrants 
in the dark passageway. The young people also frequently journeyed to an 
“actual” Barrio Libre in Tucson, Arizona, where they struggle to adopt a 
Chicana/o identity, a form of ethno-racialized U.S. citizenship, trying to 
escape the intensifying regimes of policing and criminalization.2

In this article, I also critically engage recent debates concerning the 
complex relations between sovereignty, violence, and racism that are pre-
mised in the capacity, power, and calculations of those who must live, 
those who must die, and, as I argue, those who must be either officially 
or extra-officially subjugated. I focus in particular on the struggles of 
those who must be either officially or extra-officially policed, surveilled, 
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or disciplined by forms of power that stabilize both states. The daily chal-
lenges, negotiations, and resistances of immigrants and other people of the 
border region — in the fraying margins of state power and the globalizing 
politics of labor subordination — capture the fragility of contemporary 
political relations. They produce what I term a borderlands consciousness, 
a historically specific coalescing of potent political imaginaries forged in 
the sometimes brutal and often racialized interstices of transnational and 
state power relations that are increasingly evident among marginalized 
immigrant populations and those who resemble them.3

Stabilizing Sovereignty

Michel Foucault’s analyses of sovereignty emphasize its fragility. The 
philosopher suggests that modern forms of sovereignty suppress ongoing 
struggles below dominant political institutions and that contemporary 
institutions such as the law continuously reinstate relations of conquest. 
Public rites of torture and other acts of sovereign violence and the excess 
beyond such acts of punishment consolidate state power. These spec-
tacles of state violence inculcate into the public the awesome violence of 
sovereign power relations, giving material and physical force to the state’s 
institutions. Notably, Foucault suggests that under the sophistication of 
modern political arrangements public enactments of torture disappear.4 
Moreover, he maintains that at the sometimes violent fringes of state 
power the silent struggles underpinning sovereignty become unveiled:

Increasingly, wars, the practices of war, and the institutions of war tended to 
exist, so to speak, only on the frontiers, on the outer limits of the great State 
units, and only as a violent relationship — that actually existed or threatened 
to exist — between States.5

Furthermore, Foucault elaborates on two overriding logics of biopower or 
the modern forms of regulatory control of a population, those of “making 
live” and “letting die.” With respect to the former, certain knowledge-
power relations such as health care, welfare, and the birthrate are mar-
shaled to optimize collective life, “making” particular populations thrive. 
Conversely, he couples the negative referent of biopower, or “letting” a 
particular population or subset of a population die, to racism. “Letting” 
a particular population die requires an appearance of biological differ-
ence between those who must live and those who must die. Racism con-
stitutes this fissure between those subject to optimized life and merciless  
disposability.6
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Giorgio Agamben’s recent influential reformulation of Foucault’s ideas 
maintains that sovereignty is founded upon a legal provision involving a 
state of emergency. Agamben terms this the state of exception, a moment 
where the law is suspended, revealing its unmitigated relationship between 
violence, state power, and crisis. It is particularly embodied in policing 
practices.7 He further maintains that modern refugees and their condi-
tion of statelessness generate “the forms and limits of a coming political 
community.”8 Nevertheless, Agamben’s formulation erases the contingent 
nature of sovereignty, the struggles below its artifices found in Foucault’s 
accounting. He likewise neglects Foucault’s emphasis on racism as the 
construction of killable or at least disposable subjects, dynamics of par-
ticular import for an analysis of sovereignty production in the U.S.-Mexico 
borderlands.

Institutions such as slavery and the contemporary penal system, con-
temporary venues of state violence as in Palestine and southern Mexico, 
the current wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the camps of Guantánamo 
Bay, and other colonial or neocolonial situations require a recalibration of 
such ideas. As Achille Mbembe observes, such venues develop and perfect 
oppressive, often deadly, biopolitical, or what he terms “necropolitical,” 
technologies. These are exercised on the marginalized bodies of those 
of the Global South and epitomized in the plantation system.9 In this 
respect, Agamben’s paradigmatic example of the state of exception, the 
Nazi genocidal practices of concentration camps, deserves to be revisited. 
Writes Hannah Arendt: “there are no parallels to the life in the concentra-
tion camps. Its horrors can never be fully embraced by the imagination 
for that very reason it stands outside of life and death.”10 For such camps 
to exist, the European Jewish population was effectively dehumanized, 
rendering them radically other, unworthy of life, or worthy of life only in 
the banality of evil that defined the concentration camp. That is, they had 
to be racialized. Many analyses of Nazi death camps have noted that the 
exercise of brutal state force and the machinery of terror once reserved 
exclusively for the colonies were effectively turned on a population within 
Europe. This is to say that ongoing racial, colonial, and imperial relations 
from which such violent biopolitical technologies develop seem to disrupt 
Foucault’s aforementioned suggestion of the “disappearance of torture 
as spectacle.” The exercises of such technologies on non-Western bodies 
likewise disrupt his conceptualization of racism and challenge Agamben’s 
legal genealogy of killable subjects.

The conquest and colonization of over half of Mexico in the nineteenth 
century —  including all or parts of California, Texas, Arizona, Nevada, 
Utah, Wyoming, Colorado, New Mexico, Oklahoma, and Kansas — con-
stitute an often neglected example of U.S. empire. Although this affair 
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hardly approaches the scale of other imperial moments, it was organized 
discursively and ideologically in racial terms. Nineteenth-century Mexi-
cans were largely conceived of as debased because of their intermarriage 
with indigenous peoples. They were likewise strongly associated with the 
enslaved black population. Expansionists who desired to conquer all of 
Mexico were refused because of widespread anxieties about incorporat-
ing such an “inferior” population. Such views were largely held toward 
Mexican men. Mexican women, in contrast, tended to be eroticized as 
hypersexual beings. Such qualities continue to pervade contemporary 
anti-immigrant discourse.11

The inner workings of the U.S. state tend to veil the use of military 
technology, equipment, and tactics in the policing of immigration. These 
tendencies resonate with the recent deployment of counterinsurgency 
techniques in what a body of critical social science as well as activist knowl-
edges has come to recognize as the militarization of the border.12 Indeed, 
the Pentagon’s Center for the Study of Low Intensity Conflict aided in the 
writing of the Border Patrol Strategic Plan: 1994 and Beyond, and senior 
officials have publicly acknowledged this.13 Several well-respected inter-
national human rights organizations have published reports documenting 
the effects of the militarization of the border, specifically Border Patrol 
abuse, harassment, and sexual assault of immigrants, including those from 
Central America as well as U.S. Latinos.

White supremacist imaginings of citizenship inform the history of 
such militarized policing practices. Beginning with the origin of the 
immigrant police force early in the twentieth century in the Johnson-
Reed Act, the organization has relied on former military personnel to fill 
its ranks. Several were klansmen.14 Others were former Texas Rangers, a 
paramilitary organization with a legacy of racial terror in the southwest 
that triggered an incipient, semiorganized insurgency and broad cultural 
forms of resistance among local Mexican populations. A hegemonic racial 
polarity of privileged whiteness and marginalized blackness within the 
contemporary United States obscures the imperialist genealogy of this 
racial formation, where those hegemonically conceived of as “irreducibly 
foreign” are situated.15 Popular ontological signifiers of race such as the 
speaking of subordinated languages, hygienic practices, forms of dress, as 
well as phenotype render immigrants and sometimes those who resemble 
them subject to official and extra-official scrutiny. Such a reconsideration 
of race underscores the significance of the culturally recuperative projects 
that Américo Paredes, José Limón, and other scholars have undertaken 
as documentation of imperial instantiations of power and the challenges 
to it.16

The Mexican state is also involved in the operations of power at the 
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border. The itineraries of migrants through Mexican border communi-
ties such as Nogales, Sonora, Mexico, and the introduction of notions of 
sovereignty production into an analysis of such communities complicate 
the analysis of those who must live, those who must die, and those who 
must be either officially or extra-officially subjugated.17 A significant body 
of scholarship links racism and gender hierarchy to the politics of labor 
subordination in the maquiladoras in the border communities of Mexico. 
Social scientists have likewise traced the ethnic struggles of mestizo-indio 
relations in border communities.18 Ana Alonso in her ethnography of  
nineteenth-century Namiquipa Chihuahua, a state on Mexico’s northern 
frontier, effectively demonstrates the violent relations embedded in the 
founding of the state. Such processes included a whitening of history, 
a literal “bleaching of a population,” that positioned the Namiquipan 
peasantry as gatekeepers of civilization against the barbarous indigenous 
nomads. Such processes had racialized underpinnings, including the whit-
ening of history, the literal “bleaching of a population.” Other scholars 
have drawn upon Agamben’s work to suggest that the ongoing “femicide” 
in Ciudad Juárez, where hundreds of women have disappeared or been 
brutalized and killed, represents the denationalization of women’s rights 
and the violent disenfranchisement of their Mexican citizenship.19

Nogales, Sonora

In 1999, on el Dia de los Muertos, or Day of the Dead, a popular holiday 
that honors those who have died, I begin my day at a cemetery nestled 
against the fence that separates Nogales, Arizona, from Nogales, Sonora, 
Mexico. Atop a surveillance tower in Nogales, Arizona, a video camera 
films the everyday life of Nogales, Sonora. On the other side of the bor-
der, a seemingly new, shiny, green and white SUV of the U.S. Border 
Patrol parks and overlooks this festive veneration of death from the brown 
desert hills of Nogales, Arizona. Its passengers apparently observe us as 
Roman and I watch them. Roman, a sixteen-year-old man-child with a 
goatee and squared shoulders, makes an obscene gesture in the direction 
of the vehicle. He lived in Chicago and Seattle before his father’s depor-
tation landed him in Nogales, Sonora, and made him a member of the 
severely marginalized population of young people who call themselves 
Barrio Libre (Free ’Hood).

I tell Roman about a University of Houston study then soon to be pub-
lished. It estimates that approximately 1,600 immigrants have died trying 
to cross the border.20 Early in the 1990s, Immigration and Naturalization 
Service (INS) operations “Hold the Line” in El Paso, “Gatekeeper” in San 
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Diego, “Lower Rio Grande” in south Texas, and “Safeguard” in south-
ern Arizona had positioned Border Patrol agents en masse along migrant 
corridors. These spectacular displays of state power at precisely the sites 
where migrants could blend in with the local U.S.-Mexican population 
channeled migrants into the unforgiving deserts of the Southwest. This 
freed the authorities from antagonizing American citizens of Mexican 
descent, thus giving the agents a strategic advantage. Similar tactics had 
been tried before. Yet they failed to capture policymakers’ imaginations 
or garner public support until the eve of the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA). The 1999 study’s conservative estimate of 1,600 
immigrant deaths has since more than doubled to at least 4,000. Bodies 
decompose quickly in the desert. Several scholars have noted the gendered 
effects of these strategies, which seem, at least in the mid-1990s, to have 
dissuaded women (and children) from attempting to circumnavigate bor-
der controls. Moreover, such policing strategies seem to make migrants 
increasingly likely to settle in the United States.21

Roman replies, “And that does not account for the violence. I bet you 
Beto’s death doesn’t count.” His friend Beto had left his home in central 
Mexico in 1996 at the age of fourteen. The country still suffered from 
the effects of its worst economic crisis since the Great Depression that 
began in late 1994, the year that NAFTA began. Mexicans in Nogales, 
Sonora, and throughout the country commonly referred to this economic 
downturn as la crisis, as it marked an intensification of the urgent need to 
migrate. La crisis wreaked havoc with Beto’s family finances. He and his 
parents decided he would go to the United States and become an agent 
of remittances. They planned for him to find work in Los Angeles, prob-
ably busing tables at the same restaurant where his aunt worked, and send 
money home when he could. Yet, as with many of the young people of the 
Free ’Hood, he could not make his own history as he pleased.

Beto knew that los chiles verdes (the green chilies), as some of the 
young people of Barrio Libre call the Border Patrol because of their green 
uniforms and because “they make the border hot,” were making crossing 
difficult. He headed to Sonora, where he hoped to slip through the border 
at Nogales. He arrived during one of the high points of “Operation Safe-
guard.” He tried to cross and was quickly caught: “The migra told me they 
had seen me on the cameras . . . they sent me to Santa Cruz.” At the county 
youth authority, Beto began literacy classes and counseling. Unfortunately, 
he was admitted to the Santa Cruz county youth authority when it was 
overwhelmed with more than one hundred young immigrants. Eventually 
the county decided that Beto and the other young people would be sent 
back to the juvenile authority of Nogales, Sonora. Yet, this understaffed 
and underfinanced facility also teemed with young people who, like Beto, 
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had migrated from throughout Mexico looking for work. There Beto met 
several youth from Barrio Libre. Their promises of freedom and their open 
defiance of the youth authorities impressed him. Beto was soon freed. He 
was sent to the streets with no family, a few pesos in his pocket, and fewer 
options. But he had new friends and a developing subjugated knowledge 
of crossing the international boundary.22

Almost two weeks to the day from his original attempt to cross the 
border, and while the Nogales region remained “hot,” Beto tried to cross 
again. He chose the preferred route of the young people of the Free ’Hood 
and literally undermined the border through the moist underground world 
of a transnational sewer system, guided by proclamations of “Barrio 
Libre” scrawled in gold spray paint. For much of the 1990s, small groups 
of migrants, holding flashlights, some carrying with them their children 
and their life savings, seeped northward through the tunnels and under the 
border. A door marked the border underground, separating the U.S. sewer 
from the Mexican. Occasionally, the authorities managed to solder rod 
iron over the opening, but the young people, rather, the migrants, would 
force it open. On other occasions, a special Mexican police force, called 
Grupo Beta, mimicked the young people’s practices. They would write 
“Beta Rules. Careful Delinquents” in gold spray paint on the walls of the 
tunnel. But they failed to stem the human flow. The violent reproduction 
of the state, it would appear, runs deep in this moment of vast migrant 
flows, but apparently not deep enough.

Beto was successful. He exited the dark tunnel from the drainage 
ditch into the United States. He then hid on a train to stow away to the 
northern terrain of Barrio Libre, the “real” one, an ethnically Mexican 
neighborhood in Tucson, Arizona, about sixty miles to the north.23 As 
he jumped from one boxcar to another, probably trying to hide from the 
Union Pacific police, who were on high alert for immigrants, he slipped 
and fell onto the track. The train severed his body only a few blocks from 
the international boundary. Beto’s death echoes the notion of merciless 
disposability found in Foucault’s notion of racism, as does the growing 
number of corpses found in the killing deserts.

Yet the routine undermining of the border by the young people of 
Barrio Libre and other immigrants, and its circumvention by other means, 
complicates the analysis of sovereignty at the border. Such practices speak 
to the fragility of U.S. sovereign power, organized originally in warfare, 
in the contemporary borderlands and the struggles against the right of 
the state to regulate passage through its borders. Imperial, colonial, and 
neocolonial contexts, it must be remembered, develop biopolitical tech-
nologies over aspects of life aside from death and violence. Too great an 
emphasis on manifestly destructive technologies risks mischaracterizing 
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the specificity of such forms of domination. In this respect the border also 
resembles the plantation or work camp, to return to Mbembe’s formulation, 
inasmuch as it not only enforces the power to torture or “let die” but also 
disproportionately involves the deployment of biopower to discipline the 
vitality of laboring bodies. Many do die at the border. But, many, many 
more struggle to live and work.

For those immigrants who do survive, their treacherous border cross-
ings through the killing deserts, vigilante patrolled terrain, or transnational 
sewer systems coercively inaugurate them to their imminent but not inevi-
table disposability and policeability, indicative of their preeminent social 
relation of illegality.24 Indeed, late in the 1990s certain units of the Border 
Patrol were designed to render humanitarian aid to immigrants in the des-
erts, underscoring the tensions between the biopolitical and necropolitical 
technologies that are inextricably and ideologically linked to U.S. empire, 
its contestations and negotiations.

“I’m Here Already”

Analyses of border militarization largely overlook the Mexican govern-
ment’s own amplification of law enforcement at the international bound-
ary in the 1990s. Mexico City formed Grupo Beta, and later other police 
forces, for reducing violence in human trafficking in the border region. 
While working with the young people of Barrio Libre, I regularly wit-
nessed other Mexican authorities arresting what could be called poten-
tial immigrants, typically those who resembled the impoverished sub-
jects of Mexico’s neoliberal turn, the marginals of southern Mexico, who 
appeared to be about to attempt to cross the border by irregular means. 
Complex social relations of race, class, and gender exercised on those 
perceived as — and actively constructed as — subordinate generates such 
policing practices. Such measures recall Agamben’s intervention con-
cerning policing and its relationship to sovereignty. In the late 1990s and 
early 2000s, migrant policing in Nogales, Sonora, could be characterized 
as haphazard, apparently lacking the systemization and implementation 
of ongoing border militarization in the United States. Often, authorities 
simply yanked migrants off the border fence.

In this context, local police officers appeared emboldened. They began 
further subjugating the already marginalized and displaced young people 
of Barrio Libre. As Gabriel recounted, the authorities

came and chased us out of tourist zones where we used to ask the gringos 
[U.S. tourists] for money and where we used to wash the windows on the cars 
going to the other side.
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Victor likewise noted that they

came and started to demand that we get credenciales to wash windows.

The crisis-driven displacements of these young people, many of whom 
had come to Nogales, Sonora, from throughout Mexico — the states of 
Jalisco, Chiapas, Quintana Roo, Sinaloa — made access to the required 
documentation difficult.

The encounter of Margarita of Barrio Libre with border law enforce-
ment foregrounds the complexities in the heightened policing of Nogales, 
Sonora.

One of Beta put his gun to my head and told me not to move because he 
was going to shoot. Negro ran . . . took me outside . . . the Beta was going to 
hit me, and I told him, if your going to hit me, don’t hit me on my stomach 
because I’m pregnant . . . he then handcuffed me and took me to the office. 
There they told me they were going to send me to the correcional [youth 
detention facility] in Hermosillo. He asked me, if I send you to the correcional, 
will you stop? I told him. . . . Send me. . . . I’m here already . . . there’s nothing I 
can do about it. (My emphasis)

Her statement “I’m here already” captures the density of coercive 
state power in her life and in other young people’s lives at this moment in 
Nogales, Sonora. Others of the Barrio Libre could tell me the names and 
personalities of agents in Grupo Beta of Nogales, Sonora, and of agents 
in the Border Patrol. Yet, the young woman’s deft and defiant working of 
gender dynamics points to the reversibility or fragility of contemporary 
power relations. She, as well as others, of the Barrio Libre continued with 
their subterranean border crossings a short time later. Sovereignty, com-
promised as it is in the Mexican borderlands, cannot easily be forged, and 
in the fragilities of Mexican and U.S. sovereignty at the border, the young 
people’s formation of Barrio Libre took root.

Border Crossings

The sliding glass door silences the faint buzzing of an almost invisible 
northward-bound plane high in the sky as the rush of cool air inside 
the port of entry beckons pedestrians who desire to cross from Nogales, 
Sonora, to Nogales, Arizona. Depending on when the authorities decide 
to become aggressive, lines will extend to about half a block into Mexico, 
so long that they force the transparent doors to remain open. Several 
rows of cars, awaiting inspection, stream back from the port of entry for 
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miles into Nogales, Sonora. Some officers carry a mirror on a long metal 
arm to look under vehicles; an officer with a dog walks up and down the 
rows, spot-checking cars. There is another port of entry a few miles to the 
west designed for commercial traffic, the thousands of trucks that plod 
through the border every month.

Most people simply state their citizenship and glide through into the 
United States. Some must show their driver’s license to the INS or to cus-
toms agents at the counter in order to cross the border. Sometimes, the INS 
agents or customs officers ask a few more questions to those who appear 
foreign. Just outside the building, a tall turnstile beckons U.S. tourists into 
Mexico. Once people cross into Mexico, they must press a button that 
determines, at random, whether Mexican customs will question them.

At the counter on the U.S. side, the INS officer studies me. After ask-
ing my citizenship, he inquires about my business in Mexico. I respond 
that I research the street youth of Nogales, Sonora, Mexico.

“Do you mean the tunnel rats?” he asks.
“That kind of research requires money,” says another border guard.
He evaluates my anthropological uniform, my white T-shirt, khakis, 

my worn Nike tennis shoes, my shaved head, and finally, my goatee. Roman 
had told me that day that I looked like a cholo, a term for a rebellious urban 
Latino youth.

An officer escorts me to a back room. Another INS officer and a cus-
toms agent search my backpack. I am repeatedly asked about my finances. 
I imagine that they are trying to establish whether I am a drug courier. 
As I had learned growing up in El Paso, Texas, and spending many of my 
postundergraduate years in southern Arizona, officials at the border seek 
simple responses, in which the racialization of foreignness equates to a 
life of poverty.25 Such routinized state practices — enacted on the young 
and, in my case, not-so-young people perceived of as foreign (regardless 
of citizenship) when they cross the border — underscore the stabilizing of 
the state through racialized policing and similar forms of subjugation at 
the border.

After going through my backpack, an officer asks me to remove my 
shoes. He peers inside them. Then he asks me to untuck my shirt. I no 
longer allow these intrusions to anger me. I reach under my belt to pull 
out the end of my T-shirt. I feel another officer step close to me. The first 
officer requests that I turn around. I hear yelling. Another male perceived 
as foreign is pushed into the room. Thus begins another routine iteration 
of statehood, or the forging of sovereignty on those perceived as foreign.

One of the officers runs his hands up my inner thighs to examine my 
groin. I try not to squirm. He touches my buttock. Only a few feet below 
the gray cement floors on which we stand, the young people of Barrio 
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Libre may be flowing through the international drainage tunnels that run 
under the U.S.-Mexico border, undermining these official indignities in 
the bowels of the border.

A few minutes later, after the officers politely thank me, and, I, inex-
plicably, thank them, I “border-cross” and enter Nogales, Arizona.

Nogales, Arizona

A few blocks north of the border, an elderly woman sells the local paper, 
the Nogales International. The newspaper keeps a daily tab of the num-
ber of immigrants caught for the year. “Internaciónal!” she yells. The 
struggles below and beyond sovereignty continue. The U.S. and Mexi-
can states blur together under the traction of alternative geographies of 
immigrants and the people of the border region, who daily negotiate the 
dynamics of political economy. Sovereignty, an ostensible end of war, 
proves fragile indeed. Yet, in the border scenario, it is the subjugation of 
those bodies perceived as foreign that stabilizes the states on both sides 
of this international boundary.

After exiting the port of entry, I witness two men climbing over the 
border fence. An INS agent and police officer arrive on the scene. One of 
the immigrants flees. Neither officer gives chase. The police officer pulls 
his radio from his belt and puts in a call. A police car arrives and pursues 
the fugitive. Resigned, the second immigrant waits. He seems to get on his 
knees without orders from either officer. The agent binds him in handcuffs 
made of thick, durable plastic.

Later that day, like most others, not far from the same border tower 
that Roman pointed out earlier, a man peers over the border into Nogales, 
Arizona. Suddenly, he signals to a group waiting below him in Nogales, 
Sonora. A mad scramble ensues. Approximately seven men climb to the 
top of the fence and jump onto the steaming pavement of the United States. 
Three sprint for the neighborhoods of Nogales, Arizona. They will likely 
be seen on video cameras, which connect to a local Border Patrol station 
that in turn will dispatch agents accordingly. Still, the others have a chance. 
They run toward the brown mass of “documented” Mexicans and probably 
“undocumented” ones as well, who have managed to cross the international 
boundary through the regular means via the port of entry. Along with 
Mexican American citizens, they move through the run-down shopping 
district of the Arizona border town. A few appear to have made it. I later 
learn that a truck hit one man as he ran through an intersection.

A few minutes later, the process starts over as three people peer over 
the border fence.
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The next day, I witness more arrests. Three presumably Latin Ameri-
can migrants lie on their stomachs on the cement that scorches in the 
ovenlike desert heat. “Chiles verdes” handcuff them. Behind me, an 
authoritative voice commands “Stop! Alto!” In what could be read as a 
bilingual literalization of Louis Althusser’s interpellation scene, a would-
be subject resists.26 He sprints toward the safety of the brown multitude 
coursing through downtown Nogales, Arizona. In a blur, a Border Patrol 
officer knocks over a brown body, apparently a Latin American migrant 
who had managed to cross the border without authorization. Such forms of 
coercion call into question the suggestion that hailing constitutes a form of 
subject-making to a uniform and cohesive ideology, or a form of interpel-
lation to the imaginary relations of the means of production.

Down the street, a manhole cover pops up from the pavement. Several 
figures emerge from the underground and scamper to a nearby house, 
yet another underground, undocumented border crossing. Close by, INS 
agents search a shuttle bus that makes regular trips to Tucson, Arizona. 
Some of the passengers appear to be arrested. Others wait patiently and 
others bow their heads. Behind them, more immigrants ready to defy the 
state. They wait, watching, at the top of the fence. The seeming ungov-
ernability evidenced at the border and other broad regimes of typically 
racialized governance, as well as the vast resistances to sovereignty that 
immigrants exercise, mark the fragility of contemporary power relations. 
The cunning to defy such forms of subjugation captures the dialectics of 
struggle evidenced in historically particular forms of consciouness and in 
the region’s legacy of conquest, colonization, and contestation.

Oversight

I feel the commonsensical, momentary scrutiny of my dress, hair cut, and 
English proficiency as I introduce myself in the local office of U.S. Border 
Patrol in Nogales, Arizona, in 1999. Rows of shiny new green and white 
SUVs and the new helicopter landing pad outside the glass doors speak to 
the U.S. government’s recent investment in border control. Previously, the 
Border Patrol had to land at the Nogales airport. Racks of high-powered  
rifles, pistols, stun guns, rounds of ammunition, bulletproof vests, hel-
mets, billy clubs, and, of course, binoculars line the walls in one room. 
Officer Pankoke, my guide, explains that the high-powered weaponry 
is to be used out in the deserts when dealing with drug smugglers. The 
commanding officer, Officer Pankoke explains, “would not allow you to 
check one out to patrol downtown Nogales.”

We walk down a hall. Two large bay windows allow me to see into this 
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weigh station. I walk by a heavy metal door with a sign saying “Unaccom-
panied Juveniles.” Pankoke explains. Several individuals sit on a bench. 
Some sleep; others sit or stand. They will be in the cell for a few hours or 
a few days. Some will be sent to the penitentiary for having committed 
a felony or for having been caught crossing the border too many times. 
Most await what the INS refers to as “voluntary departure,” a procedure 
whereby “deportable aliens” apprehended at the U.S.-Mexico border are 
permitted, indeed encouraged, to waive their rights to a deportation hear-
ing and return to Mexico without lengthy detention, expensive bonding, 
and trial. Upon release in Mexico near the border, they may try again 
until they finally succeed.27 If the agents turn a blind eye, they may cross 
the line as potential workers, ready to labor across the border. Voluntary 
departure underscores the collusion between policing and the politics of 
labor subordination contextualized within the spectacular and violent 
relations of sovereignty.

At the Nogales, Arizona, Border Patrol station in 1999, in a room full 
of monitors, radio equipment, and cell phones, next to the soda cans and 
crumpled coffee cups and fast-food wrappers, a screen displays a Border 
Patrol SUV cruising down a street that parallels the border. Pan to a 
second monitor: the vehicle appears onscreen, apparently in downtown 
Nogales, Arizona, near the port of entry, surrounded by a mass of Latino 
or Latin American pedestrians. None of the people on the monitor seems 
to realize that they are under surveillance, or, if they do, they do not seem 
to care. Two officers observe the flickering monitors and sensors, ready to 
communicate with border agents who, like me, the then erstwhile aspiring 
anthropologist, are “in the field.” They dispatch agents as needed to sites 
of unauthorized crossings. On the last monitor, I can make out the end of 
the border fence in the desert outside of Nogales, Arizona. The military 
unit JTF-6 has built roads providing the Border Patrol access to the area. 
Next to the fence, thousands of immigrants have etched paths of beaten 
brush and compressed brown sand through the treacherous geography of 
the killing desert. 

Officer Pankoke tells of the small-scale forms of violence exercised by 
Mexicans on the other side of the border:

When I’m driving at the border, they throw large rocks from Mexico over the 
fence at us. Sometimes our agents have to call in for help.

Only two weeks before this interview, an agent had been shot in the 
Arizona borderlands. Such violence at the periphery of two nation-states 
underscores the fragility of sovereignty. 

I ask Pankoke how he and other officers determine whom they will 
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and will not question. “It’s hard to explain. . . . They’re just not Ameri-
can looking. Things like dirty clothes, beat-up dress shoes, shaggy hair, 
mean they’re a ewey” (entry without inspection). His comment captures 
the diffused, popular ontological signifiers of race in the borderland. It 
also underscores the politically organized investment in the fixing of dif-
ference. Such forms of racial governance in the borderlands situate this 
population — and sometimes those who resemble them — as subject to 
militarized policing, or vigilante actions, or to daily forms of surveillance. 
In the process, they are marked as worthy of policing, or even worthy of 
dying in the treacherous geographies of the borderlands. These diffused 
forms of governance and the violence they may portend inaugurate the vast 
majority of immigrants who do survive the processes of undocumented 
border crossings into the protracted subjection of the social relation of 
illegality.

Yet race as a diffused form of governance proves ultimately unstable, 
contingent, reversible. These dynamics are embodied in the daily struggles 
of the young people of Barrio Libre, who would often exploit the tunnel in 
Nogales, Arizona, and then stow away on trains or walk some sixty miles 
in order to reach the Mexican neighborhood of Tucson, Arizona, that also 
is called Barrio Libre. Historically this latter Barrio Libre is an immigrant 
community of working-class Mexicans.28 The area’s name comes from the 
one-time absence of policing; as the community was formed, the Tucson 
police department would not patrol it.29 In this and other parts of the shift-
ing borderlands of the United States, the young people of Barrio Libre 
exploit their resemblance to U.S. citizens of Mexican descent, sometimes 
blending in with the local Mexican population. As Roman explained: 
“If I dress right, and wear baggy clothes, the Border Patrol thinks I’m 
Chicano.” The cultural and racial resemblances between U.S. citizens of 
Mexican descent and the undocumented immigrants render dress a key 
marker of belonging to the Free ’Hood. Those clothes most prized were 
those signifying either participation or transnational identification with 
Chicanos in the United States, such as baggy pants and T-shirts proclaim-
ing “Chicano style,” “Chicano Power,” “Brown Pride,” and the like. These 
and similar practices disrupt theorizations of race as solely phenotypical 
and reveal the relational and ultimately political nature of racism as a form 
of governmentality.30 The knowledge that certain cultural practices, such 
as forms of dress or speaking the dominant language, are resources that 
subvert relations of illegality reveals the dynamism and reversibility of 
racial governance, even among such a marginalized population.

The young people’s vulnerability to policing on both sides of the bor-
der by those figures that in Agamben’s formulation embody sovereignty, 
yet in this scenario with the significant difference that they are often 
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militarized, gestures to the fragility of the ends of war, its violent refound-
ing, and the forging of borderlands consciousness.31 Two young women, 
Margarita and Juana, who had just emerged from the transnational sewer 
system close to a small restaurant in Nogales, Arizona, described the Free 
’Hood in this way after the authorities had left:

Margarita: [Barrio Libre is] in Nogales, Sonora, it’s in the tunnel, Phoenix, 
Tucson. Where else?
Juana: Chicago, El Paso, all the way to Los Angeles. It’s a barrio that 
goes through all the cities, floating like that, and over that way [gesturing 
northward].
Margarita: Through Tucson, Phoenix, here in Nogales, Arizona, over there 
in Nogales, Sonora. It’s Barrio Libre wherever you are (my emphasis).

Such pronouncements were common among those in Barrio Libre.
Many of the U.S. cities they referred to have major immigrant popu-

lations. Moreover, often when I asked the youths where they were going, 
they would reply, “I am going to the Free ’Hood.” Be it Nogales, Sonora, 
the transnational tunnels, Tucson, or the streets of the informal economy 
and its labor, Barrio Libre was always in formation. Such discourses hardly 
signal a coming political community, per Agamben’s formulation. They 
do, however, gesture to the coalescing of imaginations fired by the condi-
tions of ultimately contested and fragile states.

Yet the formation of their particular borderlands consciousness took a 
tremendous toll on these youth. After a lunch of spaghetti, corn tortillas, 
bottled salsa, and Coca-Cola on this day in 1999 in Nogales, Sonora, 
Bolillo shapes his fingers into the form of a pistol. He shouts at Victor in 
English:

“You there on your knees, motherfucker! On your knees!”
Victor falls to his knees.
In broken English, Bolillo continues: “Hands behind your back”
He then proceeds to “handcuff” Victor.
Victor protests: “Soy libre, cabron!” (I’m free!)

Bolillo starts an expletive-filled diatribe. He pretends to strike Victor with 
the pistol. Later, I ask Victor and Bolillo about this performance. They 
tell me that they were performing their memories of being in the Barrio 
Libre of Tucson, Arizona. They had been spending time with a group of 
impoverished Chicanos. Nevertheless, despite their cultural and racial 
resemblance to this population and their adoption of Chicano dress, they 
had still become subject to policing. Such official misrecognitions speak 
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to the specific racial character of anti-immigrant discourses and their 
material effects. They reveal the blurring of boundaries between immi-
grants and racialized citizenry.

The war on terror, the occupation of Iraq, and other ongoing wars 
have reinforced the long-standing, dominant representation of the border 
as a site of ungovernability. Indeed, on September 11, 2001, the number 
of Border Patrol agents in Brownsville, Texas, equaled the number across 
the entire U.S.-Canadian border.32 Now, the new draconian police powers 
of the “Homeland Security” state and the “instantaneous hegemony of 
the metaphysics of antiterrorism” have had profound consequences. They 
are evidenced in the mass immigrant mobilizations that occurred across 
the United Sates, the approximately eight thousand Muslim immigrants 
or visitors sought for questioning by the FBI, and the five thousand who 
have been detained.33 Vigilante groups, exploiting the white-supremacist 
force relations embedded in sovereignty, seize on such public anxieties 
over the failed border in the states of Arizona, Texas, New Mexico, and 
California, and, increasingly, in other states in the interior of the United 
States. The mobilization of the National Guard to the borderlands in 
2006, the construction of new walls, and the increasingly commonsensical 
collapsing of immigrant with terrorist will undoubtedly contribute to the 
violent subjugation of immigrants to the special relation of illegality and 
speak to the fragility of sovereignty in the borderlands.34

The Fragile Ends of War

The undermining of the sovereign right to regulate boundaries and the 
daily challenges and negotiations by immigrants and the people of the 
border region of the United States and Mexico expose the rickety scaffold-
ings of the state and gesture to its often violent refounding. I have mapped 
some of the broad contours of the decidedly capitalist biopolitical and nec-
ropolitical technologies exercised in the borderlands, as well as the disci-
plining and subjugation of those appearing as foreign in Nogales, Sonora, 
and Nogales, Arizona. The ongoing militarized policing in the border-
lands, as moments in my ethnography show, resonates with Foucault’s 
suggestion that public spectacles of state violence coalesce sovereignty and 
underscore the force relations behind institutions such as the law. They 
also resonate with the commingling of law, sovereignty, and violence in 
Agamben’s formulation. Moreover, the channeling of immigrants into the 
killing deserts or the transnational sewer system exemplifies a merciless 
logic of disposability. These are the forces that configured Beto’s singular 



98 Gilberto Rosas

Over the longue 

durée, the ends 

of war on the 

border appear 

to marshal the 

technologies over 

life and death to 

inaugurate bodies 

flowing across 

borders to the 

social relation 

of illegality.

death and those of some 4,000 other immigrants in the killing deserts 
of territory that once belonged to Mexico, deaths that resonate with the 
forging of sovereignty through death and violence in both Foucault’s and 
Agamben’s respective explications of sovereignty.

Nevertheless, Agamben’s positing of a relationship among policing, 
sovereignty, and the formation of new consciousness remains too removed 
from the legacy of empire in suggesting that the abject figure of violence 
is rooted in the genealogy of the Western legal system. Moreover, it elides 
Foucault’s analysis of the ongoing struggles below and at the fringes of 
sovereignty. In contrast, Achille Mbembe’s suggestion that colonial and 
neocolonial venues anticipate, develop, and perfect violent biopolitical 
technologies proves useful in analyzing the legacy of U.S. empire in the 
borderlands. Yet a necropolitical analysis of militarized policing in the 
borderlands perhaps loses sight of the biopolitically organized vitality of 
living and ultimately laboring immigrants. As the young people’s repeated 
though painful forms of border crossing show, the vast majority of undocu-
mented border crossers succeed in making the crossing. Biopolitical tech-
nologies over life and death, as diffused forms of capitalist state power, are 
integral to the politics of labor subordination. Many die, but many, many, 
more struggle to live and work.

Over the longue durée, the ends of war on the border appear to mar-
shal the technologies over life and death to inaugurate bodies flowing 
across borders to the social relation of illegality. In this respect, Nicholas 
De Genova has presciently suggested that the conjunction of dramatic 
apprehensions and militarized policing along the borderlands produces an 
“exemplary theater for staging the spectacle of the ‘illegal alien’ that the 
law produces.”35 Nevertheless, it is power relations beyond the state and 
the historically organized relation of force that give the law its potency, 
forged on the bodies of those from Latin America, particularly Mexico, 
and in practices of official and extra-official misrecognition of those who 
culturally or phenotypically resemble them.

An insular vision of the Western state plagues dominant notions 
of sovereignty. Policing practices in the Mexican border community of 
Nogales, Sonora, exercised on the marginalized populations from Mexico’s 
interior suggest the decentering of state power to a broader global politics 
of labor subordination. The consolidation of neoliberalism in Mexico 
in the 1990s further compromised the already fragile sovereignty of the 
country, rendering its fringes jagged for particular populations, echoing 
the aforementioned particular conceptualizations of sovereignty. As on 
the other side of the border, this sovereignty was once again forged on 
the bodies of those who appear foreign, typically those impoverished 
from Mexico’s neoliberal turn, the rural marginal en route to becoming 
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an immigrant. The bolstering of the fragile sovereignty of Mexico at its 
northern border demands that broad forms of subjugation are exercised 
against the marginal rural migrants, essentially degrading their citizen-
ship in the process of immigration. As we have seen, the effects of such 
policing include the sometimes official violent practices exercised against 
the young people of Barrio Libre. 

Mexico’s recent embrace of an economy of labor exportation, evi-
denced in President Vicente Fox’s hailing of immigrants as heroes, leads 
one to speculate that such policing of migrants by the authorities is likely to 
dissipate. Unlike the other side of the border, in Mexico the extra-official 
nature of policing, particularly evidenced in my narrative of Margarita’s 
encounter with an officer from Grupo Beta, underscores the subjective 
impulses of the police officer. Ethical sensibilities of particular officers 
seem to organize official violence in these cases, and such a configuration 
echoes one of Agamben’s qualities of life in another of his concepts, the 
camp, where “petty sovereign[s]” such as this officer enact a spatialization 
of the state of exception.36

The sometimes violent disciplining and subjugation of bodies per-
ceived as foreign stabilizes the respective states and serves to reproduce 
the border against the traction of alternative geographies of immigrants 
across the fraying boundaries of the United States and Mexico. The young 
people’s practices of literally undermining the international boundary 
as well as occasionally passing as marginalized U.S. citizens underscore 
the fragility of sovereign forms of power. At the same time, the young 
people’s own participation in regimes of border violence underscores the 
mundane reconstitution of the international boundary. Their mugging 
practices further subjugate the already degraded, impoverished bodies of 
neoliberal organized immigrants in formation, as do the policing practices 
of elements of the Mexican state, and the spectacular, militarized polic-
ing practices and forms of racial governance concretized in vigilantism 
occurring on the U.S. side of the border. Nevertheless, the overwhelming 
transgression of the international boundary, the reversibility of this racial 
governmentality sparking the imagination of those in Barrio Libre, the 
transnational social movements that challenge Border Patrol abuses, as 
well as the everyday forms of subaltern struggle and negotiation, such as 
the elderly newspaper seller’s invocation of the “Internaciónal,” signal the 
multiple and, in this case, vexing forms of subjectivity emerging betwixt, 
between, and below the United States and Mexico. Although the young 
people of Barrio Libre are situated in radically different social positions, 
they approximate a borderlands consciousness currently writ large in the 
immigrant movement across the United States.37
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The War Drive

IM AGE FILES CORRUPTED

Rosalind C. MorrisNot only does the discourse of war belong to the discourse on society but it 
assigns it its meaning: the idea of war measures the idea of society.
— Pierre Clastres, The Archaeology of Violence

A man stands disarmed and naked with a weapon pointing at him; this 
person becomes a corpse before anybody or anything touches him.
— Simone Weil, “The Iliad, or the Poem of Force”

Fight, rape, war, pillage, burn. Filmic images of death and carnage are 
pornography for the military man.
— Anthony Swofford, Jarhead

The scandal of torture in the war on terror has diminished noticeably 
since it first erupted in 2004, when photographs of a grinning young 
woman, poised and posed next to a nude Iraqi detainee, entered the con-
temporary mediascape. Already, the discourse of alternative techniques 
has begun to paper over the wound of torture with a veneer of academic 
propriety or, at least, of logical necessity. Without more new images to fill 
out and, as it were, enflesh the debate about torture, widespread opposi-
tion to its continuation has lost some of its vociferousness. In the end, 
however haunted we may be by the image of a hooded man standing as 
though crucified on a box, or of a naked man on a leash, or of a scrum of 
stripped bodies splayed for the camera, the news photograph has a short 
half-life and fades quickly. The recent passage of legislation permitting 
some forms of coercive interrogation previously thought to be torture is 
evidence that the restraining force of that scandal has indeed dissipated.1 
For this reason we would do well to recall, if we can, our shock at that first 
sighting. However, the utility of this gesture will be realized only if we 
acknowledge that what offended us was less the torture than the apparent 
enjoyment expressed in the faces of those who were its perpetrators.

Michelle Brown had made this point already in 2005, when she wrote 
that the shock of the photographs from Abu Ghraib consisted in the 
“patriotic delight of the torturers, in America ‘out of place.’ ” For Brown, 
Abu Ghraib represents the exportation of a penal culture that has nor-
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malized the exceptional and exceptionally violent treatment of prisoners.2 
She is undoubtedly correct in her diagnosis of the relationship between 
the development of penal cultures in the United States and abroad, but 
this institutional and political development does not account for what she 
rightly recognizes as the affective investment of the torturers, nor for the 
particular forms of violence that occurred in Abu Ghraib and other spaces 
under U.S. military control in Iraq. And it is to that particular question that 
I want to turn in the pages that follow. There is, as Pierre Clastres says, 
something to be discerned about a society in the manner that it pursues 
war, and in the way that it conceives of its enemies.3

Construing torture as technique (method), and even as a necessary evil 
(means), as policy makers tend to do, effaces both the actuality of the event 
as it is experienced by those tortured and the conditions within which it 
has been practiced thus far. Indeed, it distracts us entirely from what such 
activities might represent more generally. The conclusions of all investiga-
tive reports on Abu Ghraib state that most of the torture was unrelated 
to intelligence gathering. Hence no consideration of torture as method 
or means can address its fundamental characteristics or its “function” 
within the current political scene.4 Function is, in fact, an inadequate term 
to describe the place of torture in the current war — where it exceeds the 
means-ends relation and symptomatizes a transformation in the “sexual 
economy” of war, or rather an apotheosis of the sexuality of that economy. 
It is this transformation that I wish to discuss here.

I begin with the assumption that, in general, war entails the libidiniza-
tion of the entire social field. War is a regressive institution in many regards 
but most specifically in the way that it strips away the usual prohibitions 
on both an intimacy with death and the pursuit of sexual satisfaction 
outside of generally legitimated (though not necessarily normative) con-
tractual social relations — whether these take the form of companionate 
relationships, interfamilial bonds, dynastic partnerships, or some other 
form. This stripping away is not accidental of course; it is structured by 
forms of discipline and pedagogy, as well as by the discursive elaboration 
of war in and beyond the actual space of militarization. Such institutional 
structuring is what distinguishes the criminal sexual violence of war from 
that in nonwartime contexts, but, of course, it is also what constitutes 
the basis of their continuity.5 Determined and overdetermined by social 
institutions and histories, these liberated drives may express themselves in 
any number of ways, but often enough they entail sexual violence directed 
at one’s enemies.6 One may understand such violence as compensation, 
as cathartic discharge, as an unconscious effort to cancel death with eros, 
as the form of a violent effort to institute reciprocity in a negative mode, 
and so forth. And all of these factors may be at play. The point is that this 
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violence has heretofore constituted a mode of relationality with the other, 
however ironic, unethical, or brutal.7 This is why, indeed, it is generally 
thought that war occurs between others who might have been friends. For 
the same reason, its resolution is generally construed as the conversion of 
hostility into fraternity through the production of a common language, 
usually in the form of negotiated settlements and binding treaties. Let 
the gendered language of fraternity reveal what is at stake in the form of 
peacemaking that can emerge from war: this is a patriarchal relation.

One may make a distinction for analytic purposes: the absolute anni-
hilation of the other, and hence a surpassing of the possibility of relation 
with the other, however violent, is a goal and a property not of war, at 
least in the sense I am using the term here, but of complete genocide and 
perhaps of that exceptional case of war we call Total War. Here, however, I 
am interested in the transformed nature of the libidinization and the sexual 
economy of war in the era of real-time and reality TV, a transformation 
that Lacan addressed under the shorthand of shamelessness. We discern 
something new emerging in and against these other logics in the current 
conflict, exemplified in the case of Abu Ghraib. This newness consists 
neither in the libidinization of war, which is old, nor in the fact of sexual 
violence, which is similarly ancient and persisting. Rather, it consists in a 
partial displacement of the former structures of violent relation and fantasy 
by an extreme literalism, and a narcissistic economy in which, instead of 
obtaining satisfaction through the violation of the other, the other is made 
to perform his own (self-) abuse and to perform that abuse as enjoyment 
in a grotesque parody of consent. I hope to show that this demand for the 
performance of a consent to be violated, and moreover of that violation 
as satisfying, as in Abu Ghraib, works to obviate the perpetrator’s need 
for fantasy even as it institutes a mirroring (though not identification) 
in the place of relation. It is a development that expresses on the plane 
of corporeal experience and psychic life the logic of a political relation 
already described by Jean Baudrillard (in relation to the 1991 Gulf War) 
as one in which alterity has been banished by the demand for mimesis. 
According to this logic, one only speaks to those who resemble oneself. 
Difference here is construed not as that which demands the labors of 
language — converse and listening, translation and interpretation — but 
rather that which prohibits it. In this essay, I want to try to explain how 
this transformation came to be.

Like many others (including, most notably, Allen Feldman, Nicholas 
Mirzoeff, Paul Virilio, and Samuel Weber), I see this development as 
being crucially related to trends in media culture.8 Nonetheless, I do not 
think that what is occurring in the war on terror, and what happened at 
Abu Ghraib, is explicable in terms of the ethically distancing effects that 
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are correlate with the hallucinatory proximity of television or with the 
transformation of thought that emerges at the point where social relations 
are overtaken by the network and the internet (Weber). Nor do I think it 
is exhausted by concepts of scopophilia and spectacle, even when those 
concepts are specified in terms of surveillance, the politics of risk (Feld-
man), and the shoring up of imperial masculinity through the projection of 
a sodomitical alterity (Mirzoeff). All of these readings remain devoted to 
an analysis of contemporary visual culture in terms of a gaze structured by 
sexual difference, in which mastery is the goal and spectatorial authority, 
even when assigned to professional elites, is the locus and the primary form 
of political power and sexual subjectification. But, as Lacan had already 
intuited in his analysis of television following the student protests of May 
1968, the category of the gaze is transformed in the regime of television, 
as the question of looking is dissociated from the process of shaming.

In the interest of clarity, let me briefly sketch the contours of an argu-
ment still to come. In the current conflict, for which Abu Ghraib has 
become so crucial a sign, older logics of war based in sexual difference 
and newer ones oriented by technologized scopophilia are still operative, 
but they are now augmented by an emergent economy beyond sexual 
difference, beyond the still-human opposition of friend and enemy, and 
beyond shame. It is notable in this context that even the discourse of com-
mon soldiers reveals a sense that the current war has a different sexual 
logic; as discussed below, they often describe this new logic in terms of 
desexualization. Members of the military elite refer to it under the rubric 
of dehumanization. In any case, there is a palpable sense of change. I trace 
this change to the end of the U.S.-Vietnam war, and the period of reflection 
that followed it, which seems to have culminated in a sense that war, if it 
is to be redeemed, must be desexualized.9 This gesture became possible 
only after the failure of that war was reduced to the question of sexual 
violence, itself rendered as an excess of the war. In other words, the politics 
of empire had to be effaced, in order that empire might return — first as 
a rescue of women and then as the enactment of an absolutely racialized 
and religious otherness.

Ironically, perhaps, some of the effort to reclaim war from within the 
United States received support from dissident antiwar documents (novels, 
films, and other artifacts) emanating from Vietnam. Many of these docu-
ments repudiated the idea of military heroism even in wars of national lib-
eration, and converged with much American antiwar discourse in figuring 
war’s depravity as sexual violence. In the sphere of cultural production, 
the rehabilitation was accomplished, if not consciously intended, through 
the revival of World War II as the primary object of cinematic war story-
telling.10 In recent actual conflicts, it has been accomplished through the 
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displacement of sexual difference by racialized religiosity as the organizing 
principle of collective violence.

Clearly, this displacement has been enabled by several geopolitical 
factors, including, most important, the collapse of Soviet socialism, the 
globalization of capital, and the emergence of new Islamic international-
isms. It has also been facilitated by developments in media culture. If the 
U.S.-Vietnam war inaugurated the phenomenon of the living-room war, 
the televisual presentation of a distant battle was nonetheless limited to 
nightly news segments, edited according to the principles of narrative 
documentary cinema. The Gulf wars have given us twenty-four-hour, real-
time coverage, the phenomenon of warhead-mounted cameras, embedded 
journalists, and a sense that we are not always looking so much as we are 
constantly being exposed to the world of and at war. Even when power 
assumes the form of telling us that “there is nothing to see,” as Jacques 
Rancière claims, the drive and the ideal of popular culture takes the form 
of exposure — often enough without judgment.11 It relentlessly attempts 
to circumvent the processes of concealment and dissimulation by which 
(anachronistic) state powers try to maintain their hold on knowledge. So, 
for example, what the nightly news fails to broadcast, we can often see 
on YouTube. The repudiation of editing (on the grounds that it is always 
political subterfuge) never achieves its goal, of course. But it has a psychic 
corollary nevertheless. By means of what can be called the pornography of 
actuality, it displaces and supplements the existing structures for generat-
ing reality effects and a symbolically mediated realism. If this appears to 
liberate us from the censoriousness of the state, it has also been accom-
panied by the atrophy of fantasy and the violent demand that the other 
perform his submission to violation as a source of satisfaction. For it is this 
satisfaction in self-violation that appears to constitute the core of a new 
military eros, one that can no longer be adequately conceived as a form of 
relation with the other. Its medium is reality TV, of which digital cameras 
and cell-phone imaging devices are the supplement. This is visual culture 
that attempts to exempt itself from the gaze, and that has an infantile nar-
cissus as its ideal subject. Or so I will attempt to demonstrate.

Language of the Prison-House

To read Abu Ghraib as a sign or symptom of an emergent mode of war 
requires, before all else, that we ask in what sense, or to what extent, it 
can be conceived of as representative. Official opinion focuses on the 
exceptionality of the events, the small numbers of participants, and the 
formal irregularity of the activities vis-à-vis military law. However, these 
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statistical arguments do not yet address the deeper questions of represen-
tativeness. Let us then begin with the military’s self-assessment.

Under Army Regulation 15-6, two investigative reports on Abu 
Ghraib were written, one by Lt. Gen. Anthony R. Jones, the other by 
Maj. Gen. George R. Fay. These reports have come to be known jointly 
as the Fay-Jones report and formed the basis, along with the Taguba 
report and assorted internal review documents, of the “Final Report of the 
Independent Panel to Review Department of Defense (DoD) Detention 
Operations” conducted under the chairmanship of James R. Schlesinger 
and submitted to Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld on 23 August 
2004. By far the most systematic of the reports is that by Fay.

In his report, Fay concludes as follows:

Physical and sexual abuses of detainees at Abu Ghraib . . . spanned from 
direct physical assault, such as delivering head blows rendering detainees 
unconscious, to sexual posing and forced participation in group masturbation. 
At the extremes were the death of a detainee in OGA [other government 
agency, usually CIA] custody, an alleged rape committed by a U.S. 
translator and observed by a female Soldier, and the alleged sexual assault 
of a female detainee. These abuses are, without question, criminal. They 
were perpetrated or witnessed by individuals or small groups. Such abuse 
can not be directly tied to a systemic U.S. approach to torture or approved 
treatment of detainees. The MPs [military police] being prosecuted claim 
their actions came at the directions of MI [military intelligence]. Although 
self-serving, these claims do have some basis in fact. The environment created 
at Abu Ghraib contributed to the occurrence of such abuse and the fact that 
it remained undiscovered by higher authority for a long period of time. What 
started as nakedness and humiliation, stress and physical training (exercise) 
carried over into sexual and physical assaults by a small group of morally 
corrupt and unsupervised Soldiers and civilians.12

In many ways, Fay’s report expresses the aporia of the idea of war crime —  
a crime written into the interior of the legitimated state of war which 
would otherwise be a travesty of law. The idea of war crime is an idea of 
exception, by which the normalization of war is effected. War crimes are 
a necessary exception, an illogical but reasonable categorical interruption 
of what would otherwise be the generalization and even the totalization 
of war’s violence.13 But if the notion of a war crime may constitute some-
thing of a limit to the atrocities perpetrated in war, it cannot address the 
question of war itself and may indeed be the instrument by which we 
finally relinquish the idea of an opposition to war per se.

That the violence at Abu Ghraib was socialized, but at the same time 
exceptional, creates particular problems for Fay in this context. Hence, 
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he invokes not war, but environmental factors to explain what occurred. 
These factors include the understaffing of the facility; lack of integration 
of policies on interrogation, stemming from the “migration” of individu-
als and practices from GTMO (Guantánamo) and Afghanistan to Iraq 
(28  –  29); the fact that the facility was in a combat zone and was regularly 
hit by mortar fire, leading to the injuries, deaths, and terror of both sol-
diers and detainees; the reliance on contract interrogators and interpreters 
(supplied by the Titan corporation14) whose qualifications were unclear, 
and whose training was limited (46, 50  –  51); the lack of any doctrine as 
the basis for integrating contract civilians into military operations (19); 
the lack of a doctrinal basis of the organization and oversight of the entity 
responsible for the Joint Interrogation Debriefing Center (JIDC) at Abu 
Ghraib, a newly created body comprised of members from numerous 
different units who had previously not worked together and who had no 
clear understanding of each other’s roles (41  –  42); poor communications 
and information systems (“some interrogation related information was 
recorded on a whiteboard which was periodically erased” [47]); and lack 
of leadership.

The dilemma that confronts Fay, however, is in adjudicating whether 
the events were themselves exceptional or whether they were merely illicit 
in the sense outlined above — namely, as violations of the normative codes 
of warfare. On the latter, all of the investigators concur: the activities of the 
“demented night shift,” as Christian Parenti would describe the perpetra-
tors at Abu Ghraib, were breaches of law, and specifically of the laws of war. 
The Fay report cites the relevant regulations, and one has only to consider 
two to recognize how unquestionably criminal the guards’ activities were. 
Thus, for example, “Photographs of detainees are strictly prohibited except 
for internal administrative purposes of the confinement facility.”15 And, 
“At all times, the Civilian Internee will be humanely treated and protected 
against all acts of violence or threats and insults and public curiosity. The 
Civilian Internee will be especially protected against all acts of violence, 
insults, public curiosity, bodily injury, reprisals of any kind, sexual attacks 
such as rape, forced prostitution, or any form of indecent assault.”16

On the question of exceptionality, however, the various authors of the 
many investigative reports appear to be ambivalent or in disagreement. 
Fay’s claim that the abuse was not systemic but encouraged by environ-
mental factors that were within the control of the military seems to evade 
the question. The final combined report (of Jones and Fay) commences 
with an executive summary that emphasizes individual culpability: “The 
primary causes are misconduct (ranging from inhumane to sadistic) by a 
small group of morally corrupt soldiers and civilians, a lack of discipline 
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on the part of the leaders and Soldiers of the 205th MI BDE [Military 
Intelligence Brigade] and a failure or lack of leadership by multiple ech-
elons within the CJTF-7.”17 The Schlesinger report concludes, to the 
contrary, that “the abuses were not just the failure of some individuals to 
follow known standards, and they are more than the failure of a few lead-
ers to enforce proper discipline. There is both institutional and personal 
responsibility at higher levels.”18

Beyond such official disagreement, however, there is a wide and often 
acrimonious debate about what Abu Ghraib represents in relation to the 
U.S. military and the society on whose behalf it wages wars — though 
majority opinion within the United States certainly appears to read the 
events there as anomalous, which is to say that these were nonrepresenta-
tive eruptions of disorder. Such a claim rests on a statistical conception 
of representativeness, which is itself subject to some doubt and which 
ultimately fails to address the possibility that Abu Ghraib represents 
something more than itself, that it might symptomatize a more general 
development. Nonetheless, the defense on the grounds of statistical rarity 
also requires some debunking.

Fay’s report was based on an analysis of forty-four incidents involving 
twenty-seven individuals alleged to have committed the abuses. By the 
time of the Schlesinger report, there were 66 substantiated cases, with 300 
reports of abuse in Guantánamo, Afghanistan, and Iraq, of which only 
155 had been investigated.19 In other words, evidence could be found for 
more than 40 percent of the abuse claims. The others were not necessar-
ily unsubstantiable, but they lacked evidence and had not been deemed 
credible or otherwise at the time of writing. More revealing, perhaps, is 
the number of personnel involved: 27 military intelligence individuals, by 
Fay’s count. This number seems relatively small when compared to the 
150,000 troops deployed. But Abu Ghraib itself was staffed by a total of 
only 160, including 45 interrogators and 18 linguists/translators from six 
different battalions.20 Many of the MI people had limited or no contact 
with the detainees; therefore, one can say, a sizable proportion of the 
military personnel with opportunity used it at Abu Ghraib to abuse their 
charges.

Equally significant, I believe, are the statistics about the number of 
detainees at Abu Ghraib, where the ratio of military intelligence to detainee 
reached 1:75, although interrogation policies imported from Guantánamo 
were premised on a ratio of 1:1. By December 2003, between four and five 
thousand people of “potential security interest” were being held in Abu 
Ghraib, and when the Schlesinger report was being written, approximately 
fifty thousand people had been apprehended.21 Forty-five thousand people 
had thus been detained “by mistake,” as the International Committee of 
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the Red Cross (ICRC) states. Among them the “juveniles” locked in a cell 
and terrorized by dogs; the Egyptian medics incarcerated and “ghosted” 
(held without their identities being recorded by the CIA); the sixty-one-
year-old man, arrested and severely burned when his face was placed on 
the hot engine of the transport vehicle (a tactic repeatedly used at intake, 
often with long-term scarring, infection, and even, in some cases, requiring 
skin grafting and amputation); the young women accused of prostitution; 
the thirteen-year-old boys gathered up with their grandfathers; the ailing 
people abducted in the middle of night, without bedclothes and deprived 
of medications;22 and so forth. While the physical violence directed against 
the detainees has been repudiated, there has been no serious effort to 
address the systematic incarceration and deprivation of tens of thousands 
of innocent people, with no recompense for their losses and no care for 
their traumatized selves. At best, a more expeditious and efficacious pro-
cessing has been advocated.

The context for the violence was, quite simply, mass detention. This 
is the prison nation abroad identified by Michelle Brown.23 But here one 
must pause. For the ideological manifest on which detention is based is not 
so much the idea of a generalized criminality as much as it is the notion of 
consent. The significance of this conceptualization of criminality cannot 
be overestimated, and it has profound implications for the management 
and form of violence in Iraq. The “Ethical Foundations of Detention and 
Interrogation,” as outlined by the Schlesinger panel, states that “Criminals, 
by not respecting the rights of others, may be said to have consented — in 
principle — to arrest and possible imprisonment. In this construct, and 
due to the threat they represent, insurgents and terrorists ‘consent’ to the 
possibility of being captured, detained, interrogated, and possibly killed.”24 
In other words, in Iraq criminality is defined as the act by which freedom 
expresses itself in surrender to detention.

The authors of the report use this spuriously named ethical principle to 
delimit the category of who may be detained and for how long; it implicitly 
legitimates the subjection of some individuals to extraordinary treatment 
(namely, that applied to criminals rather than prisoners of war or civil-
ians).25 As with all arguments in defense of torture and detention, it pre-
sumes the omniscience of the apprehending forces and bypasses demands 
for habeus corpus.26 There is no presumption of innocence. After all, the 
policy has identified the one who consents to be apprehended as, precisely, 
the criminal. In posing the issue in these terms, then, the authors elide the 
deployment of force by the apprehending and/or detaining body, which, by 
this analysis, is merely actualizing the consent that the criminal implicitly 
grants. In the language of the report, consent is the “manifestation of the 
freedom and dignity” of the person. In other words, what the consenting 
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person consents to, as a free and dignified being, is the surrender of his 
freedom and dignity. Here we can discern a relationship exceeding con-
textuality between official policy and the violence of Abu Ghraib.

It is not incidental that one of the most common recurrent forms of 
violence described in the reports is that which commands others to per-
form their sexual satisfaction for the torturers. This scenario, in which the 
detainee’s submission to the torturer’s very command is made to appear 
as the source of the detainee’s own enjoyment, and where the general-
ized deprivation of all individuals is represented as an expression of their 
consent, suggests that the war in Iraq has moved beyond older forms of 
warfare that were organized by sexual difference, and oriented toward 
abduction — of women, labor, resources, land, and all those things that, 
in peacetime, would have been the subject of contractual negotiations and 
less violent exchange.

In the end, one may say, it amounts to the same thing: death, physical 
suffering, psychic trauma, unlivable lives. But it matters that war is no 
longer conceived of as war, that it has been inscribed into a discourse of 
freedom (Juliet Flower MacCannell will call it love; see below), and that 
it is tending toward a hatred that transforms and at times prohibits even 
violent sexual contact. This last utterance must sound odd, if not offensive, 
or even outrageous. Surely sexual violence is not a mode of relation, let 
alone a form of recognition through which peace can be made to supplant 
war? In the Lacanian sense, of course, there is never any sexual relation, 
and not only because sexual violence inhibits it. The subject is endlessly 
split by desire, and desire is separated from fulfillment.27 There is thus 
only sexual nonrelation. Moreover, as Freud argued with increasing acuity 
over his career, sexuality is always ambivalent and combines within itself 
the tendencies of both love and hate, the drive or drift toward both fusion 
and fragmentation (the latter resulting from aggression).

So, I need to be clear. My invocation of something called “sexual 
relation” is intended to reflect the consequences, both ideological and 
material, that arise when one speaks, however imprecisely, of a sexually 
violent relation. For within normative Western discourses of war, sexual 
violence has been precisely the awful form of an acknowledgment that, 
if not war, then peace — between men or the patriarchies they repre-
sent. And vice versa. For now, let us limit ourselves to acknowledging 
that, in the scenario we now occupy (and I use this word with all self- 
consciousness), there is violence, there is even sexually demeaning vio-
lence. But this violence increasingly holds apart and rests on the absolute 
(because absolutized), unending, and untraversible difference of race and 
religion, beyond which there is no possibility of any termination, nor, there-
fore, of relation — including that nonrelation of which Lacan speaks. This 
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scenario has not been finally accomplished; it remains an emergent pos-
sibility, the anticipatory seeds of which were discerned by Lacan in 1973, 
when he remarked that “our jouissance [is] going off track, [and] only the 
Other is able to mark its position, but only insofar as we are separated from 
this Other.”28 He linked this fact, as well as the emergence of new fantasies, 
to a new discourse, which he called “humanhysterianism” [humanitair-
erie]. Under the guise of this “humanhysterianism,” the West continues 
to extort from the rest of the world defined as “underdeveloped.”29 The 
once-new fantasies are, I believe, now familiar. They have a form. When 
one sees soldiers demanding that others violate themselves while pretend-
ing to self-satisfaction, in order that the bearers of the commandment may 
receive their own fulfillment, one recognizes it. How did this come to be 
the case? By what processes did war, and the violence that accompanies 
it, come to exceed the question of sexual difference by assuming so acute 
a form of racism? This is a question about the new nature of war, but it 
is also a question about the regression of our increasingly technologized 
forms of war making. Let me try to trace the contours of an answer — or 
rather, a history and an analysis — by which we might understand it and 
what is at stake in its transformation.

War; or, Love’s Fate: Displacing Vietnam

In the beginning, as it were, the war against terror began with an assault 
on Afghanistan, an assault that was not only intended to open the way to 
bin Laden but, more positively, to save that nation’s women. The pursuit 
of bin Laden would, in fact, take place within the discursive space of this 
other war, and the eviction of the Taliban found its initial ethicopolitical 
justification — as have so many colonial wars — in the claim that it would 
also liberate women. That this liberation would make them available for 
exploitation by foreign capital rather than by their fathers, brothers, and 
husbands would be concealed in the rhetoric of equality and in the imita-
tion honor of the chivalrous forces descending from clouds of dust. But 
women’s liberation would be the call and cause to which the noncomba-
tants of America would be summoned.

It is an old dream, this rescue of women from the hands of their lascivi-
ous abductors. But it is also a new dream. It is there in the mad, ruinous 
war to liberate Helen, told and retold by Homer and his heirs. And it is 
there, Slavoj Žižek tells us, in the impotent fantasies of the husbands whose 
wives were incarcerated in the rape camps of Bosnia.30 Now, in Disgrace, 
J. M. Coetzee has imagined this story for us in its African, postcolonial 
form.31 The story of women’s liberation is not entirely absent in Iraq, but, 
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I want to argue, its relative attenuation in the war on terror as waged in 
Iraq represents a significant development in the nature of U.S. war mak-
ing, and thus in the nature of American society. Its gradual diminution 
must be understood as a stage in the long transformation set in motion at 
the end of the U.S. wars in Southeast Asia, and particularly in reaction to 
the conflict in Vietnam.

One sees tokens of such transformations in the popular-cultural land-
scape, notably in the displacement of dystopian post-Vietnam-era war films 
by those depicting American heroism in World War II. Saving Private 
Ryan (1998) was a watershed development in this regard. The ratings tri-
umph of Band of Brothers (2001) on HBO television secured the amnesiac 
transformation and made possible the kinds of 9/11 films now entering the 
scene: United 93 (2006) and World Trade Center (2006). But the enormous 
popularity of these films was already foreseeable in the success of Bao 
Ninh’s great antiwar novel, The Sorrow of War, which was translated into 
English in 1995 and immediately embraced by the American literati as 
well as broader war-story audiences. Hailed for its aesthetic mastery and 
antiromantic honesty, the novel conveys a “sorrow of war” even among 
the victors of anticolonial conflict.

In fact, the English title constituted something of a restoration for 
the novel, which had not appeared in Vietnamese under its intended title 
because publishers feared opposition from government censors. Bao Ninh 
had wanted the book to appear as Nôi Buôn Chiến Tranh (The Sorrow of 
War), but the press felt the reading public was not ready (in 1991) to hear 
of their “glorious victory” in such critically melancholic terms. They opted, 
instead, for Thân Phâ. n Cua Tình Yêu (The Fate of Love).32 The English 
publishers found in the original title the story they desired. This was not 
a story of the meaning-producing, self-sacralizing gesture of sacrifice in 
war (which orients the sexual relations of the novel). The “sorrow of war” 
was read instead as the meaninglessness that afflicts the survivors of such 
sacrifice (which negates the political demands and moral claims of the 
anticolonial movement in Vietnam).

The protagonist of Bao Ninh’s novel, Kien, is a member of a corpse-
gathering team, the Vietnamese counterpart of the MIA search-and-rescue 
mission. In this role, he must visit the scene of war, and while doing so, he 
encounters not only bodies but the spirits of the war-dead. In a profound 
sense, The Sorrow of War is a ghost story. Its apparitions invariably make 
themselves heard before, and often in the absence of, achieving visibility; 
they laugh, weep, cry out, soliciting the ex-soldiers but never responding 
to the calls made by the living. The sorrow of war, evoked so powerfully 
in these recurrent specters, has another dimension, however. For it is 
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experienced by Kien as inseparable from the grief that he suffers when his 
beloved, Phuong, vanishes from him in the midst of war, first when she 
is gang-raped by local laborers after the train they are riding is derailed 
by an explosion, and then when, following this trauma, she becomes a 
prostitute. The latter event marks the irrevocable departure of Phuong 
from any familial (patriarchal) structure of desire, and Kien cannot bear 
this. But if he cannot forgive Phuong for what he believes to be a perpetual 
reenactment of her trauma in gang rape, he does grieve for the guide of his 
own platoon, Hoa. She sacrifices herself by diverting an American patrol 
and then submitting to gang rape and, presumably, death at their hands, so 
that her Vietnamese comrades can use the American distraction to escape 
and, she hopes, wage war against the imperialists. Thinking of her, Kien is 
moved to wonder if war is not the condition within which “such sacrifices” 
become an “everyday occurrence.”

To a certain extent, then, it made sense to transmute the one title into 
the other, to render the sorrow of war as the fate of love. Both Kien and the 
women he loved have submitted themselves to the war in an orgy of anti-
colonial nation-love (nationalism), but in the end only Kien, the protagonist, 
is left to bear the burden of survival among the ghosts of the war-dead. 
And even his status — as living witness or as the morbid shade of a suicide, 
ventriloquized by a cynical author — is ultimately in question. Living or 
dead, the specter that Kien cannot accommodate, however, is that which 
supplants the intimacy of familial love with the circuitries of completely 
commodified relations. The sorrow of war, for him, then, is that he could 
not rescue the women he loved. The fate of love in war is, by contrast, its 
disarticulation from normative forms of intimate relation — even though 
these are inevitably “built from repression.”33 Ultimately, the grief of sur-
viving war — the war in Vietnam, the war between socialist, anticolonial 
nationalism, and national-monopoly capitalism — lies for Bao Ninh in the 
intimation that there is no longer any intimacy beyond either commercial 
exchange or sexual violence.

Kien remains impotent before the image of his violated beloved. But 
this does not prevent us from resignifying the novel’s narrative. For it is also 
possible to tell Phuong’s story as the consequence not only of her rape but 
of the patriarchal sorrow that leaves her lover incapable of acknowledging 
her survival (even if that survival entails a certain repetition compulsion). 
Phuong lives the consequences that emanate from this fact: the rescue of 
women is inevitably an ideological obfuscation of the abduction of women. 
More than any war before it (though perhaps not as strongly as would be 
the case in Bosnia, or even Darfur), the conflict in Vietnam revealed the 
continuing force of a conception of war dominated by the drive to “get” 
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women. No master narrative of geopolitical conflict could conceal the 
crucial fact that rape was a constantly erupting event, and an even more 
pervasive fantasy, among combatants.

Today, the rapprochement between former enemies can be read in 
the return of the novel’s “original” title to Vietnam. It is now published 
as Nôi Buôn Chiến Tranh (The Sorrow of War). Much, however, was lost 
in translation, even as that translation appears to reinstate the author’s 
intentions. For if the Vietnamese author wishes to signify the impossibil-
ity of retrieving life from war, even an anticolonial war of independence, 
the novel’s movement into English cannot be separated from the effort to 
recuperate war for empire. This latter gesture can only be accomplished, 
however, by finally leaving behind the U.S.-Vietnam war itself (though it 
has never been officially declared as such), the war so indelibly marked by 
the images of rape (which its cinema endlessly replays), and the ultimate 
failure of the United States to extract itself from death.

To this end, the negation of the heroism of war in Bao Ninh’s novel 
facilitates the revisionist narratives of World War II, and the fantasy of 
rescue — but with a difference. For one of the crucial lessons of Vietnam, 
from the perspective of war’s proponents, is that today in the United States, 
the overt sexualization of war contaminates its moral claims. To go for-
ward by going back, war must go beyond sexual desire, must be returned 
or catapulted toward a pure violence, at once mechanistic and infantile.34 
If one wants to know what this new kind of war looks like, sexless but 
technologically sophisticated, one has only to turn to Abu Ghraib and the 
theater of violent self-satisfaction that it incarnates. To the extent that Abu 
Ghraib has come to be associated in most people’s minds with the “tactics” 
of nudity and sexual humiliation, however, it is necessary to explain what 
is meant by the idea that war today exceeds the sexual economy whence it 
came and from which it was previously inextricable.

Thanks to the intermediary role of World War II, which returns now 
as the scene onto which new aspirations can be projected, this aspect 
of the military operation in Vietnam has been displaced. Or rather, the 
return to World War II allows the particular forms of sexual violence in 
the U.S.-Vietnam war to appear as that which has been surpassed in and 
through a new civilizational mission. One initially imagined such claims to 
be self-deluding ideology. But their secret truth had not yet been revealed, 
or understood. We need to understand, precisely, what was supposed to 
have been surpassed; then we may understand in what ways it was really 
transformed and hence extended.

I am reminded here of an episode that occurred shortly after the 
beginning of the U.S. military operations in Afghanistan. At that time, an 
incident at a teach-in at Columbia University drew national attention, and 
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as a result, certain members of the department of anthropology received 
hate mail because of their perceived lack of support for individual members 
of the U.S. military. Occasionally, letters arrived that attempted to explain 
the good intentions of the men who were thought to have been maligned 
by our faculty members. One such letter came to me from a woman whose 
husband had just enlisted, and it explained, in tones at once poignant and 
pathetic, that the man was a person of honor and decency and concern for 
others, especially those whose land was about to be occupied. “My hus-
band,” the woman wrote, “will not rape anyone.” I thought it extraordinary 
that a woman would imagine her husband as a rapist — if only in order to 
repudiate the possibility that he was one. And I was moved, if also repelled, 
by the awful predicament of a woman who recognized, despite all else, that, 
for most people, indeed for her, war means rape. Her efforts to imagine her 
husband as an exception to this rule only proved its validity.

We are all familiar with this semiotic formula and its presumption of 
a structural identity between collective violence and sexual coercion. It is 
coded in the myriad myths that come to us from history’s multiple tradi-
tions, and from the anthropological theories that travesty the sentence “war 
means rape” by representing sexual conquest as the end and apotheosis of 
war, and, at the same time, as the condition of possibility of war’s trans-
formation into peace through marriage. It is this linkage that lies buried 
in the repeated translations of the title for Bao Ninh’s great novel.

Structuralist — and, by extension, much contemporary — anthropol-
ogy explains all war in nonstate societies as the violent pursuit of women 
and/or as the repudiation of exchange by peaceful means.35 In marital 
relations, the structuralist argument goes, women move between commu-
nities of allies.36 Marriage permits the reproduction of the communities, 
and even their growth, but no one (no male-dominated society) gains 
anything relative to anyone else through such peaceful, contractually 
regulated exchanges.37 To gain absolutely requires violence; it requires 
the abduction of women — or whatever it is that constitutes the desired, 
the feminized object. There is much to be said by way of criticism of this 
argument, either in its Lévi-Straussian form or in its subtler, more radical 
articulation by Pierre Clastres. And whether it is true or not that women 
can be construed as tokens of exchange, analogized either as objects or 
signs, as structuralists want to suggest (and feminists generally dispute), 
the form of the argument is exactly commensurate with the ideology of 
war as it has been articulated in patriarchal contexts — until now.38 We 
might say that a structuralist theory of war as the abduction of women is 
the dream of a warring patriarchy, just as Lacan said that Oedipus was 
Freud’s dream. The difference between the simple form of its articulation, 
say, among the Guayaki Indians as described by Pierre Clastres and that 
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found among the British imperial forces in India is that the imperial model 
narrates the exchange of women as their liberation.39

For those of us raised in the West, the urtext of this ideology of war 
is perhaps Homer’s Iliad, the text Simone Weil described as the poem 
of force. In the Iliad, she wrote, “we see force in its grossest and most 
summary form — the force that kills.”40 It transforms all of the living into 
corpses in the moment that it appears. Weil’s humanism, though aes-
thetically persuasive, may have led her to overlook the sexual dynamics 
of the conflict being portrayed. For the Iliad commences with a nearly 
absurd conversation about who will have whom as spoils of war. Achilleus, 
Agamemnon, and Patroklos fight over whether their booty is adequate  
to their contributions to the fighting, and Achilleus is so incensed that  
he will not have Briseis, whom Agamemnon has taken for himself, that he 
threatens to withdraw his own swift brilliance from the war. Pouting, he 
ensures that the Iliad opens in doubt about war and not with the story of 
Helen, whose affair with, or abduction by, Paris and flight from Menalaos 
ostensibly constitutes its ultimate cause. And in this mode of petulant nega-
tion, Homer himself makes visible, if only for a moment, a countertheory 
of peace as that which would be possible if war were not construed as the 
instrument of a phallicized eros, as the means to abduct women.

But of course, that is only the first book of the epic; there are another 
twenty-three to go, and as we all know, the moment of possible suspension 
is overcome by a drive that will consume Troy, and give us the unbearable 
story of the Trojan women. What Weil failed to comprehend is how this 
force works to unmoor desire from the structures in which it is otherwise 
restrained — most notably by kinship. It is, after all, war and the exile that 
follows upon it which lead Oedipus to make his fateful mistake. In the Iliad, 
desire is at the origin of the story of war. It is, in some sense, at the origin 
of force, and it is the socially organized force that, ironically, appears to 
desocialize desire. This understanding of the relationship between force 
and desire, it should be stated, is the opposite or the inverse of that total 
libidinization that Deleuze and Guattari speak about in Anti-Oedipus. 
There they approve the accomplishments of feminists who they believed 
had more or less understood that liberation consists in the investment of 
the total social field by desire.41 Such an investment was, for them, correlate 
with a disinvestment of the repressive structures in society, namely those 
of Oedipality, through which desire would be contained in the family and 
instrumentalized in the interest of reproductivity. But their analysis can 
only operate within society, and not in the relations between societies.  
If the laws of war have historically attempted to contain this force by 
producing an identity between the categories of woman and noncomba-
tant, for example, they have nonetheless been cultivated by the structures 
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of militarism and the pedagogies that undergird it. The laws of war are 
always belated to this inevitable eruption of an event whose arrival we can 
anticipate from the start.

War imagined as the rescue of women merely defers the violence 
against women and posits it as the outside of war — either as its objec-
tive, which is dissimulated as peace (wartime brides, and so forth); or, 
as its criminal interruption (wartime rape, punishable under the codes 
of military justice). In either case, Thanatos and Eros are held apart. 
Freud famously offered a countertheory for this oppositional model when 
he posited the death drive — noting that the effort to repetitively achieve 
satisfaction constitutes a movement toward stasis and death. But when 
he wrote that every organism chooses its own form of dying, he was only 
partially correct; it also chooses the form of the death it perpetrates on 
others.42 The form of death being disseminated in the war on Iraq has, 
as its structuring principle, not sexual difference (on which the entire 
theory of the abduction of women was based), but a racial difference so 
severe that it can only be framed as a relation between the human and 
the not-human, a fact recognized by the Fay-Jones report, which rightly 
understands nudity not as sexualizing, but as dehumanizing. The brutal 
irony of this new economy is that it masquerades as an abstract kind of 
love and a new kind of rescue.

As Juliet Flower MacCannell has so incisively argued, the current 
regime in the United States has chosen the love of others as the discur-
sive form of their annihilation. Her argument takes Lacan’s marvelous 
neologism, of “humanhysterianism,” to its theoretical outer limits. In the 
cause of liberating societies from despotism, saving them from dictatorial 
patriarchy, or simply enabling them to restructure their economies along 
neoliberal lines, the U.S. government has justified the bombing of cities, 
and with it the deaths of tens of thousands of people.43 Identification with 
the wounded, whether through rituals of political solidarity like “die-ins” 
or in the dropping of humanitarian supplies from thousands of feet in the 
air, is, according to MacCannell, the basis of a situation in which “war 
is now a means of radiating love.” She writes, “Late capitalism . . . still 
requires real destruction and loss to generate surplus jouissance, but now 
hostility — even open hostilities, war itself — must be absorbed in the aura 
of universal love.”44 For this reason, one might say, the sorrow of war is 
indeed love’s fate.

MacCannell attributes this development to the new demands of capi-
talism and to the displacement of a structure of mastery by that of leader-
ship. Here, she follows Lacan and contemporarizes him. In Reagan she 
discovers the real leader, someone who is not thought to incarnate the 
power of the master, to bear the law or to exercise the threat of castration, 
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but someone with whom everyone can identify, someone whose primary 
attribute is a wealth that is said to be available to everyone else (by way 
of trickle-down economics) and whose achievement of stature has been, 
precisely, painless. One can therefore hardly imagine a more appropriate 
heir to the Reagan phenomenon than the one who gave us the idea of a 
“kinder, gentler America” or his son, the man of post-Schmittian simplici-
ties, a huckster of the “friends or enemies” theory of international rela-
tions. The kind of leadership exemplified by these men is like populism, 
but seemingly it lacks the structure of mastery; it is based, instead, on the 
possibility of identification between “ordinary people” and their “leader,” 
and for this reason, it is obsessed with the concept of consent.45 The war 
that is waged in the form of universal love has as its corollary the demand 
that the losers and the victims consent to their subjugation, that they show 
themselves consenting, and even more, that they show themselves enjoy-
ing this consent. Herein lies the origin of the current war’s perversion. It 
is not unrelated to the fact that, as MacCannell says, in the world of the 
leader, sexual division “is displaced as the primary mechanism of social 
organization.”46 If this is correct, then the war in Iraq and elsewhere would 
be characterized by violence that is defined by an extreme literalism and 
a lack of differentiation among male and female victims. It would entail 
violence that exposes itself while asking others to perform their own self-
abnegation, which is then read not as submission, but consent. All of these 
characteristics can be seen in the abuse of Abu Ghraib. Perhaps, one real-
izes now, they could be seen already in the Gulf War of 1991.

(No) Satisfaction, Literally

The 1991 Gulf War has generated a rather slender body of literature, but 
one of its most incisive and astute narrations comes in Anthony Swof-
ford’s Jarhead: A Marine’s Chronicle of the Gulf War and Other Battles — a 
book that stands to the Gulf War as Michael Herr’s Dispatches and Tim 
O’Brien’s The Things They Carried stood to the U.S.-Vietnam war. The 
book’s autobiographical narrator is reading the Iliad while waiting for 
training on the latest sniper weaponry: a Barrett .50-caliber gun with a 
pistol grip and a range of two thousand yards (a gun that would later be 
used by white-supremacist militias and homegrown terrorists like Tim-
othy McVeigh and the Branch Davidians, the author informs us). But he 
is less concerned than Patroklos or Achilleus had been about the possibil-
ity of female booty, despite having spent his early training days watching 
Vietnam War films for the excitement of the rape scenes. He experiences 
Saudi as “sexless.” It is all the more significant, then, that at the end of 



  Image Files Corrupted 121

the war, when he and his battalion mates are charged with the awful task 
of disposing of the Iraqi war dead, he describes their predicament as one 
lacking satisfaction. Compared to the Vietnam vets in his own family, 
he and his fellow soldiers have experienced a superfluity of discourse 
about the war, a superfluity of technology that the military had exposed 
in massive displays of weaponry staged for the watchful eyes of CNN 
cameras — and almost no combat.

Swofford’s platoon mate compensates for the lack of satisfaction by 
mutilating the bodies of dead Iraqis and then photographing them. This 
combination of desecration and photography produces something less than 
total satisfaction — the soldier cannot get enough of it, and so repeats the 
act, but the photographing of the damage seems to be part of the effort to 
achieve such satisfaction.47 It constitutes the moment whereby the violence 
is transmuted into scopophilia. The soldier photographs the violence for his 
own visual consumption, and it is this viewing that stands in the structural 
place of Briseis in Homer’s text. The implication, of course, is that the 
soldier’s satisfaction will come when he can see himself satisfying himself. 
This satisfaction seems to entail the literalization and externalization of all 
his rage. He wants to destroy the body of the Iraqi, to render it mere pulp, 
to evacuate even the trace of its humanity. In this way, he will complete 
the cycle begun in boot camp. Earlier in the book, Swofford remarks of 
the same soldier and another platoon mate: “because they are ignorant and 
young and have been well trained by the Corps, [they] are afraid of the 
humanity of the Bedouin.”48 Though they have left the Bedouins behind, 
the soldiers of Swofford’s platoon have brought with them their incapacity 
to regard the other in his or her humanity. This is why the soldier can and 
does mutilate the corpse.

In the awful scene of violent literalization (and literal violence) that 
culminates Swofford’s Gulf War memoir, one finds an uncanny resonance 
with scenes described by Klaus Theweleit in his analysis of the German 
Freikorps and Nazism. Theweleit similarly emphasizes the rage that trans-
forms the enemy into pulp, but he also attends to the forms of torture that 
were most commonly practiced in more controlled circumstances. His 
analysis of the erotics associated with such torture is instructive for our 
own case, both because of the continuity of literalism that links them and 
because of the different sexual economy within which it operates.

In one witness’s account reported by Theweleit, the presiding com-
mandant in a war camp is seen to masturbate while watching a flogging. 
The witness also claims that such masturbation was a frequent part of 
such public rituals, which demanded that the coerced audiences (includ-
ing other prisoners and lowlier military personnel) observe not only the 
humiliating flogging of victims’ naked buttocks but also the public sexual 
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self-satisfaction of the man in charge. Theweleit refuses to ascribe to this 
scene of physical violence and scopophilic pleasure a properly homosexual 
dimension, although he grants to ritual flogging the status of the most 
phallic and most sexual of all tortures. Its function, in his analysis, is to 
combat “Ego-disintegration,” but, he adds, it also “absolves [the torturer] 
of the requirement that he fantasize in order to gain pleasure. Masturbation 
released him absolutely from his own threatening interior since this now 
takes the externalized form of the victim at the whipping post.”49

The scene is thus pornographic: enacting the absolute literality of the 
actual. It does not transform, dissimulate, or express a desire for something 
else. Indeed, this is how Theweleit reads the phenomenon of the Freikorps 
(and Nazism in general): not as the metaphoric translation of another 
process, or the expression of a prior or deeper reality — whether this be 
the logic of capitalist production, the crisis of the ego in the aftermath of 
World War I, or some other system — but as the literal articulation of a 
sexualized code that “places sexuality in the service of destruction.”50 He 
takes seriously the language in which its practitioners wrote of their ambi-
tions and their memories, and it is the language of a specifically misogynist 
sexual violence — directed almost exclusively against maternity, against 
women, against the feminine.

Theweleit’s formulation of the relationship between observer, torturer, 
and victim owes something to psychoanalysis, but it is perhaps useful to 
clarify that what he means by fantasy is not precisely what many others, 
particularly those with Lacanian inspiration, mean when they deploy the 
same concept to explain seemingly similar phenomena. Slavoj Žižek, for 
example, insists that we include torture and murder as possible sources of 
the sublime, which he understands as a passive observational status vis-à-vis  
that which exceeds comprehension. Expanding on Kant’s category, and 
occluding the moment of the sublime that Kant emphasizes, namely the 
retreat into Reason that follows upon the experience of blissful impotence 
in the face of an unfathomable enormity, Žižek defines fantasy as the pro-
cess by which “the subject is reduced to a pure impassive gaze witnessing 
the phantasmic scene whose reality has been suspended.”51

Žižek made this statement in the space between our collective witness-
ing of the war in the former Yugoslavia, and specifically the rape camps in 
Bosnia, and what we now term the first Gulf War. His concern is with the 
complicity of the gaze and, hence, with those who “watch” — whether by 
compulsion or choice. While this is an urgent issue even today, its privi-
leged position in Žižek’s discourse appears to displace analysis of the power 
of the one who may be committing the violence in actuality, whether as 
the possessor of torture’s instruments or as the possessor of the command-
ment. In any case, and if it is true that one is always witness to one’s own 
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deeds (if not one’s doing), the perpetrator is not merely an “immobilized 
witness who cannot but observe what goes on.” That person — who seems 
to be the primary object of Žižek’s analysis — may be the father forced to 
observe his daughter’s or his wife’s assault (this is the scenario invoked by 
the Iraqi police in their own interrogation scenarios), or the woman forced 
to observe her child’s mutilation. But these witnesses, who are less passive 
than pacified, cannot form the basis for a theory of what occurs in the 
scenario of military torture — at least not insofar as the torturer is the one 
who, though always watching, exceeds the role of witness. The need for a 
different analysis becomes evident when one considers Žižek’s concluding 
reading of the guilt or shame of the perpetrator. Žižek asks, “Why . . . is 
the observer passive and impotent?” And he answers, “Because his desire 
is split, divided between fascination with enjoyment and repulsion at it.”52 
This is true of all desire, but if all desire is tortuous, it is not always tortur-
ing. The problem with Žižek’s analysis is that he cannot think the question 
of torture except as that of the spectator, which is to say his own position. 
In this moment, the torturer is elided and fantasy becomes precisely that 
which holds him in thrall.

What we see in the photographs from Abu Ghraib, however, is the 
apparent vanishing of repulsion on the part of the observers and the tor-
turers, who, via the circuitry of the digital camera, can anticipate possess-
ing the very gaze that will observe them(selves) in the (slightly deferred) 
future. In Jarhead, the soldiers hacking at the Iraqi dead were interrupted 
in their apparently commonplace act of desecration by a sergeant who 
threatened punishment if the men were caught violating the corpses or 
taking pictures of them. The threat of punishment appeared to curtail 
some of the activity, even if the men resented the circumscription of their 
pleasures. At Abu Ghraib, there is, instead, what Brown calls delight and 
what I call satisfaction. This is an extreme moment in what Jacques Lacan 
referred to as the historical development of shamelessness — now writ large 
and inscribed into the geopolitical narrative of American aspirations to 
hegemony.

Showing to Be Seen: Shameless Satisfaction

If, in the end, Žižek’s conception of fantasy seems inadequate to compre-
hend the scene at Abu Ghraib, his thought nonetheless does converge with 
Theweleit around the conception of symbolic failure. In the era of “post-
modern warfare” (which he believes has been correctly understood but 
for the wrong reasons), remarks Žižek, the world has become saturated  
by extremely realistic images of war. As a result, it suffers from an atro-
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phying of symbolic activity. Symbolic fiction depends on a space between 
representation and reality. In its absence, Žižek argues, there is opened 
the possibility, perhaps even the likelihood, of violence — especially what 
he terms “ ‘irrational’ war violence.”

Unlike Theweleit’s Freikorps, the rage and the libidinous aims manifest 
in the photographs of torture at Abu Ghraib do not articulate a uniform 
rage against the feminine, although they often depict the explicit demas-
culinization or humiliation of male subjects. The violence appears capable 
of generating satisfaction precisely to the extent that it can be (re)viewed 
in photographic form. This viewing is not, however, strictly contained 
by the historically expected codes of the masculine gaze within military 
cultures, not even those of an expressly imperial sort.53

At Abu Ghraib, of course, not all the perpetrators were male. In fact, 
three of the seven soldiers first charged with criminal abuse in the initial 
proceedings were women.54 Their commanding officer, Brig. Gen. Janis 
Karpinski, commander of the 800th Military Police Brigade, was also 
a woman. Moreover, there were sexual relations between at least two of 
the soldiers. (Lynndie England was pregnant by Charles Graner.) To be 
sure, a number of photographs from Abu Ghraib depict the bared breasts 
of women, who had been forced to pose for the camera in various states 
of undress and seductive posturing.55 The generic codes of pornographic 
photography can be discerned in the photographs of the women. But it is 
in the images of the torturers with their naked male victims, oftentimes 
shackled to each other, that one can discern the pornographic in Theweleit’s 
sense.56 In the triumphant jubilation evident on the torturers’ faces and in 
the gestures of “thumbs up,” there appears to be an immediate relationship 
to the victims. There is no suggestion in these images that the torture is 
performed toward other, deferred ends, or that the torturers are awaiting 
their victims’ responses. The torture is a kind of self-sufficiency, it is sat-
isfying in itself, or at least it will come to appear to have been satisfying in 
the moment when the photographs are viewed. No fantasy, then, just carnal 
enjoyment derived from the material fact of the wounded Iraqis.

A clear pattern in U.S. practices of humiliation can be discerned not 
only in the U.S. military’s own internal inquiries but also from the ICRC 
report. The humiliation ranged from forced nakedness (either in solitary 
confinement or as part of a parade in front of other prisoners), to being 
forced to wear women’s undergarments, to the extreme cases of forced 
(simulated) oral intercourse with other inmates and sodomization with 
an object.57 Nudity was commonplace. But nudity was not simply one 
among other abuses; it conditioned the others. Thus, Fay writes, “The 
use of nudity as an interrogation technique or incentive to maintain the 
cooperation of detainees was not a technique developed in Abu Ghraib, 
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but rather a technique which was imported and can be traced through 
Afghanistan and GTMO. . . . The use of clothing as an incentive (nudity) 
is significant in that it likely contributed to an escalating ‘de-humanization’ 
of the detainees and set the stage of additional and more severe abuses 
to occur.”58 This dehumanization needs to be understood, above all, as 
a refusal to acknowledge the symbolizing capacities of the other. The 
Iraqis denuded and compelled to masturbate were forced, among other 
things, to perform the presumptive loss of their own capacities for fantasy. 
Only then could they serve the purposes of torturers, who can be seen as 
themselves incapable of fantasy and thus devoted to the violent literality 
of physical torture.

It is interesting to note, in this context, a slight difference in tactics 
deployed by the Iraqi police. The Iraqi police, who were then performing 
under the jurisdiction and supervision of the Command Force, deployed 
techniques that were often physically brutal — including beatings by hand 
or with guns, and burnings with cigarettes. They also made recourse to 
sexually significant threats. However, reviewing the incident reports of 
abuse against members of the Iraqi police, these appear to be directed less 
against the sexual body of the male detainees than against the hallucinatory 
image of the violated bodies of their wives, sisters, or daughters. In the 
threats of rape or sexual humiliation that the police conjure for those in 
their custody, one could possibly adduce a culturalist stereotype of honor 
and shame. But this stereotype offers us no insight. (The same threats, 
delivered in other contexts, would undoubtedly produce comparable fears.) 
The more important issue, in this context, is that the Iraqi tactic deploys 
the victims’ fantasy as an instrument of terror.59 By contrast, the American 
practice appears to have been formulated in behaviorist terms such that the 
victim will seek relief from his own suffering and humiliation. In the effort 
to escape his own humiliation and dehumanization, it is thought (and, 
undoubtedly, hoped) that he will enter into submissive relations with the 
commanders or, more properly, the bearers of commandments, namely the 
Combined Forces personnel. And no wonder, for the personnel themselves 
have been trained according to the same principles. As Anthony Swof-
ford writes, “The Marine Corps environment is one of cause and effect, 
the first pragmatic principle we learn as children. When red, the stove is  
hot.”60

It is therefore significant that, as part of its remedial plan after Abu 
Ghraib, the independent panel chaired by James R. Schlesinger advocated 
using “more specialists for detention/interrogation operations.” The only 
scientific personnel identified in this group are “behavioral scientists.”61 
Here, perhaps, is the discursive link between U.S. policy, science, the 
torture at Abu Ghraib, and what can only be described as a mode of war. 
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Behaviorism is, of course, the science of an immediate relationship to 
one’s environment, based on an analysis of human activity that bypasses 
the mental activity of symbolization and fantasy, or that conceives of it as 
merely “covert speech.” It conceives of obedience before the law as con-
ditioned response (read compliance), or as the mere avoidance of future 
pain. It is within this same report that we find the statement on ethics, 
cited above, which claims that “Criminals . . . ‘consent’ to the possibility 
of being captured, detained, interrogated, and possibly killed.”62

The idea of consent allows one to render one’s own satisfaction as 
the satisfaction of another. It is what lets the torturer enjoy the forced 
masturbation of the detainee: the perverse extension of war in the mode 
of love, and the surpassing of it as the deferral of sex. In this context, we 
can expect to hear a great deal about the enjoyment experienced by the 
torturer. We can expect something like what Swofford describes as the 
“torturer’s smile . . . [which] says, ‘I am enjoying this, I am enjoying every 
second of fucking you.’ ”63 And of course, we find that in the photographs 
themselves. But we find it elsewhere as well.

Documents released by the Department of Defense and the Depart-
ment of the Navy, and re-released to the public by the ACLU, repeat-
edly mention American military personnel laughing while interrogating 
detainees. In April 2004, at the Forward Operating Base in Mahmudiya, 
marines used electric shock and hooding simply because the detainee 
repeatedly grabbed the bars of his cage. (Hooding is “standard operating 
procedure,” but electric shock is strictly in violation of Geneva conven-
tions.) The official inquiry report described the marines as laughing at 
their victims.64 Laughter is also mentioned in the trial record of Corporal 
Scott A. Burton, of the 81mm Mortar Platoon, who was court-martialed 
for spraying the face of a man with a fire extinguisher in July 2004. The 
man was unarmed and unthreatening, and the witness testimony makes 
it appear that the corporal committed this act for fun.65 Conscious of 
the aggressivity that could be communicated in and through laughter, 
and aware that it might be the sign of an attitude beyond the putative 
utilitarianism of the war on terror, the Combined Forces Command in 
Afghanistan actually issued a general order setting out standards for the 
treatment of detainees and prohibiting laughter, taunting, and the use of 
humiliation. It also prohibited the personal possession of photographic 
equipment on the grounds of any detainee facility.66 In Iraq, however, the 
laughter continued. This laughter, far from mere nervous defensiveness, is 
precisely correlate with the extreme excessiveness of the detention opera-
tion itself. It is made possible by that very excessiveness, which precludes 
any arguments about the relationship between torture and interrogation 
methods, about means and ends.
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According to the Independent Panel to Review DoD Detention Opera-
tions, only a third of the abuses committed by U.S. military personnel were 
committed in the course of interrogation.67 Both Jones and Fay confirm 
that the majority of abuse was unrelated to intelligence gathering.68 In fact, 
they reproduce the claim of the Abu Ghraib Detainee Assessment Board, 
which indicated that “85%  –  90% of the detainees were of no intelligence 
value.”69 This correlates with the report of the ICRC, which estimated that 
“between 70% and 90% of the persons deprived of their liberty in Iraq had 
been arrested by mistake.”70

Torture in Iraq is therefore not about getting anything (and here we 
should bear in mind that old economic formula about war and the getting of 
women, labor, and resources, including intelligence). It is about enjoyment, 
seemingly divorced from desire. Not surprisingly, one soldier questioned 
about military intelligence procedures at Abu Ghraib remarked, quite sim-
ply, that the incidents made famous by the photographs from that institu-
tion showed “abuse for sport.”71 Sport is, of course, an amusement, an act 
of pleasure, but it is also a theatrical event, a play or a show. The oddity of 
sport is its simultaneous public nature and its lack of intrinsic meaning.72 
It is that which requires signification. This does not imply anarchy. Sport 
is always subject to rules. More important for our analysis, however, is the 
fact that sport is a kind of activity through which one may exercise force 
while championing the freedom of the other to be vanquished.

Something of this logic can be seen in the torture so aptly described 
by the sergeant whose interview remarks upon the sport of abuse at Abu 
Ghraib. In the torture meted out there, the bodies of the Iraqis are made 
to signify, but this signification is without metaphoricity. This is why, at 
Abu Ghraib, the literality of pornography and the immediacy of sport can 
be said to converge. The detainees are marked — and by various instru-
ments. They are sometimes even written on with felt-tip marker. For 
example, some of the naked men were said to have been shackled together 
as punishment for having raped a younger inmate. The word “rapist” 
can be seen on the flesh of at least one man in the photographs posted on 
Salon.com, and this is also mentioned in the military reports.73 Not all of 
the inscriptions are so immediately linked to events, however. Until the 
ICRC petitioned the U.S. Central Command in Doha (in May 2003), 
foreign detainees (presumably those from outside of Iraq) were given 
wristbands that read “terrorist.” Thus “named,” the detainees, or as the 
ICRC prefers to refer to them, “persons deprived of liberty,” were treated 
accordingly, which meant they could be subject to extreme techniques of 
deprivation and interrogation (which the Bush government currently refers 
to as “alternative methods”).74

Most commonly, such techniques include sleep and light deprivation, 



128 Rosalind C. Morris

isolation, and physical beatings. At Abu Ghraib, at least one mentally 
unstable detainee was sometimes smeared with fecal matter. Although 
apparently self-applied, this filth was nonetheless not removed by the 
guards, who, in fact, did urinate on many detainees. Treated like shit or 
waste and called shit or waste, they were made to wear it. The shit or waste 
is not a symbol of something else. It is shit. Thus were the victims of Abu 
Ghraib expelled from the world of meaning. Those terrorized by animals 
were similarly reduced to that status — not transformed through some 
mimetic magic, but forced through a grotesque theater to become what 
they were for their torturers: shit, animals, sexual deviants.

The expression “become what you are” is the formula Theodor 
Adorno adduced to describe the (deceiving) demands of mass culture. 
If Theweleit is correct, then we might discover a relationship between 
the form of torture at Abu Ghraib and the fact that it is photographed or, 
rather, from the manner in which it is photographed. In the photographs, 
the victim is the one who shows the torturer to be capable of producing an 
immediate effect. The victim becomes the one who can be made to obtain 
self-satisfaction (erection) without fantasizing — simply because he was 
commanded to do so. And this lack of fantasy is the externalization of the 
torturer’s lack of fantasy. Everything is materialized as the visible in this 
scenario. The erections of the Iraqis show their putative satisfaction; the 
smiles of the soldiers show theirs. Desire has vanished here, or at least no 
one can acknowledge that another is standing in as the cause of his desire. 
We might update Swofford’s remark and describe the torturers as those 
whose smile says, “Look at me! I am enjoying (not) fucking you.” This 
“not fucking you” does not mean there is no sexual violence; it means that 
the sexual violence is, effectively, a form of killing, a repudiation of fantasy 
and indeed of the subjectivity that fantasy produces. Like all death, it is 
best apprehended photographically. That is why the forced masturbation 
of the Iraqis is related to the imaginary theater of necrophilia joked about 
by the troops who never even made it to Abu Ghraib. They are described 
by Christian Parenti, who “embedded” himself with U.S. troops in order 
to “see their counterinsurgency methods up close.” Parenti evokes the liv-
ing quarters of the men as a cliché of military masculinity: pornographic 
images adorn the walls, flags are displayed, and water bottles have been 
converted into spittoons for chewing-tobacco juice. He also cites a jovial 
wager among the men, an example of what he calls the “necrophiliac 
humor of imperial war-making”: “How much money would it take for you 
to have sex with a male corpse at the fifty-yard line during the Super Bowl 
halftime show?”75 Far from Abu Ghraib, it seems, the sexual fantasies of 
the military men seem incomplete without some sense of public display. 
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The wager imagines a fusion of sport and sexless sex, a relation with death 
that takes place for the camera.

The Abu Ghraib photographs are not the first such testimonies of 
torture. There is a lengthy genealogy that links photography to the prac-
tice of trophy hunting and that inserts the torture photograph into a genre 
that is perhaps best described as part forensic testimony, part travelogue. 
Historically, images of torture have often been used for didactic purposes 
(as was the case in Nazi Germany). Just as often they have been used as 
evidence of the torturer’s accomplishment — whether as a form of bravado 
or as a means of incrimination. Sometimes, too, they are incorporated into 
pornographic publications, where they perform something like the func-
tion described above.76 But even in this latter case, they tend, by and large, 
to be hidden. The only exception to this is when the torture photograph 
is incorporated into the apparatus of terror itself, to extend its reach by 
way of the circulation of images, so that images acquire something of the 
performative force on which all terror relies. 

Seymour Hersh’s story in the New Yorker, which first published the 
images, came about in the face of enormous efforts of suppression. It is 
also true that members of the military at Abu Ghraib who objected to the 
practices there were threatened if they revealed them. Yet the fact remains 
that the images were widely reproduced, that they served as screen savers 
on military computers, and that, in their very composition, they display 
themselves as such: that is to say, they give themselves to be seen. The 
question is, by whom? And what is the nature of this giving to be seen? At 
the very least, the expressions of the torturers in the photographs appear 
to be without fear of judgment. One might presume that this is because 
those imaged believed that the photographs would remain within the 
cloistered community of the coparticipants, or that the military authorities 
had approved of the activities and had thereby immunized them against 
censure. But I would like to suggest that they be read as evidence of a 
more profound, indeed, generalizing condition in which such judgment is 
presumed to be, if not absent, then entirely irrelevant to enjoyment. And 
I would like to suggest that this fact is correlate with the manner in which 
war is being waged, at least in Iraq, today.

Jacques Lacan’s analysis of television offers a useful point of entry here, 
punctuated as it is by a kind of astonishment that those around him are not 
ashamed of their enjoyment.77 While delivering his famous Seminar XVII, 
“The Other Side of Psychoanalysis” (after the 1968 student uprisings in 
Paris), he declares of his students, “Look at them enjoying!” Lacan was 
commenting on the student uprisings themselves and the obvious excite-
ment that ran through them. What he means to say, as Jacques-Alain 
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Miller observes, is that there is no longer the presumption of an Other 
who can judge, and who judges within the structure of the gaze. The point 
of the gaze has become, in the era of television (or spectacle, in Debord’s 
language), mere enjoyment.78 Hence the television is harmonized with the 
“death of the gaze of God.” Lacan tried to tell his students that there was 
actually shame after all, that there is a primal shame at being alive, and 
that the spectacle cannot ultimately eliminate this. For Miller, such an 
analysis no longer persuades. The era of reality television has annihilated 
it, transforming irrevocably the nature of subject formation.

Without the gaze that judges, the subject cannot come under the law 
of prohibition, cannot become a subject of desire, and cannot relate him-
self to a master signifier. The master signifier is the instrument by which 
an individual claims uniqueness, but if any signifier will do, the subject 
too will become just one of many, an interchangeable individual in mass 
society. Hence, Lacan’s supposition of a link between this televisuality and 
the logics of capitalism: the violently enabling condition of liberal demo-
cratic politics.79 This total substitutability is ideological fiction, of course, 
as much as it is a political ideal. It allows for the identification between 
people of disparate class positions — Wal-Mart workers and presidents, 
for example — and it obscures entirely the differential compensation of 
labor within a global economy. But it nonetheless has effects, and these 
effects are to be observed in the shameless self-exposure of both torturers 
at Abu Ghraib and participants in reality TV shows such as Jackass. The 
television is that from which a voice emerges, but where no individual is 
located.80 Seen this way, it cannot be the site of a speaking subject, and we 
cannot imagine it (or we could not in Lacan’s moment) speaking to us, by 
which I mean answering to an address. It cannot, therefore, stand in for the 
Other. And it cannot, correspondingly, function as the place of law — even 
though it can depict a world in which law and order obtain. This does not 
mean that we live in an era, television’s era, where anything goes. On the 
contrary. What Miller proposes is that in the absence of an older, indeed 
“aristocratic” form of the master signifier, with its potential for elitism and 
repressive social organizational forms, we have reintroduced not shame but 
what he calls insecurity. And we have supplanted the imperfections of the 
master signifier and its discourse with a new authoritarianism and artificial 
mastery.81 The fortuitous resonance between the language of insecurity 
and the politics of securitization is not accidental. Miller means, precisely, 
to invoke the contemporary milieu and the problematics of both neoliberal 
capitalism and the international regime of (in)security in which the war 
on terror is currently being waged.
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Beyond Shame and Sexual Difference: War of the Worlds

At the end of the 1991 Gulf War, the ticker-tape parades in major U.S. 
cities announced the end of the Vietnam syndrome. The transformations 
wrought by the Gulf War, so remarked in the critical literature of the 
time, were conceived in terms of mediatization, the birth of real-time 
news coverage, and the awful loss of difference between the simulacrum 
of the video game and the actual battles fought from on high. It would 
be some years before the other transformations represented by that war 
would be felt, transformations registered in the fiction and the memoirs of 
the decade between the first Gulf War and September 11. Among them: 
the displacement of interstate war by the asymmetrical war between state 
and nonstate actors, the racialization of religious difference, and the dis-
placement of sexual difference as the organizational principle operating at 
the juncture between war and not-war. We cannot say that these transfor-
mations are for the better or the worse, and one is loathe to feel nostalgic 
for an era of mastery. But these changes, many of them ambivalent, none 
of them total, are significant. Today, in addition to the monstrous cliché 
of raping and killing, we have on the one hand the lunatic instrumental-
ity of reproductive violence, the mass rapes and forced impregnation of 
women in Bosnia and Darfur — in the interest of ethnic cleansing — and 
on the other, the spectacle of impotent enjoyment in others’ humiliation 
and the parody of consent at Abu Ghraib. This is living death in an era 
that no longer believes in ghosts. Perhaps this is pure war — not total war, 
but pure war, in the age of television, when there is no longer a difference 
between the reality of television and reality TV, when everything is for 
show and it does not matter who is looking.

What is the political corollary to these psycho(anti)social develop-
ments? To answer that question requires that we recognize the degree to 
which war rendered as the abduction of women was itself a figure and a 
self-sustaining myth of patriarchy. The structuralist obsession with both 
kinship and Oedipality allowed the signifier to be conflated with the signi-
fied, the Other with the subject who stood in its place. If women have more 
often than not suffered the consequences of warfare (if not the suffering 
of war itself), and if they have often endured the fate of being treated as 
trophies, this does not make their acquisition the goal of war so much as 
it reveals that war, as the repudiation of exchange, is nothing but the orga-
nized pursuit of that for which one will not have to pay — through labor, 
resources, one’s own expenditure. Today, we know that war is being waged 
not (only) for women, despite the promises to unveil Afghanistan, but for 
oil. Or rather, it is being waged to ensure U.S. control over the indebtedness 
that will afflict those other nations (mainly Europe and Japan) dependent 
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on oil for their economic well-being, nations that no longer owe fidelity to 
the United States for protection from a Soviet threat.82

Historically, wars conceived as (non)relations between patriarchal 
nations have been structured by sexual difference and infused with desire. 
This is because a nation always represents more than its actuality (the sum 
of its many citizens and noncitizen subjects) for the members of another 
nation, and hence for itself. Seen from without, a nation represents both a 
pastness and a futurity that fills out a space in relation to which the indi-
viduals of another nation will always be at least potentially lacking. In its 
most extreme forms, this relation can be figured as the possibility of being 
subjugated by another nation’s law. So national or interstate conflicts will 
always be saturated with both fear and desire.

Now, we know that the current war on terror is no longer conceived 
as a war among comparable nations, or nation-states, though it must be 
played out on a geopolitical field wherein those categories still operate. It is, 
famously, an asymmetrical war waged between state and nonstate actors. 
Although the figure of the network has emerged to offer something like an 
analogy to the state-form, as that against which the state can oppose itself, 
the conception of terrorism currently operating in the American imagi-
nary is that which conceives of the network as a multiplicity of discrete 
individuals. This is why so much emphasis can be put on the targeting 
of individual persons — bin Laden, Zarqawi, and so forth. Even if it is a 
mere ideological ruse (the war on terror cannot ultimately terminate itself, 
nor can it address the possibility of the self-reproduction of the network), 
the reduction of the opponent to a series of individuals alters profoundly 
the economy within which military engagement is undertaken. The ter-
rorist, unlike the member of the national army, is not a representative of 
something else; he (and sometimes she) is simply defined as a person who 
attempts to terrorize Americans or their allies. The terrorist is represented 
as a person without a politics, which is to say, without that futurity that 
would be the product of social labor. As a figure, the terrorist is circum-
scribed by tautological literality, is simply one who brings about terror, an 
object-cause to be annihilated.

The terrorist incites fear but does not call forth fantasy (in Theweleit’s 
sense); on the contrary, the desymbolization (what others might term 
the dehumanization) of the terrorist reduces the nonrelation with him to 
the question of destruction. It is a destruction that must be endured as 
the demand to become, quite simply, the externalization of the torturer’s 
enjoyment. One wonders what might have happened if the United States 
and its Coalition of the Willing (the consenting allies) had dared to ask the 
question of what the other wanted, if, as Lacan says, we did not impose our 
mode of jouissance upon him. Would we be at war if it had been possible 



  Image Files Corrupted 133

to acknowledge that the other wanted something very different from what 
the United States wanted — politically, socially, or economically?

That question has been under erasure since September 11, 2001. It is 
possible that this foreclosure is a self-protective one, born of trauma. But 
if any of the foregoing is correct, then we would have to consider the pos-
sibility that the shamelessness of current policy and practice is not merely 
a mediatic phenomenon but, also, an active refusal to be shamed and hence 
a repudiation of any other discourse still structured by mastery. Official 
U.S. policy toward the International Criminal Court bespeaks such a 
repudiation. So too do the anxious discourses about the excesses of Islamic 
law. Indeed, the Western concern with the excessiveness of Islamic law 
expresses the flip side of the formula by which the United States believes 
itself to be sole bearer of international right; any other law is invalid by 
virtue of its extremity.

It may be that the resentful acknowledgment of another law, a law with 
consequences even for those who are not its subjects, acts as something 
of a barrier to what would otherwise have surely been an even greater and 
more conventionally sexualized violence in Iraq and Afghanistan — such 
as occurred in Vietnam. As made clear by the awful case of Abeer Qas-
sim al-Janabi, a fourteen-year-old Iraqi girl from Mahmoudiya who was 
raped and murdered along with her family, the present war is not without 
its properly sexual violence. There are eruptions of an old patriarchal 
aspiration to defeat the enemy by possessing and violating his women (and 
thereby to dispossess him), despite the emerging and apparently common 
spectacles of humiliation and self-gratification that come with picturing 
oneself as the possessor of an absolute commandment, beyond judgment, 
beyond shame.

Surveying the file of corrupt imagery that goes by the name of Abu 
Ghraib, one is reminded of de Sade’s tale of the hoarder masturbating in 
front of his piles of gold. Accumulation and the literalist’s incapacity to 
conceive of money’s symbolic function are on display in this scene. One 
gets a sense that what excited the perpetrators at Abu Ghraib was their 
own power: the power of a commandment by which another man can be 
made to gratify himself. The perpetrator is able to make this violation 
of another appear to be the source of that person’s pleasure. He or she 
becomes the cause of another’s enjoyment, and this status is the cause 
of his own. One can legitimately pose the question here of whether the 
abuse at Abu Ghraib can be thought not only as the logical extension of 
the brutality of “Shock and Awe,” as Mark Danner argues, but also as the 
counterpart of a strategy that entails the distribution of candies to children 
in the hopes that they will embrace the soldiers as the source of their con-
sumer pleasures (however paltry).83 The point is to elicit consent for that 
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which has been done in any case. The solicitation of pleasure in children 
works to annul their fear or, rather, to mask their fear with a performance 
of enjoyment. Thus is the child’s gratitude transmuted into consent for a 
continued violence, now represented as benevolence. The requirement that 
detainees masturbate, which calls on them to show themselves enjoying 
their subjugation, is certainly a much more extreme situation (although 
more than one suicide bomb has taken the scene of candy distribution as 
its point of intervention, thereby subjecting the children to a violence as 
awful as anything experienced in Abu Ghraib). The Schlesinger report’s 
discourse of ethics, which renders the detainee a consenting participant 
in his or her own interrogation and violation, cannot be forgotten here; 
it is the ideological frame that weaves together these otherwise disparate 
moments. The suturing is possible, however, only because a racialized 
conception of religious alterity makes all Iraqis (by virtue of being in Iraq) 
at least suspected of harboring terrorists.

When considered in the context of mass detention (fifty thousand 
detainees in the first two years), the Schlesinger panel’s statement about 
ethics can only be explained through reference to the logic of guilt by 
association, what the Bush administration has termed “harboring.” Even 
when the well-intentioned members of the Senate acknowledge the need to 
release the mistakenly detained as quickly as possible, they tacitly embrace 
the notion that those in the place of terror must at least be scrutinized as 
its possible source. I have argued elsewhere that this logic is also that of 
hostage taking, indeed that it is the basis of an awful mirroring between 
terrorism and counterterrorism.84 Here, I want to suggest — no doubt at 
great risk — that the abduction of ethics performed in the Schlesinger 
report is of a piece with the perversion of Abu Ghraib. For it gives itself 
to be seen in the confidence that the only gaze to which it submits itself is 
its own. Such is the terrifying predicament of an aspiring global authority 
in the era of reality TV. There is terror, but there is no fear of appearing 
to have been wrong.

It may be objected, after all that has been said here, that the changes 
I have observed in the form of war waged by the United States are not 
limited to U.S. war making. Perhaps, it will be objected, they can also be 
seen in the videotaping of executions, the mutilation of corpses, and in 
the sexually indifferent recruitment of suicide bombers by the opponents 
of the United States. Perhaps there is indeed shamelessness all the way 
around. In response to such an objection, I can say little by way of either 
agreement or dispute. But if it is true that these new techniques suggest 
such a tendency, then perhaps we will have to acknowledge that shameless-
ness has been turned back on us like the hijacked technology of another, 
earlier moment.
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From the Permanent War Economy  
to Perpetual Interventionism

Lying behind the seemingly endless cycle of military interventions, mas-
sively distorted budget priorities, and the erosion of peaceful diplomacy 
in the postwar era is the permanent war economy and a group of war-
making institutions. In the permanent war economy the state’s military 
welfare and subsidy has helped make millions of people economically 
dependent on war. Most high-tech managers at military behemoths like 
Lockheed-Martin, like a great many American foot soldiers from the 
“working poor” trapped in Baghdad, see few options beyond military 
capital. The war-making institutions, led by the Pentagon and private 
military contractors, have come to promote military approaches to foreign 
policy between wars.

Postwar militarism in the United States has long been associated with 
a concentration of power in the executive branch and infringements on 
civil liberties. Simultaneously, the growth of military state capitalism has 
helped erode the welfare state and sustainable industrial development. 
Concentrated corporate and military power used to promote laissez-faire 
policies and militarism, together with managerial incompetence, have led 
in recent years to a Bush White House and an American state that often 
resembles a fifth column. The state becomes a planning mechanism for 
outsourcing and military spending rather than sustainable energy and 
transportation systems. Both transnational corporations and the war-
fare state benefit from relatively weak, submissive trade unions (at home 
and abroad), marginalization of oppositional forces, underinvestment in 
nonmilitary public goods, and the opening of foreign outposts. This neo-
colonial system benefits from and promotes easy access to oil and other 
strategic resources, inexpensive or repressed labor, and free trade. When 
global elites purchase political services from our leaders in exchange for 
adopting militarist and free-trade policies, the political capital for disar-
mament and workers’ power is further depleted.
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The U.S. war economy represents a vast engine of accumulation, with 
military spectacles building media power (war as advertising), political 
power (war mongering banked as votes), and economic power (war as 
both product and service). Where “new social movements” petition the 
state, the military machine sells weapons worth billions of dollars. These 
products have little use value for the larger society. The citizen’s claim on 
the state is a single ballot. The military’s claim is gigantic war contracts 
that help make (or unmake) entire cities.1

While peace movements and political reformers aim to stop the lat-
est intervention or weapons system, the underlying structures propelling 
these endure. The U.S. midterm elections of November 2006 sent a strong 
antiwar message, resulting in the dismissal of defense secretary Donald 
Rumsfeld, but in some ways this only shifted the composition of the coali-
tion of warfare-state managers led by the president, Congress, and the 
Pentagon.2 Defense secretaries come and go, but this political directorate 
manages a military accumulation system that still involves hundreds of 
billions of dollars despite the end of the Cold War and the much vaunted 
“revolution in military affairs.” This revolution has simply automated the 
military, replacing labor with capital and substituting payments to engi-
neers and military contractors for soldiers’ pay.

Impressed by the power of the Pentagon, some “progressives” have 
advocated a coalition linking militarism, “cosmopolitanism,” and humani-
tarian intervention in places like Kosovo, Iraq, and Afghanistan.3 In 
contrast, a number of antiwar scholars and political leaders who lived 
through the 1930s and 1940s recognized the costs and dangers of using 
Pentagon Power and postwar imperialism even as they questioned the 
Soviet model. These thinkers realized that a permanent war economy and 
militarized foreign policy were sustained by planning during World War 
II and its aftermath. As former vice president Henry Wallace warned in 
1948, America’s addiction to a war economy created conditions that would 
be immensely difficult to overcome:

Fear — hysterical fear — stalks our land. It haunts the towers of New York 
and sweeps through the fields of Kansas. In London, Paris, Rome, and 
Moscow men are afraid. Millions of men are afraid with a fear that has been 
communicated to them by their own leaders.

Nor is it a blind or groundless fear. It is not vague. Men are afraid of 
losing their jobs, their freedoms, their homes and farms, and, in the course of 
projected events, their lives.

They face a clear and present danger. They have a clear and present 
reason to fear. For as long as their leaders go on communicating fear among 
each other and abroad in the world, these millions are drawn closer and closer 
to the whirlpool of depression and war.4
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Wallace’s words speak eloquently to the present era haunted by the poli-
tics of fear and a permanent war on terror. Such critics of militarism 
developed a political discourse whose scope matched the full extent of 
Pentagon power.

Attempts to create a winning politics out of this discourse have been 
fraught with difficulty. At the national level, candidates pushing for demili-
tarization have rarely gained office. Critics of militarism like Wallace never-
theless believed that change was possible by highlighting the economic 
limits of the system. He recognized not only the dangers of the warfare 
state but also those he associated with the growth of an anarchic global 
trading system. These allied forces, Wallace argued, led to the erosion of 
domestic employment and the dollar’s value as well as the ability of citi-
zens, workers, and consumers outside of the dominant class to maintain 
their civil rights and extend their political capital. Wallace was part of a 
group of reconstructionist thinkers who recognized that the problems of 
war and peace extend well beyond the particulars of any single conflict. 
This group also included academics Robert S. Lynd, C. Wright Mills, and 
Seymour Melman. As “utopian realists,” they sought alternatives to both 
the permanent war economy and the unregulated, free-market capitalism 
led by unaccountable economic elites. Some of these thinkers believed 
that militarism could even lead to fascism and economic depression. I will 
argue that while there are limits to such arguments, they also show how 
the persistent contradictions generated by militarism (and an intercon-
nected system of globalization) nevertheless support the presumption that 
the war machine is “contingent.” To overcome both the political barriers 
to disarmament and the economic costs of militarism requires social and 
political innovations foreshadowed by these earlier critics. The movement 
cannot begin and end in electoral politics. Drawing on the utopian think-
ing of the reconstructionists, I call for the development of an alternative 
network, a “shadow state” that would operate inside and outside established 
party structures.

Ironically, the ways in which military power has been accumulated in 
the warfare state can teach us something about the ways in which alterna-
tives can be built and reconstruction can be planned for. Military power in 
all its forms is subject to cyclical upswings and downswings and is therefore 
limited. The original critics of militarism believed that each form of power 
supporting militarism is nevertheless contingent; militarist accumulation 
can be reversed as this corrosive system undermines its own ability to 
sustain itself. True reconstruction is a process that changes economic and 
state structures, puts them under more direct popular control, and involves 
disarmament and economic democracy.5
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The Rise of the Warfare State

World War II and the period shortly thereafter became a turning point 
for the U.S. permanent war economy.6 At this crucial juncture, militarism 
and corporate capitalism were fully joined by the advent of military- 
state capitalism and the creation of specialized defense contractors highly 
dependent on government contracts. These contractors included large 
corporations and universities and involved labor unions organized at 
these corporations. The five-year mobilization during World War II 
“transformed the relationship of government and the defense industry 
and created the symbiotic partnership that exists today.”7 A strategic 
alliance then emerged among large corporations, military interests in the 
state, Congress, and other key actors; it was called “military corporatism” 
by some and “the military industrial complex” by others.8 The system 
integrated and extended diverse forms of power: “the military-industrial 
complex was and is a complex of financial, political, military, human, and 
media capital.”9

During the 1960s the U.S. permanent war economy was further 
consolidated. Seymour Melman argued that Secretary of Defense Robert 
McNamara, “under the direction of President John Kennedy, organized 
a formal central-management office to administer the military-industrial 
empire.” In place of the “loose collaboration formed mainly through mar-
ket relations, of senior military officers, industrial managers, and legisla-
tors,” there now arose “a defined managerial-hierarchical control center” 
regulating “tens of thousands of subordinate managers.” In this form of 
state capitalism, the “government is business,” and the Pentagon becomes 
the top management that regulates the “submanagement” of individual 
military corporations.10 Despite the end of the Cold War, the U.S. military 
economy lives on.

Prior to World War II, important capitalists were critical of militarism: 
“Some of the most prominent businessmen, such as Andrew Carnegie and 
Henry Ford, were commercial pacifists who believed that the salvation of 
mankind lay in trade expansion.” In fact, “the choice for America, as they 
saw it, was between industrial progress and militarism, and the latter they 
equated with waste.” For their part, military professionals viewed busi-
nessmen as constituting “a money-grubbing leisure class.”11 Up to 1941, 
splits within the state helped undermine an earlier corporate alliance with 
military interests: “memories of Congressional attacks on World War I 
munitions makers still were crisp enough” in 1941 “to give war profiteer-
ing a bad name.” After the Pearl Harbor bombing on 7 December 1941 
and America’s entry into World War II, criticism of military-industry 
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coordination necessarily became muted and corporate commitments to 
the domestic warfare state strengthened.12

President Franklin D. Roosevelt turned to the business world because 
he needed its industrial might and political capital for the war. Many 
companies were hesitant about entering the military market during the 
war because they feared postwar downswings. But the continuing cycle of 
military contracts after the war maintained and guaranteed the military 
market. Cost-plus contracts gave defense firms a guaranteed profit rate, 
and follow-on programs tied military agencies to successive models of 
related military equipment. As World War II drew to a close, some argued 
that the war economy did not simply stabilize markets for future defense 
contractors. Rather, a militarized economy could be used to rationalize 
the macroeconomic system as a whole. In February 1944, Walter J. Oakes 
wrote a seminal essay, “Toward a Permanent War Economy?” in which he 
argued that the capitalist system would be unable to survive “another siege 
of unemployment comparable to 1930  –  1940.” As a result, he described 
how the American public was being prepared before the war’s end “to 
recognize as a legitimate economic activity peacetime expenditures for war 
of a sizable nature.”13

As various constituency groups became co-opted and conscripted 
by the warfare state, a small group of critical voices outlined the dangers 
and potential alternatives. This group analyzed how the warfare state 
accumulated power and planned for alternatives to militarism. Three core 
arguments addressed by this group — the economic opportunity costs of 
militarism, militarism’s threats to democracy, and the necessity and util-
ity of democratic planning and institution building as alternatives — help 
explain the contingent nature of militarism. Yet, with very few exceptions, 
this reconstructionist discourse has largely been buried, forgotten if not 
ignored.

The military economic system that emerged from the war helped 
cement labor interests to militarism. As Harry Magdoff, the noted critic 
of imperialism, observed firsthand, despite wartime wage and price con-
trols, defense contractors were able to overcome these limits. Cost-plus 
contracting on weapons systems with no fixed price tag allowed defense 
firms to increase their profits by producing more and boosting their costs. 
Many firms also freely used overtime and weekend work to raise produc-
tion levels, practices that increased their profits and in the meantime lifted 
the income of their employees. The U.S. government turned a blind eye, 
since the exigencies of the war created strong incentives to maximize pro-
duction.14 For the first time, there was a U.S. working class with savings. 
Conversion to nonmilitary production was thus seen by many unions as 
leading to a return to lower wages. Nor did the aggressive pursuit of the 
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Cold War with the Soviet Union represent any serious conflict with the 
long-term alliance of most labor unions with the Democratic Party.15 Dur-
ing the 1950s, the labor union became “the defender of the status quo,” and 
management secured advantages over labor by introducing “new plants, 
new processes, new organizational structures for which there was no body 
of traditional management or union practice.”16

The growing links between militarism and imperialism rapidly became 
apparent. During the period from 1939 to 1945, members of the State 
Department and the Council for Foreign Relations met to plan for a post-
war world that they knew would place the United States in a position of 
global dominance. Their successors developed “a concept known as Grand 
Area Planning,” a plan to keep the world “open to investment, open to the 
repatriation of profits” and “domination by the United States.”17 In 1943 
and 1944, the social critic Daniel Bell noted that business planners wanted 
to establish a “permanent war economy” to support “far-flung expansion-
ism.” Big business planned to take over government war plants for free 
after the war and “to suspend anti-trust laws and allocate materials so new 
competitors could not enter the market.” The new “monopolized order 
was part of a program to create what Henry Luce called the ‘American 
Century,’ a new imperialism” backed by “a worldwide network of military 
bases and supply lines.” Bell believed that the war was not simply an “inter-
imperialist conflict,” but “rather, in some way capital had usurped labor’s 
war.”18 United States economic power contributed to its military might, 
which was then used to promote international expansion through trade, 
neocolonialism, and policing the international system against regimes that 
failed to “fall into line.”19

At home in the United States, the extension of economic power in the 
hands of large corporations through arms contracts, and the marginaliza-
tion of other groups like labor, also led to fears that the alliance among the 
state, corporations, and militarists would compromise democracy. Robert 
S. Lynd, at one point the leading American sociologist and a professor at 
Columbia University, pointed to the political choices faced by the coun-
try. During World War II, Lynd warned that the absence of democratic 
processes in fighting could lead to authoritarianism:

The thing we do not realize, or are prevented from realizing, is that we are 
building the structure and accompanying animus of the post-war world by 
the manner in which we fight the war. The already half-accepted formula 
that “You can’t fight this war democratically” is both factually incorrect 
and a one-way ticket to American fascism. If democracy is suspended now, 
it will not reappear at the peace conference. If during the war we avoid the 
development of genuine democratic organization and participation, if we 
curtail the partial organization of labor we now have instead of moving 
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forward to its thoroughgoing democratic extension, we can know for certain 
fact that democratic people’s organizations will be similarly frustrated after 
the war. Both during the war and after, the issue is identical: Who controls, 
and to what ends?20

Lynd summarized the Faustian bargain represented by Roosevelt’s alli-
ance with corporate interests to further the military effort.

The critics of the emerging U.S. military industrial complex also 
warned about its economic dangers. Although World War II helped end 
the Great Depression, some politicians were convinced that militarism 
itself could create its own economic costs. Henry Wallace was part of 
a larger circle around President Roosevelt, including Secretary of State 
Hull, Treasury Secretary Morgenthau, Secretary of War Stimson, and 
their top assistants, who “shared the belief that the economic policies fol-
lowed by the major trading nations after World War I had led directly to 
the global depression of the 1930’s, and then to the Second World War.”21 
The economic instability of the business cycle, the opposite of plan-
ning, represented a “danger to peace” and “essential freedoms.” Wallace 
believed that increasingly “the American people will question a program 
of imperialism and heavy armament as the true road to peace, prosperity 
and freedom.”22

Wallace explained the opportunity costs of militarism during his 
third-party presidential campaign in 1948, the same year his book Toward 
World Peace was published. Wallace wrote: “too much of the American 
housewife’s dollar is buying guns — guns of war, guns of diplomacy and 
power politics, guns of social and economic strife.”23 Wallace argued that 
America could avoid depression and depressed living standards by pursu-
ing a less militarized foreign policy. “Our peace and prosperity program 
must be worked out in . . . more far-reaching policy terms than the big-
armament, inevitable-war program which is now being followed so enthu-
siastically by those whom the press has deluded.”24 While militarism placed 
limits on the public welfare, it helped enrich large corporations. During 
World War II, “some $175 billion worth of prime contracts — the keys to con-
trol of the nation’s means of production — were given to private corporations. 
Naturally enough, two-thirds went to the top one hundred corporations — in 
fact, almost one-third were to ten private corporations.”25

This concentration of economic and political power was enhanced  
by a political and media campaign of fear. As Henry Wallace and later  
W. E. B. DuBois observed, fear campaigns were used to suppress the 
welfare state in support of the warfare state.26 In order to justify sizable 
peacetime military expenditures before the public at large, the political 
directorate of the warfare state turned to the power of the media to promote 
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a politics of fear. In The Power Elite, C. Wright Mills had warned about 
the power of the military propaganda machine. Warlords had developed 
“a large-scale and intensive public-relations program,” spending “mil-
lions of dollars,” employing “thousands of skilled publicists, in and out 
of uniform.” These fear campaigns were tied to lobbying efforts aimed at 
Congress that increased “the prestige of the military establishment” and 
helped ready “the public for the advent of war.”27 Militarist interests made 
use of the Pearl Harbor crisis and the wave of popular patriotism that 
followed. The Cold War saw a further militarist accumulation of media 
capital. The 9/11 crisis, which the neoconservatives claimed was “another 
Pearl Harbor,” followed this all-too-familiar pattern.

The Long-Term Costs of Militarism, Managerial Capitalism, 
and Parasitic Globalization

The Keynesian boost from the war and the subsequent postwar boom 
meant that the reconstructionists’ nightmare scenario did not come to 
pass. Nevertheless, the instability that these critics of militarism had 
feared showed up in other ways, through an economic crisis associated 
with the global economy. Militarism (and other institutional factors 
related to corporate governance, short-term-oriented rentier capitalism, 
and incompetence in the industrial system) weakened the American econ-
omy’s ability to respond to new international competition. The industrial 
systems of Japan and later China emerged as a serious challenge, as did 
the larger problem of overproduction.

During the Cold War, there was no proactive civilian planning of 
the kind favored by the reconstructionists. The absence of such planning 
and a depression partly reflected the economic realities of U.S. economic 
hegemony. After 1945, the United States was the dominant economy and 
the center of the world’s production system. The United States accounted 
for about half of world GNP and so took a “free-trade approach.” It helped 
to create the free-trade system as a substitute for “nationalist protection-
ism.”28 During “the first several decades after 1945, most foreign nations 
took it for granted that major inventions and discoveries would come from 
the United States.”29

Cold War military procurement rescued U.S. aircraft firms, and 
federal programs spurred Fordist production and consumption.30 This 
military Keynesianism did not encourage economic conversion to non-
military production but developed into a Cold War industrial policy in 
which the Pentagon subsidized aerospace production and other high-
technology industries. During the Cold War, the aerospace, electronics, 
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communications, and computer industries retained strong links to military 
procurement and subsidy.31 Government programs also encouraged Ford-
ist consumption, helping build a mass consumer market for the automobile 
and suburban home ownership. This automotive industrial complex was 
built on the interstate highway system, oil interests, and various prime 
contractors and their suppliers, supporting blue-collar trade unions and 
ancillary economic sectors like steel and rubber. State policies to pro-
mote the consumption of these commodities proved critical to sustaining 
the postwar boom and the successful conversion of key sectors. Yet the 
emergent dependency on automobiles and oil would later encourage wars 
designed to secure critical natural resources.

The economic hegemony of the United States after World War II was 
sustained in part by its superior trading and manufacturing system. These 
allowed for steadily increasing (albeit competing) welfare and warfare 
states. But the ability and commitment to sustain the welfare state and 
employment began to erode. U.S.-based corporations used their manage-
ment rights to pursue foreign markets. The existence of protected home 
markets not yet challenged by superior production systems and competitive 
models from abroad initially allowed U.S. firms to neglect production effi-
ciencies and product choices that would have made them more competitive. 
So in the United States, auto firms used their rights to develop gas-guzzling 
and fuel-inefficient cars that later were displaced by far more fuel-efficient 
foreign models.32 While “the United States supplied half the world’s gross 
product” in 1950, by 2003 the country supplied only 21 percent. In 1950, 
the United States supplied 60 percent of global manufacturing production, 
but only 25 percent in 1999.33 Some of the roots of the problem could be 
seen as early as the 1930s, when rentier capitalism was already leading to 
the abandonment of domestic markets.34 In the postwar era, the competi-
tive hegemony and market dominance of U.S. firms may have given the 
American economy a reprieve. But the combined, depleting effects of 
militarism and managerial capitalism left many U.S. firms unable to meet 
the new competition from Asia and Western Europe.

Despite the benefits of transnational linkages to international labor, 
research networks, and consumer markets, many U.S.-rooted producers 
and workers are losing in the global game. As more and more productive 
economic activity is abandoned at home, the most important sources of 
growth are tied to unsustainable and parasitic parts of the economy like 
massive public and private debt and military spending.35 The result is 
parasitic globalization in which global links are used to decrease employ-
ment, to limit workers’ power, and to eliminate domestic suppliers. In the 
past year or so, China has overtaken the United States as a supplier of 
high technology.36 In 2005, the United States spent “57 percent more than 
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it earned on world markets . . . imports were 57 percent larger than . . . 
exports.” The debt was based on imports from Japan, China, and Middle 
East oil producers. Borrowed money was used “to build houses, buy con-
sumer goods and . . . finance the federal budget deficit.”37

As the U.S. trade system and domestic fiscal support system for mili-
tarism has broken down, nations like Japan and China have stepped into 
the void and helped finance the U.S. debt and hence military spending. 
Japan and China have indirectly financed America’s wars through securi-
ties purchases.38 As economic competitiveness and domestic employment 
problems worsen, U.S. politicians loyal to the transnationals have been 
sustained by a Free Trade Axis with these foreign saviors of American 
militarism. Paul Craig Roberts, a former Reagan official who is now a 
vehement Bush basher, argues that outsourcing and misguided military 
adventures have weakened the country’s economic base, eroding U.S. 
power and living standards. Outsourcing and the deteriorating competi-
tive position in the way work is organized in the United States have had 
devastating impacts on employment, particularly in manufacturing. Alan 
Blinder, the Princeton University economist, estimates that “as many as 
56 million American jobs” are vulnerable to offshore outsourcing which 
amounts to “about half of the US work force.” Such offshore outsourcing 
“has contributed to the explosion of the US trade/current account deficit 
over the past decade to $800 billion annually and rising.”39

Some claim that military procurement, which represents a subsidy 
to high-technology businesses, has nurtured the computer and other 
strategic industries.40 The military depletionist school, led by economists 
Seymour Melman, Lloyd J. Dumas, and John E. Ullmann, long argued 
that military expenditures diverted important research and development 
resources away from civilian applications and weakened manufacturing 
capacity and the ability to organize work domestically. Melman argued 
that the military economy was associated with deterioration of the machine 
tool industry, diversion of engineering talent into military pursuits, and 
failure to invest in the educational and physical infrastructure that sus-
tains competitiveness. He believed that military spending represents a 
“logjam” that limits civilian development, and that economic reconstruc-
tion necessarily requires demilitarization.41 Fiscal overstretch has already 
led to some cuts in military spending and to defense firms preparing for 
cutbacks.42 During the Eisenhower, Carter, and Clinton administrations, 
previous cuts in defense spending and associated government initiatives 
led military contractors to plan for diversification of products and services. 
While many projects failed, the problem was largely based on managerial 
mismanagement and weak industrial policies. This suggests that conver-
sion is not “technically” impossible.43
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Military Keynesianism has been used to keep the U.S. economy stimu-
lated, but any “macroeconomic gains” have been accompanied by harsh 
economic costs. While the military economy may promote innovation 
in key sectors, there is no guarantee that manufacturing (and eventually 
engineering and design) jobs created by such innovations will remain in 
the United States.44 For example, while military procurement contributed 
to the development and growth of the U.S. aerospace sector, it is far from 
clear that military subsidy of the sector guarantees domestic growth and 
U.S. jobs. The increasing limit to military contributions to the aerospace 
market is graphically demonstrated by the following startling statistic: “in 
the future 70 percent of Boeing’s new 787 will be manufactured offshore 
primarily in China and Japan.”45

The division of labor among the U.S., Chinese, and Japanese states is 
based on the ascendancy of rentier capitalists in America and the power 
of domestic and/or industrial interests in the Asian giants. In Japan, for 
example, “individual corporations are not permitted unilaterally to transfer 
advanced technologies to foreign operations.”46 While the Chinese state 
“often requires foreign companies to use Chinese workers and products 
as a condition of signing a contract,” the U.S. state is more loyal to profit 
making by stateless corporations.47 The Chinese state’s fear of reprisals 
leads to policies that help its working class at the expense of the U.S. work-
ing class. China needs to create about ten million new jobs a year to quiet 
disruption, but many of these jobs are based on “the steady transfer of pro-
duction capacity from other countries,” particularly the United States.48 
This becomes possible as the Chinese “import” American politicians and 
rent their services. In the 1990s, “big American companies — mainly the 
ones that import goods into the United States from factories they own or 
work with in China — spent millions of dollars each year buying votes in 
Congress to keep tariffs on Chinese-made products low.”49

Globalization may itself place potential constraints on the corporatist 
coalition that has contributed political capital for military budget expan-
sion. Ironically, the very cost savings achieved by purchasing military 
components and goods abroad also translates, in turn, into reduced eco-
nomic dependency on military production for U.S. labor and communi-
ties. A November 2005 report noted that the Pentagon was dependent on 
a growing globalized private sector for key military technologies: “This 
is taking place as China’s position at the center for the global technology 
supply chain grows, raising the prospect of future U.S. dependency on 
China for certain items critical to the U.S. defense industry as well as vital 
to continued economic leadership.”50 Take, for example, Magnequench, an 
Indianapolis-based defense contractor that contributed components used 
in the bombing of Baghdad. This company “is not only moving its defense 
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plants to China, it’s actually owned by Chinese companies with close ties 
to the Chinese government.”51 Such outsourcing weakens U.S. militarist-
corporatist coalitions by displacing American working-class jobs.

Militarism also depletes the economy by diverting resources away from 
civilian applications. Twenty years ago, Daniel Greenberg warned that 
“the country may some day find itself in the absurd position of having a 
formidable and hugely expensive strategic defense system standing guard 
over an industrial rust bowl.”52 Military spending diverts procurement 
and capital investment funds from alternative uses in modernizing the 
domestic civilian economy and infrastructure: “From 1951 to the present 
day, the yearly budget of the Department of Defense has exceeded the net 
profits of all U.S. corporations. No other single management commands 
a finance capital fund of this size.” As Seymour Melman has observed, 
“for every $100 of new civilian capital formation in 1979, the military 
were given $33 in their budget.”53 In the era of a permanent war on terror, 
the vast military spending continues. In the first three months of 2004, 
“defense work accounted for nearly 16 percent of the nation’s economic 
growth, according to the Commerce Department.”54 A recent study by 
Linda Bilmes and Joseph Stiglitz estimates the projected total costs of the 
Iraq war to be from about $1 trillion to an excess of $2 trillion.55

The neoconservative Right has protected its base by lowering taxes 
on the rich and increasing military spending. The problem with this feat 
is that it combines massive debts with bloated military budgets. Combin-
ing militarism and deficit spending required a reliance on foreign nations 
and American rentier capitalists, both groups that are indifferent, if not 
hostile to, domestic manufacturing. Foreign bond purchases and debt 
financing have contributed to the survival of imperial overstretch and 
associated militarism. Powerful financial interests at home and abroad have 
greased the wheels for this exchange system. Like transnational interests 
in general, defense contractors buy politicians’ “services.” For example, 
“the leading defense contractors spent nearly $1.9 billion on Washington 
lobbyists between 1998 and 2003.”56 War has provided the political capital 
for expanded military budgets and tax cuts. Where the former represents 
an increased allocation of state-financed capital for defense firms, the latter 
represents decreased tax contributions by defense and civilian firms to the 
state.57 Both hollow out the basic infrastructure of society by promoting 
parasitic war goods or by obliterating public goods. Military spending and 
associated foreign-policy crises have helped create the political capital to 
sustain and expand budget deficits and extend the warfare state at the 
expense of the welfare state. This political capital has been called “the war 
dividend”58 and corresponds to a myriad of ways that corporations have 
been aided at the expense of working people.59
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From the Peace Movement to the  
“Struggle over the Very Means of Power”

The limits to military power, accelerated by various crises, provide a 
potential foundation for disarmament. These objective conditions do not 
guarantee an alternative politics, however. The legacies of the Cold War 
and managerial capitalism, together with competing formulations, have 
marginalized the reconstructionist legacy. The New Left helped rekindle 
various forms of antiwar sentiment, but even Columbia University’s stu-
dent protestors failed to seriously embrace the planning ideas of profes-
sors Lynd, Mills, and Melman.60 In contrast to the default response — of 
responding to ad hoc crises without a long-term strategy — Mills pre-
sented an alternative over forty years ago: “Our struggle for peace . . . is 
and must be a political struggle over the very means of power required 
for that struggle.”61 This “very means of power” was needed to support 
reconstruction of the sort advocated by the proponents of disarmament, 
conversion, and economic democracy. Policies without vehicles for accu-
mulating power to sustain them would not go very far. Writing ahead of 
their time, the reconstructionists made plans for an American state that 
was relatively demilitarized, marshaling its economic energies for more 
productive economic pursuits. As the limits to military power and associ-
ated economic decline become more apparent, we can have greater faith 
in the relevancy of their wide-ranging solutions.

While the Internet and liberal radio have helped level the playing field 
somewhat against the right-wing and militarist media, the availability 
of such new media forms has not automatically produced a comprehen-
sive antimilitarist politics. Even though American society is increasingly 
shaped by the economic, media, and political effects of war, there has been 
a scarcity of comprehensive plans to escape from a permanent war society. 
Robert S. Lynd argued in 1939 that the social sciences were not quite up 
to the job of providing meaningful alternatives:

The causes of war are known and accepted by a wide group of thoughtful 
students. But the statement of what is to be done languishes because social 
science shrinks from resolving the austere findings of scholarly monographs 
into a bold program for action. And each war creeps up on us and is ruefully, 
or cynically, accepted as “more or less inevitable,” because, at the last moment 
of action, there seems to be no alternative.62

Lynd therefore suggested that in one sense social science represented an 
apologetics for war, especially when it gave the impression that wars were 
not preventable. At the same time, he argued for a special kind of social 
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science, one tied not only to action,63 but also to planning for alterna-
tives.

Lynd, Mills, and Melman represented a counterpoint to the intellec-
tual apologetics for war. Their philosophy of reconstruction paralleled the 
work of social critic Paul Goodman, who advocated “utopian planning” 
as a form of realism. Goodman realized that the absence of alternatives 
to militarism, modernist planning, and dependency on fossil fuel  –  based 
transit created dystopias that were unsustainable and unrealistic.64 Only 
by positing alternatives or utopias could possibilities emerge for a more 
humane future. In contrast, the militarists who often dominate politi-
cal debate offer what Mills memorably called “crackpot realism.”65 This 
so-called realism was defined by the seeming inevitability of militarism 
because the “economic and military causes of war” were sustained by “the 
political apathy of publics and the moral insensibility of the masses . . .  
and by the political inactivity and abdication of leading intellectual cir-
cles.”66

In The Causes of World War Three, Mills echoed Lynd’s observation 
about how militarism was sustained by the absence of intellectual alter-
natives: “the absence of an American program for peace is a major cause 
of the thrust and drift toward World War III.”67 Mills proposed many 
alternative strategies. In terms of media power and capital, he argued that 
a program of demilitarization required “that there be media of genuine 
communication which are open to” a critical intelligentsia supporting 
fundamental structural changes, “with the aid of which they can translate 
the private troubles of individuals into public issues, and public issues and 
events into their meanings for private life.”68 In terms of political power and 
capital, he argued that democracy “certainly requires, as a fact of power, 
that there be free associations linking families and smaller communities 
and publics on the one hand with the state, the military establishment, 
the corporation on the other.” These social innovations could create the 
necessary accountability structures, because without such associations, 
“there are no vehicles for reasoned opinion, no instruments for the rational 
exertion of public will.”69

Mills also argued that the major powers should rein in their imperial 
interests by proposing “an embargo on all arms shipments” to the devel-
oping world. They “should jointly guarantee all frontiers in these areas; 
at the same time, with any European nations that want to cooperate, 
they should undertake regional development programs.” He supported 
a U.N.-sponsored authority in the Middle East that would use oil profits 
to develop the region and provide “an adequate standard of living for the 
peoples who live there.” The dystopian alternative was “U.S. Marines in 
Lebanon . . . and U.S. threats to invade Iraq should the oil corporations 
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there be threatened by the Iraqi government.” Mills questioned whether 
a system in which corporate imperialism could not “be maintained today 
without violence” was sustainable.70 New barriers have emerged to com-
plicate the proposals advanced by Mills. Nevertheless, the current war 
in Iraq is partly the result of the absence of such reconstructive planning 
over the last forty years.

Seymour Melman also advocated antimilitarist reconstruction. From 
the early 1960s until his death in 2004, in many ways Melman was the 
conscience of the American peace movement. He was a strong proponent 
of the view that the term peace was not operational and that a system-
atic program of disarmament was essential. Therefore, he believed that 
organizing opposition to the latest war was an insufficient strategy for 
making progress against the war-making institutions. Something big-
ger was required, a sustained program for the gradual elimination of 
the permanent war economy and the warfare state. This program would 
include the following: a comprehensive treaty in support of disarmament; 
economic conversion of military firms; new budget priorities promoting 
needed civilian investments; and the implementation of democracy in 
the workplace, giving working people more control over their lives. He 
argued that economic democracy based on worker ownership and control 
was an alternative to the growing power and influence of militarism and 
footloose capital. Through worker democracy and cooperative networks 
of industrial enterprises, working people could systematically accumulate 
the scale of power necessary to challenge both the Pentagon and trans-
national corporations.71

The reconstructionists argued that the very organization of the Left 
and peace movements was insufficient for accumulating the scale of power 
necessary to challenge militarism and parasitic globalism. What happened 
to the political efforts to address the failed postwar conversion that left in 
place a permanent war economy? When Henry Wallace argued for rec-
onciliation with the Soviet Union, he was decried as being soft on Com-
munism. Indeed, he was sometimes naive about aspects of Soviet society, 
but he nevertheless presented an alternative to the militarism and waste 
of the Cold War. So passionate was Wallace about the evils of Cold War 
militarism that he broke completely with the Democrats in 1948, running 
for president on a third-party platform.

In electoral terms, Wallace’s campaign was a failure, although it did 
suggest the need for organizing outside established party structures. 
George McGovern, a Wallace admirer, was the last major presidential 
nominee of either party to present a comprehensive program for the com-
prehensive demilitarization of the United States. Since his 1972 campaign, 
almost every presidential cycle has presented the voters with a Faustian 



158 Jonathan Michael Feldman

bargain: choosing between a Democratic or Republican manager to lead 
the military industrial complex. Like Wallace, McGovern faced a stun-
ning electoral defeat.

The McGovern campaign attempted to promote reconstruction within 
the Democratic Party, a mission some on the Left believe is a lost cause. 
Wallace’s campaign also pointed to the limits to third-party efforts outside 
the Democratic Party.72 Neither strategy, organizing inside or outside the 
Democratic Party, succeeded in dismantling the systemic structures sup-
porting militarism. To tackle the big questions of U.S. militarism seems to 
require a politics relatively autonomous from the Democratic Party, itself 
a client and patron of the permanent war economy. Yet antiwar activities 
that have failed to focus on the link between military organization and 
industrial production have at best placed time limits on the length of any 
given military intervention.

The counterplanners’ utopian project of demilitarization and recon-
struction was limited by their ability to create or extend power-accumu-
lation systems. The modern peace movement, which some trace to the 
antinuclear mobilization of the 1950s, together with labor, environmen-
tal, and other movements “from below,” represents a key foundation for 
change. But without reconstructive planning, we are left with “resistance” 
and other strategies that leave the initiative to the powers that be. Social 
movements become reactive, unable to take the offensive. As Mills himself 
noted, to change things we must think big.

Beyond Dystopia:  
Contemporary Strategies for Reconstruction

Just as a deindustrialized America faces limits, so too does imperial over-
stretch. These limits can be seen in all the areas in which the Pentagon 
has systematically been accumulating power. The power of the military 
has faced growing constraints in the strategic, political, economic, and 
media realms.73 Turning to the strategic problem, in The Permanent War 
Economy, Seymour Melman wrote: “As a result of the diversity of tech-
nological options that have been developed for weaponry, as in biological 
warfare, military dominance is not assured even by overwhelming mili-
tary expenditures.” He also noted, “Conventional military forces wielding 
superior firepower cannot necessarily subdue a military opponent orga-
nized along guerrilla lines.”74 Others have argued that the Iraq war has 
perpetuated a cycle of violence that has aggravated the terrorist threat. 
Americans “do not understand that the ranks of suicide bombers rise or 
fall in relation to our violent acts.”75
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In the political and media realms, military power is also constrained. 
The public’s support for the war on terror has steadily decreased. Even if 
some voters have substituted cultural politics for economic interests, the 
scandals surrounding the Iraq war began to raise questions even among 
“Bush’s Faithful.”76 Pentagon failure in Iraq and associated battle deaths 
have diminished the popularity of the Iraq war. This failure in turn is 
based on the strategic limits of military power, the inability to achieve vic-
tory over a guerrilla insurgency supported by the local population.77 These 
developments culminated in the Democrats’ victory in the November 
2006 elections.

The continuing sacrifice of domestic manufacturing to outsourcing 
by politicians supporting unmanaged global trade will also face limits. 
The multibillion-dollar trade and budget deficits are one potential bar-
rier. Splits between members of the capitalist class also place constraints 
on militarism and lead to protectionist measures. The capitalist backlash 
against the economic costs of Vietnam helped bring an end to U.S. mili-
tary involvement there.78 Yet these potential economic barriers will mean 
very little unless there are incentives for politicians to support change, and 
economic possibilities for domestic firms to survive the new competition. 
In addition to the wrath of citizens mobilizing against outsourcing (as in 
the recent election and grassroots, anti  –  Wal-Mart campaigns), different 
“objective conditions” suggest how the United States could avoid becom-
ing a militarized and depleted third-world nation.

Fiscal crises at the national and local government levels, though con-
tributing to increased outsourcing of government work, also place pressure 
on the state to organize work to provide jobs and raise tax revenues. The 
local state is the last line of resort for many people, and it is more susceptible 
than its national counterpart to local mobilization. More important, man-
agers of local states — like professions tied to various areas of infrastruc-
ture investment — will be unable to meet their professional obligations if 
investments are not made. Therefore, they must generate a basis for growth 
to maintain services and infrastructure. Some local elected officials may 
support military budget cutbacks, particularly in regions giving more in 
tax dollars than they receive in federal military spending.79

Despite economic depletion and the rise of new competitors, some 
U.S. firms have withstood or beat the competition. One example is the 
California-based Haas Automation, Inc., which designs and successfully 
manufactures computer numerically controlled (CNC) machine tools.80 
This is far from an isolated case as other U.S.-based firms have been suc-
cessful in competing with their counterparts, and comparative advantage 
has not simply been based on “cheap labor.”81 As a condition for survival, 
firms may be forced to adopt sustainable economic systems linked to 
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productivity and design improvements that are also rooted in worker and 
user participation.82 When more participatory and productive work rela-
tions take the form of networks, as in the highly successful Spanish worker 
cooperatives in the Mondragon complex, the advantages are not limited to 
a single firm. Such diversification, together with new waves of innovation 
and public investment, as in sustainable energy and transit systems, can 
help reverse depressive effects in the economy. The integration of users, 
producers, and designers is often critical for maintaining oversight and 
quality, which (together with the advantage of knowledge of local condi-
tions) places constraints on outsourcing.

Compared with the Right and the warfare state, the Left and the peace 
movements are relatively disadvantaged in accumulating diverse forms of 
power. This resource deficit has weakened their ability to change foreign 
policies, support conversion and disarmament, and exploit (or otherwise 
respond to) various crises. Where the limits to military power reveal how 
the “objective conditions” for change are possible, the ability to consciously 
exploit these conditions politically depends on organizing and accumulat-
ing the kinds of economic, media, and political capital so well developed 
at the Pentagon.83

One way that this challenge can be met is by making better strategic 
use of the political space created by legitimation and other topical crises. 
While the post  –  Cold War “peace dividend” proved short-lived, the kinds 
of topical crises that can feed such organizing are not. These crises create 
periodic opportunities — manifested in scandals, economic disruption, 
and reactions to war — for organizing and mobilizing alternative media 
capital. Just as militarists and terrorists both try to use “the spectacle” 
to gain audience power or influence, so too must peace groups and trade 
unions make more systematic use of media power.84 In the recent elec-
tion, strategic military failure created a legitimation crisis that translated 
into Democratic votes. Yet, other topical crises have been more directly 
channeled into reconstructive politics. In this way, citizens can gain media 
capital lost via the alienation process of the spectacle.85 A new economic, 
media, and political platform must be created to exploit the contradictions 
associated with militarism, outsourcing, scandals, and voter discontent. 
The creation of new networks bundling diverse forms of power can pro-
mote such platforms.

In a dystopian present overshadowed by seemingly endless war and 
a permanent war economy, utopian alternatives are more necessary than 
ever. The fiscal shortages facing cities and some state governments, a 
continuing environmental crisis, and the depletion created by war and out-
sourcing create potential allies for labor and peace groups within the state 
and corporate world. One possible alternative would be the development 
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of a new, “networked” alternative state that could bring these fragments 
together. The idea of a “shadow state” can best be understood as a return 
to the original meaning of “government.” As Thomas Paine remarked in 
Rights of Man, “government is nothing more than a national association acting 
on the principles of society.”86 Such a “state within the state” could provide 
services, help finance democratic firms and social innovations, and provide 
a means to extend accountability vis-à-vis the existing national state.87 This 
“shadow state” would fill the vacuum created by the abdication of basic 
governmental functions and services wrought by neoliberal privatization, 
fiscal shortages, and retrenchment. This alternative network could orga-
nize its own public forums that would follow candidates from both parties 
and challenge their continuing arbitrage game, in which they sell out the 
government to parasitic corporate interests. Congressional hearings could 
document the economic costs of militarism.

Elements of such an alternative to the warfare state can be seen in 
various government initiatives supporting local economic control, in the 
Mondragon cooperatives, and in proposals for “franchise cooperatives.”88 
As in the multistate Apollo Alliance network, corporatist coalitions can 
link labor, capital, social movements, and the local state in projects to 
build sustainable energy industries.89 In Ontario, the Canadian Auto 
Workers Union has gained leverage over local state procurements by 
getting union members and their supporters elected to city councils. 
These examples illustrate how consumers, citizens, and workers can gain 
economic capital. Such an alternative network could also cooperate with 
friendly European governments, progressive forces in Latin America, and 
allies elsewhere. The demonization of progressive foreign governments has 
helped thwart progressive transnational coalitions. Yet the shadow state 
could, for example, enter into research-and-development alliances with 
the European Union, create bilateral procurement initiatives to support 
alternative energy systems and mass transportation, and use such economic 
and technical exchanges to open up a new political front against the elites 
that have taken over the national state. Ultimately, strategic alliances can 
be built through exchanges among local governments, socially responsible 
corporations, trade unions, universities, and other actors alienated by the 
increasingly dangerous status quo.

To accumulate sufficient power, the shadow state would have to build 
on the ability to organize, recombine, and transform economic, media, 
and political capital. Just as the Pentagon organizes procurement power 
and war spectacles to accumulate economic and media power so too must 
an alternative to the warfare state organize capital and constituencies cre-
ated by political scandals and civilian infrastructure spending proposals.90 
The accumulation of capital in the shadow state can be supported through 
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community banks, government procurements, the monies raised by indi-
vidual subscribers over the Internet, door-to-door canvassing, equity 
stakes in cooperative spin-off firms from municipal- and labor-controlled 
incubators, and initiatives to politicize the millions of viewers watching 
radical documentaries who have no proactive outlet for remedial action. 
The integration of diverse spaces of reconstruction and opposition can be 
sustained by community radio and TV, alternative media, trade among 
socially responsible firms, political mobilization in town meetings, and 
networks of cooperating communities. Building on the “utopian realism” 
of the reconstructionists, such approaches can create the kind of alterna-
tive public and economic sphere necessary to challenge both American 
militarism and parasitic forms of globalization.
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Combat in Hell

CIT IES AS THE ACHILLES’  HEEL OF  

U.S.  IMPERIAL HEGEMONY

Ashley DawsonA group of insurgents screeches out of a dusty alleyway in an old pickup 
truck on a typical sweltering day in Iraq and begins lobbing mortars 
toward one of Baghdad’s primary power stations. Coalition forces are 
quickly deployed to quell the attack, but in the firefight that ensues, a 
number of civilians who do not get out of the neighborhood’s crowded 
streets in time are wounded. How will the residents of the area react to 
these civilian casualties? Will an angry crowd gather to condemn the 
U.S. occupation and attack any troops remaining in the area, or will the 
soldiers’ effort to protect the city’s power supply elicit sympathy from a 
population that struggles to cope with frequent power outages? What 
impact will this conflict have on other neighborhoods in Baghdad, on 
the country as a whole, and on the entire Middle East region? Operation 
Urban Resolve 2015, the largest computer modeling and simulation exer-
cise ever undertaken by the Department of Defense (DoD), played out 
this and hundreds of other scenarios similar to the power station attack 
in a series of virtual war games conducted by Joint Forces Command 
(JFCOM) during the summer and autumn of 2006.1 Urban Resolve is 
perhaps the U.S. military’s most frank admission that the megacities of 
the global South are likely to be the predominant loci of future warfare. 
Indeed, JFCOM’s description of the exercise acknowledges the increasing 
primacy of urban combat:

The explosive growth of the world’s major urban centers, changes in enemy 
strategies, and the global war on terror have made the urban battlespace 
potentially decisive and virtually unavoidable. Some of our most advanced 
military systems do not work as well in urban areas as they do in open terrain. 
Therefore, joint and coalition forces should expect that future opponents will 
choose to operate in urban environments to try to level the huge disparity 
between our military and technological capabilities and theirs.2

Yet if Urban Resolve somewhat belatedly acknowledges the growing 
strategic importance of cities, it does not focus on urban combat alone, 
since, as Dave Ozolek, executive director of the Department of Defense’s 
Joint Urban Operations office, puts it, “the security problems we are facing 
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are so complex that they can’t be solved with military power alone.”3 In an 
attempt to understand the complex political, economic, and social factors 
behind urban warfare, DoD war gamers used the Simulex Corporation’s 
Synthetic Environment for Analysis and Simulation (SEAS), an advanced 
computer program that uses data from military incidents to extrapolate 
how community leaders, local media, and the general population in urban 
areas such as Baghdad would react to endemic conflict. Alok Chaturvedi, 
director of Purdue University’s Homeland Security Institute and founder 
of Simulex, describes SEAS as “behavior anticipation and shaping,” a 
digital version of the classic counterinsurgency strategy of winning hearts 
and minds.4 JFCOM’s Joint Futures Laboratory employed SEAS in the 
Urban Resolve war game to model the behavior of Baghdad’s inhabitants, 
from mundane daily routines such as prayer rituals to bloody counterin-
surgent battles, in a cybercity that included accurate three-dimensional 
digital reproductions of every building in the city as well as more than two 
million individual entities such as people and cars. Participating in this vir-
tual urban battle zone were team members in nineteen distinct networked 
sites throughout the United States, from Fort Benning, Georgia, to the 
Space and Naval Warfare Systems Command in San Diego, all involved 
in the quest to create what retired admiral James Winnefeld, director of 
JFCOM’s Joint Experimentation Directorate, called “a toxic environment 
for extremist ideologies.”5

For all the millions of dollars and billions of megabytes expended in 
modeling the behavior of the residents of Baghdad, however, Urban Resolve 
had a curiously hermetic feel to it. While Admiral Winnefeld underlined 
that Americans of Iraqi descent were involved in the exercise to augment 
its verisimilitude, most of the people that I observed sitting underneath 
the impressively detailed 3 -D digital projection of Baghdad that hovered 
on the wall of the JFCOM situation room were balding white men with 
handlebar moustaches, the same blend of superannuated spooks and worn-
out Special Forces hotshots who have been running the real occupation of 
Iraq to such disastrous effect since 2003. Moreover, SEAS’s canny focus 
on the cultural components of urban counterinsurgency operations is viti-
ated by the fact that the Illinois-based team mined their data on Baghdad 
from Web sites, public opinion surveys, policy research organizations, 
and economic data sites, sources whose information on what drives the 
insurgency is likely to be even less accurate than that guiding the imperial 
proconsuls in Baghdad’s “Green Zone” over the last three years.

More important, perhaps, Urban Resolve was predicated on a blink-
ered disavowal of the fact that it is the U.S. occupation itself that is creating 
a toxic environment in Baghdad and the rest of Iraq. Military operations 
to win over Iraqi hearts and minds are futile in the face of a rapacious 
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occupation guided by the rigid nostrums of neoliberal economic dogma.6 
Urban Resolve thus seems symptomatic of the combination of blindness 
and insight currently afflicting the U.S. military, which has registered the 
increasing prominence of urban combat zones but seems constitutively 
unable to acknowledge the underlying economic and political forces that 
are driving urbanization in the megacities of the global South. If cities 
are the Achilles’ heel of military power, U.S. war makers are increasingly 
forced to disavow awareness of the role played by empire in unleashing 
the very forces of unsustainable urbanization that they are called on to 
quell.

It was not supposed to be this way. In the late 1980s, Pentagon theo-
rists began discussing a so-called revolution in military affairs (RMA) 
that would endow the United States with unparalleled “full spectrum 
dominance.”7 Using cutting-edge networked information technology, the 
United States, it was argued, would vault beyond all potential military 
antagonists in the same manner that the Germans’ use of coordinated air 
and armored assault had handed them primacy in the blitzkrieg against 
continental Europe at the onset of World War II. As James Der Derian has 
remarked, the ferocious destructive potential of U.S. military technology 
as it developed in the 1990s had the paradoxical effect of strengthening 
the belief in virtuous warfare by allowing civilian and military leaders to 
threaten and, if necessary, unleash violence from a distance and by remote 
control — with few if any American casualties.8 Indeed, to the extent that 
the big technostick sanitized the gory side of warfare through its pixel-
lated displays of precision destruction, it threatened to absolve those who 
wielded it from moral responsibility for their acts.9 The promise held out 
by a technowar of sanitized “surgical strikes” allowed its proponents to 
actively solicit foreign conflicts, in the same way that Samuel Huntington’s 
thesis concerning a “clash of civilizations” anticipated and even catalyzed 
conflict through its Manichaean representation of relations between the 
West and Islamic nations.10 The RMA was thus an immense boon and 
alibi for hawks like Dick Cheney and Donald Rumsfeld. Their bellicose 
doctrines, such as the asserted right to a “preemptive defense,” relied on 
visions of war as bloodless and hygienic in order to garner the support of 
a public averse to seeing their children sent home from the front in body 
bags.

There were always skeptical “mud soldiers,” battle-scarred veterans of 
bloody conflicts such as Vietnam, who questioned the starry-eyed, techno-
philic discourse associated with the RMA.11 Indeed, for those who knew 
something about the “fog of war,” Clausewitz’s famous dictum concerning 
the confusion created by warfare should have been more timely than ever, 
especially given the RMA’s propensity to proliferate and intensify rather 
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than streamline information flows. Such contrarian perspectives gained 
little traction after the swift and decisive rout of Saddam’s army in the 1991 
Operation Desert Storm; and, after 9/11, RMA doctrines seemed once 
again to be vindicated in the successful battle to roust the Taliban from 
Afghanistan and in the lightning-quick initial victory of Operation Iraqi 
Freedom in 2003. Of course, the protracted occupation of an increasingly 
unhinged and violent Iraq made the hubris of RMA doctrines dramatically 
apparent. While U.S. and “coalition” forces quickly destroyed Saddam’s 
ragtag army, the Sunni and Shiite insurgents soon began to sabotage 
the occupation from their bases in the slums of cities such as Baghdad, 
Fallujah, and Basra.12 For all their technological savvy, U.S. forces were 
quickly reminded of the primal, premodern character of urban warfare. 
Military theorists tempered their zealous embrace of RMA doctrine, with 
its fetishization of technology and airborne firepower, and opened a new 
line of inquiry into what is known as Military Operations in Urbanized 
Terrain (a.k.a. MOUT).

Of course, there had been warnings that urban settings would diminish 
if not destroy the decisive advantage conferred on U.S. military forces by 
networked technology. In 1993, an elite force of Army Rangers and Delta 
Force special operators sustained 60 percent casualty rates while battling 
ragtag Somali clan militias during the U.N.’s humanitarian intervention 
in Mogadishu.13 Later that decade, Russian troops were severely mauled 
by Chechen separatist forces, who lured federal armored columns into the 
center of the capital city Groszny only to pop up out of the sewers to destroy 
the Russian vehicles using rocket-propelled grenades. These premoni-
tory episodes went largely unheeded, so that when former Marine Corps 
Commandant Gen. Charles Krulak coined the term “three-block war” in 
2004 to describe the combined humanitarian, peacekeeping, and combat 
missions in urban settings that characterize the overwhelming majority 
of U.S. military engagements today, his analysis was hailed as a vision-
ary warning rather than a severely belated acknowledgement.14 Military 
historians suddenly recalled that, despite the media primacy enjoyed by 
the assaults on Iraq over the last decade, twenty-one of the last twenty-six 
conflicts in which U.S. forces have been engaged involved urban settings, 
and of these, ten were fought exclusively in cities.15

The conclusion drawn by most theorists was not, however, that war is 
inherently or even tendentiously urban but, rather, that insurgent forces 
around the world, having witnessed the annihilation of Saddam’s troops 
in the open desert by U.S. “smart bombs,” had realized that their only 
chance of survival lay in fighting future wars in the urban jungles of the 
underdeveloped world.16 One hears the echo of this logic in JFCOM’s 
argument that insurgents will try to “level” the technological playing field 
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by operating in urban environments. “Urban combat,” as one RAND 
Corporation  –  sponsored white paper had it, “is complex”: the dense, 
three-dimensional structure of cities slows down occupying forces, inhibits 
advanced communication systems, and allows guerrillas to hide within 
buildings and behind civilian populations.17 Fighting in cities, U.S. forces 
are forced back into what theorists described as a “premodern” mode of 
warfare in which experience and cunning count for far more than Global 
Positioning System technology and aerial firepower. For military theorists, 
then, the turn of insurgent forces to urban-based “asymmetrical” guerrilla 
warfare was a direct consequence of the unparalleled domination by the 
United States over land, sea, and air, a kind of dastardly plot to foil the 
hegemony conferred by the RMA.

In their analysis of the rise of urban warfare, MOUT theorists tend to 
ignore the structural economic and cultural forces that propel urbanization 
in the global South. While many studies begin with a seemingly obligatory 
nod to U.N. statistics that suggest that 70 percent of humanity will live 
in cities by 2020, few pursue the causes of urban-based conflicts to their 
roots. As Stephen Graham emphasizes, there are multiple factors driving 
the urbanization of war, including

the unleashing of previously constrained ethnic hatreds since the end of the 
Cold War bipolar system; the proliferation of fundamentalist religious and 
political groups; the militarization of gangs, drug cartels, militia, corrupt 
political regimes, and law enforcement agencies; the failure of many national 
and local states; the urbanization of populations and terrain; the growing 
accessibility of heavy weapons; the crisis of increasing social polarization at all 
geographical scales; and the growing scarcity of many essential resources.18

Underlying these disparate epiphenomena, however, is the massive trans-
fer of wealth to a handful of corporations and individuals in the developed 
world as a result of the debt crisis of the 1980s and the subsequent struc-
tural adjustment programs administered by the International Monetary 
Fund and the World Bank over the last three decades. During the era of 
the Washington Consensus, peasants pushed off their land by agricultural 
deregulation and chronic civil wars flocked by the millions to cities largely 
devoid of economic development. As Mike Davis argues, the unprece-
dented growth of megacities throughout the global South in a context of 
structural adjustment, currency devaluation, and state retrenchment has 
been “an inevitable recipe for the mass production of slums.”19

Urban-based conflicts such as those catalogued by Stephen Graham 
are, then, a product of the geopolitical creation of a teeming surplus 
humanity, for whom the slums of megacities such as Lagos, Cairo, and Rio 
are a final desperate refuge and a point of entry into the violent subcultures 
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of globe-spanning criminality and warfare. To argue, as do most MOUT 
theorists, that the urbanization of warfare is a calculated strategic ploy on 
the part of antagonists to U.S. power is to ignore the fundamental causes 
for a trend that will inevitably become more prominent, given the failure 
of global elites to broach, let alone answer, the question of how to integrate 
the surplus humanity of the global South into the global economy. It is 
also to substitute military repression, that is likely to spark a bloody cycle 
of blowback, for economic and political policies that might deal with this 
root cause. The resort to military force is thus, as David Harvey has sug-
gested, an index of the waning hegemony of U.S. imperial power rather 
than a sign of the empire’s invincible might.20

Notwithstanding their acknowledgement that urban warfare is “com-
bat in hell,” MOUT theorists have worked diligently to elaborate doctrines 
for such fighting through a series of conferences sponsored by the likes 
of the RAND Corporation think tank, armed forces publications such as 
Parameters, and Joint Forces war games such as the San Francisco  –  based 
“Urban Warrior” exercise.21 MOUT theorists seek to overcome the advan-
tage conferred to insurgents by the urban terrain through a series of inter-
locking tactics. Most important, theorists argue, steps must be taken to 
prevent buildings, sewers, and other parts of the urban environment from 
offering refuge for enemy combatants. New technologies of surveillance 
and reconnaissance called for by advocates of MOUT promise to turn 
cities inside out and, by revealing their entrails, to deny insurgents the 
advantages offered by the architectural edifices of the city.22 In addition, 
tactics are to be developed that limit access of both combatants and non-
combatants to particular urban areas by using nonlethal obstacles, such as 
vehicle barriers and quick-hardening foams. Extending such measures to a 
wider ambit, what the RAND book Coralling the Trojan Horse calls “nodal 
operations” are designed to cut off and control particular zones or nodes 
of the city.23 In tandem with such steps to limit physical mobility within 
cities, the RAND report calls for psychological operations (PSYOP) such 
as media campaigns in order to win the “hearts and minds” of the civilian 
population as part of counterinsurgency operations. Should these localized 
strategies fail, Major General Robert Scales has suggested that an “indi-
rect” approach be used whereby U.S. forces cordon off a city or establish 
a siege line around it, allowing them to strike at enemy forces within the 
urban perimeter at will — a strategy that for all intents and purposes would 
turn cities into giant internment camps.24 All of these tactics have been in 
evidence in the Iraq occupation, although in cases such as Fallujah, U.S. 
forces seem to have employed a strategy of destroying the city in order to 
save it, all too reminiscent of the humanitarian and propaganda debacles 
of the Vietnam War.
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In addition, rather than completely abandoning RMA doctrine, some 
enterprising MOUT theorists have found a way to reintroduce computer-
based technology to urban combat, notwithstanding its supposedly low-
tech character. In a recent article that seems oblivious to the dystopian 
messages of films such as Robocop and Terminator, two MOUT analysts call 
for the creation of an “urban warfighter system” that is equal parts man 
and machine in order to allow the military to win the coming urban wars 
of the next quarter century. The core of this system would be a bodysuit 
with “integral C4ISR,25 engagement, and active survivability systems” 
that would allow soldiers to communicate and “see through” walls, leap 
over tall buildings in a single bound, survive enemy gunfire unscathed, 
and unleash lethal hails of lead at will.26 Just as in the air war  –  based 
RMA doctrine, the animating force for this hyperbolic “urban warfighter 
system” is the desire to avoid any erosion of domestic consent caused by 
the high death toll of city-based combat. Once again, then, the military is 
turning to a series of technological fixes for the intractable social problems 
generated by the spiraling inequalities of the neoliberal world order. Urban 
Resolve offers the most advanced edge of this deployment of technology 
to deal with urban combat, melding computerized battle systems such 
as the army’s future warfare hardware with the cultural computations of 
SEAS, while successfully eliding broader strategic questions concerning 
the causes of urbanization.

MOUT doctrine was developed with the dense slum-dominated mega-
cities of the underdeveloped world in mind. U.S. forces have, for instance, 
engaged in recent years in joint operations with the Israeli Defense Force 
in order to draw on the latter’s long experience in hunting down fighters 
in Palestinian cities such as Nablus and Jenin. Indeed, Mike Davis calls 
MOUT “the highest stage of Orientalism,” since it has been used to cre-
ate a Manichaean distinction between the besieged cities of the homeland 
and the volatile megaslums abroad that harbor the so-called axis of evil.27 
This firm distinction between the inside and outside of the body politic 
breaks down quickly, however, in the face of a constant need for prophy-
laxis against internal threats. MOUT theorists in fact tend to construct 
stereotypical urban typologies whose geographical application is highly 
flexible. In “The Human Terrain of Urban Operations,” for example, 
Ralph Peters argues that cities may be classified, “for military purposes,” 
as hierarchical, multicultural, or tribal.28 Peters, who apparently has spent 
little time in chaotic, racially polarized cities such as New York and 
Rome, argues that the hierarchical cities of the developed Western world 
are characterized by orderly “chains-of-command” that operate within 
a broadly accepted rule of law.29 “Multicultural” cities, by contrast, are 
riven by conflict between overlapping and discordant ethnic groups whose 
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failure to achieve a homogeneous cultural orientation threatens their polity 
with continual turmoil. Peters argues that Jerusalem is the prototypical 
dysfunctional multicultural city. Finally, tribal cities resemble multicul-
tural cities, except that they’re worse because conflict follows along clan 
or tribal lines rather cultural ones. Peters inevitably points to Mogadishu 
as an example of his final category. Just as predictably, Peters’s typology 
conforms perfectly to the old Victorian racial hierarchies that helped 
legitimate imperial rule.30 As was true during the Victorian era, efforts to 
control the supposedly degenerate masses in the periphery have a strong 
impact on measures developed to discipline the “dangerous classes” close 
to home in the imperial metropolis.

It should not surprise us, then, to find that MOUT tactics are not 
being deployed in the imperial periphery alone. Even prior to 9/11, urban 
police forces in Europe and the United States drew consciously on the 
military’s tactics for combating urban insurgency in order to shut down the 
large protests organized in cities by the Global Justice Movement (GJM) 
during summit meetings of the World Trade Organization and the G8. 
Bereft of any other way to make their voices heard inside the well-insulated 
conference rooms of such largely unaccountable global organizations, 
protesters took to the streets of cities such as Seattle and Genoa in order 
to register their discontent with the Washington Consensus. Using new 
consumer technology such as cell phones as well as tried and true direct-
action techniques, members of the GJM scored a victory when they shut 
down the WTO summit meeting in Seattle by blockading streets through 
an extremely flexible structure of cellular affinity groups.31 Within a few 
years of the “Battle of Seattle,” however, peripatetic global elites had devel-
oped an answer to the protesters’ antihierarchical organizing tactics and 
rambunctious street demonstrations in the form of what Robert Warren 
calls “state-sponsored pop-up armies.”32 As Warren argues, by the time 
of the G8 summit in Genoa during the summer of 2001, these pop-up 
armies, viewing citizens who attempted to exercise their democratic rights 
as de facto enemies, drew on MOUT doctrines to clamp down on popu-
lar mobilizations through the militarization of urban space. Authorities 
deployed paramilitary forces clad in riot gear to prevent protesters from 
gaining access to summit meeting sites, zoned and barricaded parts of the 
city, required authorization for citizen movement, engaged in preemptive 
arrests, harassed independent media, and allowed police and military 
forces to use massive nonlethal and even lethal force. Perhaps most signifi-
cantly, this paramilitary policing consistently conflated nonviolent protest-
ers with violent “terrorists” in order to garner broad public support for the 
imposition of martial law and the massive expenses involved in protecting 
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a relatively small contingent of global elites.33 Since 9/11 the conflation of 
large gatherings of people in urban spaces with terrorism has proceeded 
apace. Pop-up armies now protect not just global summits, but almost all 
large public events, including second-tier summits, sporting events, and 
other entertainment events. Demonstrators are routinely limited to razor 
wire  –  ringed “free speech zones” miles away from political events. As a 
result of this militarization of urban space, cities such as New York have 
at times come to resemble armed encampments full of citizens who have 
been rendered suspects in the boundless war on terror.

This is hardly the first time that tactics of military control deployed in 
the periphery have been brought back to the imperial homeland. Accord-
ing to Stephen Graham, the French general Bugeaud, who resorted to 
wholesale destruction of portions of the Algiers Casbah in his struggle 
against the insurgent nationalist forces of Abd El-Kader during the mid-
nineteenth century, was responsible for the first manual on urban war-
fare.34 Thirty years later, the exploits of Bugeaud had a strong influence 
on Baron Haussman when he set out to redesign Paris in order to tame 
the capital city’s notoriously explosive populace. Drawing on Bugeaud’s 
book La guerre des rues et des maisons, Haussman demolished wide swaths 
of the medieval city in order to make the city more permeable to military 
forces. Although Haussman’s elegant, café-encrusted boulevards may seem 
a boon to French civilization today, it is unlikely that the contemporary 
citadelization of U.S. cities is likely to result in such an architecturally 
felicitous and culturally conducive outcome.35

The elaboration of MOUT doctrine in both domestic and foreign 
urban zones during the war on terror, in other words, should not be seen 
as entirely exceptional. Once again, we are living out a cycle in which 
colonial discourse is used to map, contain, and control urban space and 
society. Notwithstanding the sweeping gentrification of U.S. cities over 
the last several decades, urban zones remain riddled with anonymous 
nonplaces such as airports and freight terminals that are seen as prime 
spots for terrorist attacks and as incubators for the putative “fifth colum-
nist” potential of diasporic groups.36 Long-standing traditions of spatial 
control exist that serve to legitimate contemporary MOUT doctrine as 
it is increasingly applied to domestic urban zones. In the case of the 
United States, such traditions blur the boundaries of imperial periphery 
and “homeland.” Indeed, as Loïc Wacquant, among others, has argued, 
racialized groups, such as African Americans in the United States, have 
long been subjected to a succession of systems of confinement stretching 
from chattel slavery, through Jim Crow, to the mass carceral apparatus 
of the present.37 The status of certain quarters of the nation’s cities as 
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dangerous zones of difference, foreign countries within domestic space, 
was made explicit by activists such as Stokely Carmichael and the Black 
Panthers, who compared black ghettos to internal colonies during the 
civil rights era. Similarly, in Britain, with its most spied upon citizenry of 
any contemporary nation, urban surveillance systems are a direct product 
of the counterinsurgency campaign against the Irish Republican Army. 
MOUT technologies deployed by imperial military forces around the 
globe thus build on enduring practices of internal and external spatial 
apartheid and surveillance. While the militarization of urban space in the 
developed world pales in comparison to the fate meted out to residents of 
contemporary Fallujah or Beirut, we would do well to remember that these 
seemingly disparate locations are intimately connected by logics of military 
domination whose costs are increasingly steep for civilian populations at 
home and abroad.
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